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I am playing on the parquet floor of the drawing room. The wood is golden, with dark lines that swirl like puddles when you jump in them. The wax gleams dull. It must be a cloudy day.


There are grown-ups in the room, but I don’t pay them much attention. The atmosphere is somber. I feel like I’m the only one who’s entirely alive, so I slide my feet across the smooth floor to prove it. I’m wearing woolly tights and no shoes. I want to make some noise because the silence is getting loud, but I’m a good girl so I don’t.


“I want you all to come up to Ricki’s room.”


I don’t have to look up to know whose voice that is: precise, almost fussy, with a funny lilt. It’s my godfather, Leslie Waddington. He has tight curly hair and a nose like a bird’s beak. One of my favorite books is a field guide to birds.


His words clang a sour note in my ears. Why, I wonder, should everyone barge into my mother’s room when she’s not there? She’s been away for a few days, and won’t be back for days more. You don’t go into people’s rooms without permission. Still, I’ve already realized that there are many odd things in the world. I look up to see if there’s anything especially odd about this one: any clues to what’s going on.


Leslie doesn’t look at me as he disappears out the door. Nor does anyone else. The sour note dies away: obviously whatever is going on doesn’t include me. I relax. Vaguely I take notice of their backs, leaving.


“I think he means you too,” says a woman’s voice. It startles me. I thought they’d left me alone.


It’s Leslie’s wife, Ferriel, sunk in a low chair. Her blond hair hangs down as if it has invisible weights on the ends. She looks blue-gray, the same color as the walls. The light has gone out of the portion of space she’s in.


Her eyes are flat. She doesn’t “think.” She knows he means me too.


I jump up, wanting to catch up before anyone notices that I didn’t go with them. I hate being in the wrong. Also, I hate being late. I run out of the room.


This is where the memory ends. Upstairs, I will be lifted onto Mum’s bed to sit between my brother, Tony, and my sister, Anjelica—two dark heads flanking my little blond one. They’re much older than me: eighteen and seventeen. I am four.


Leslie will sit on a low chair opposite us. He will tell me that my mother has been killed in a car crash while driving across France on her way to her father’s house in northern Italy for a holiday. She will not come home. I will never see her again.


Anjelica and Tony already know. Leslie has taken on the task of telling me because Mum asked him to look after me if anything ever happened to her. He has choreographed this scene in her bedroom especially for me.


In the silence that followed his words, I let out a sound that my sister describes as a banshee wail. It went on much longer than the amount of breath I could possibly have held in my small lungs. It was unearthly, she says, like no sound she’d ever heard. It chilled her. I didn’t cry.


 


I didn’t cry on my first day at Stepping Stones nursery school, either. My best friend, Lionel Smith-Gordon, did, and I was mortified. I kissed my mother good-bye and edged away from Lionel, trying to pretend that I didn’t know him. He was clinging to his mother, howling. We were two years old. I was very impressed by the children who were three.


I was a proper little English girl, with patent-leather shoes and a navy coat and clothes perfectly pressed by Nurse, my Irish nanny. There was a gilt A on the door of my room, for Allegra, and on the same landing a T for Tony and a K for Nurse. I thought it should have been an N, even after Nurse told me that her real name was Kathleen. I didn’t see what that had to do with it. Everyone called her Nurse.


Every morning, Nurse gave me my breakfast in the pine-paneled kitchen, which opened onto the garden behind the house. One day, the mother who was supposed to pick me up and take me to school didn’t come. I heard Mum’s feet running down the stairs. She was still in her pajamas—blue, my favorite color—but she had real shoes on her feet, dark and square-toed. “I’ll have to take you,” she said. She grabbed a raincoat from a peg by the front door and tied the belt around her waist. I don’t think it was raining.


I watched her as she drove: the bones of her hands sticking up above the steering wheel like little mountains, her eyes fixed on the road. The side of her nose and her cheek shone pale against her dark hair. She didn’t look at me where I sat beside her in the passenger seat; she was concentrating on the road. We had waited too long for the mother who didn’t come.


Her left hand reached over and slotted the gear stick down, across, and down again, slowing for a corner. It always amazed me that she didn’t have to look. I could just see, under the sandy-colored raincoat, the pale blue edge of her pajamas where they fell into the hollow of her collarbone. I was wearing a kilt, I think: warm winter clothes, certainly. Woolly tights again. I was probably four by then, old enough to be carpooled to school. Mum died in January 1969. This can’t have been long before.


I started to worry. She’s driving too fast, I thought. The police will see us and stop us for speeding. They’ll make her get out of the car. They’ll take her to the police station. And there she’ll be, with nowhere to hide and all those policemen, wearing only her pajamas and a raincoat.


 


I liked things to be correct. My favorite pastime was to practice writing, which I did in lined exercise books. Nurse would write out the alphabet for me, a letter to a page, in a column along the left side, and for hours I would form laborious a’s, b’s, and so on. If I messed up I would throw out the book and start a new one at a again. I made it as far as r—Nurse’s cursive, lowercase r’s had fat loops at the top, and an angle of descent that for some reason I thought of as especially Irish. Line after line, I couldn’t get mine to match hers. I was English, and obviously that had something to do with it; but I wasn’t trying to write English r’s, I was copying Nurse’s. It drove me mad that I couldn’t do it.


No one wanted perfection but me. Mum would have had more sympathy with the way my own son writes letters, adding extra crosspieces to an E or leaning an R forward and telling me it’s running. She had grown up with a ballet dancer’s ferocious discipline and obsession with detail. She didn’t raise her children the same way.


In my room she hung a silvered glass ball, mottled dark like a planet of strange metals, and every night I fell asleep to the sound of Chopin on the record player. Her closest friends were artists. Often she took me to visit her friend Gina Medcalf, whose painting studio was a big open space with a window seat I loved to nestle in. Once we brought a Lego kit with a picture of a house on the box, whose regular windows, red-tiled roof, and solid-looking chimney were, to my eyes, perfect. I started putting it together, but it was hard, because you couldn’t see the joins between same-colored blocks in the picture. Gina started playing around, seeing what other shapes she could make with the blocks we had: more fun, she urged me, than my mulish devotion to doing what the Lego people wanted us to do. I was having none of it. I’d chosen this Lego exactly because the blocks could make—were supposed to make—the house that was pictured on the box.


I didn’t like things to be free-form; it unsettled me. I preferred paint-by-numbers and drawing by join-the-dots. I peered at the picture, figuring out how many blocks went between the window and the roof, and what it should look like on the other side. I could feel Mum’s frustration. Her disappointment bled toward me, though she tried to conceal it. I knew she wished I was imaginative like Gina. I refused to feel it was my failing. I knew, as she and Gina obviously didn’t, that there was a right way and a wrong way to do Lego. I was someone who did things right.


 


It’s Mum’s turn to carpool home from school. There are two of us, so we’re in the back seat. Mum has stopped to buy something. She’s left the car double-parked. The other cars have to edge around us.


My friend and I are bouncing as hard as we can on the springy seat while Mum is in the shop. It’s the sixties; we don’t have child seats. We’re giggling and shouting: two little girls having the time of our lives.


Suddenly Mum’s face is at the passenger-side window. She’s angry. “Stop it! Right now! The brake isn’t on and you’ll make the car roll down the hill!”




We subside. I can feel the seat quivering. I’m embarrassed in front of my friend, having my mother tell us off. I’m silently indignant. It wasn’t my fault she didn’t put the brake on, and if she parked on a hill, why didn’t she put it on instead of blaming us?


 


It intrigues me to think why some memories stayed when others were lost. In the years after Mum’s death, most of my images of her faded away; but a few seared tracks in the electric labyrinth of my brain. It was pride that preserved the memory of being given a book, aged two, by a woman who said, “Of course she won’t be able to read it yet,” and I knowing that I could, and sitting on the top step of the stairs with Nurse and reading it as Mum showed the woman to the door. And fear that preserved others, such as the time we watched a friend of Mum’s walk like a circus performer along the high rafter of a barnlike room in Kent; or the time Mum and I got out of a train on the way to Cornwall to buy something to drink, maybe, from the kiosk on the platform. As we walked back toward our compartment, the train started to move. I tugged at her, straining for the nearest door. I couldn’t understand why she still walked calmly down the platform while the train was gaining speed and about to leave without us—why she didn’t at least run. When we got to our door, which was still open, I put my hand on her wrist to climb the steps. She climbed them behind me.


And memory after memory of Mum and a car.


 


“Your mother’s new car is here, Allegra! Come and see it!”


I’m in the drawing room again, alone for some reason. Usually I’m with Nurse. I don’t remember who the woman was who called me; she rushed out immediately. A friend of Mum’s.


I run to the window and climb up on the square, ranked iron tubes of the radiator. I know they’re cold, they won’t burn me; it must have been spring or summer. Outside, the sunlight is cut into shafts by the green leaves, as big as plates, of the tall, spreading trees that line the road. Opposite, beyond a black iron railing, is a canal lined with painted houseboats. Flowers spill out of pots on their roofs.


I look from side to side for Mum, and the car. There she is, below me. The top of her head is divided in two by the part in her hair. She’s wearing a billowy skirt. The car she’s next to is red. I know she had the car repainted—it’s not really new—and I’m annoyed that she chose red. I hate red. My excitement drains away like bathwater.


 


All my life I’ve returned to these memories, familiar and unquestioned, their anguish smoothed away by use. They’ve been solid, like way posts seen out of the corner of my eye. But now, when I look at them head-on, they turn slippery, like fish. Sometimes the whole picture slithers away into a murky doubt, and I’m not sure I even remember it at all.


The angle at which I looked down on Mum’s head isn’t the angle from the drawing-room window, but from my bedroom two stories above. I picture the car to the right—then suddenly it’s away to the left. A stick-shift car parked on a hill without the parking brake must be in gear—so it can’t roll down a hill. Mum must have been afraid that we’d bounce the car off the brake, but my memory insists those are the words she said.


I think all these remembered cars must be the same one, though Anjelica remembers Mum’s car as dark gray, and my godmother Gina says blue or—if it has to be red—maroon, not the bright red I’m sure I saw. Maybe the red that wasn’t really the car is the red of the cake I got for my birthday, in the shape of a train. Not only did I hate red, but red icing meant cinnamon, and I loathed cinnamon.


I was offended and furious, and I held on to my hurt even during the trip on the Water Bus along the canal to the zoo. I loved the Water Bus, but that day it felt like a bribe, and I wasn’t buying. My cake had obviously been meant for someone else; I didn’t even like trains. How could Mum have chosen it for me? Did she not know me at all?


I’m hungry for every scrap of the life my mother and I shared. I can see her love for me in pictures of the two of us, in the photo of me that has a big pink heart superimposed on it; in my collages and drawings that she had framed, in the scraps of paper that record my first words and my first tooth. But I don’t carry it inside me. Why didn’t those memories—whatever they might have been—survive?


The harder I flex my memory, the more the stories dissolve. It makes me sick to my stomach. I feel as if I’m somehow playing myself for a fool. How many of the few, delicate threads that bind me to my mother are fictions? In the blue-pajamas-and-a-raincoat memory I’m wearing a red tartan kilt with a big safety pin—but a demon in my head whispers that I just added this in the remembering. I’m trawling my brain, and I can’t tell from which part of it the fragments come. Maybe I did just make that kilt up, or more likely I borrowed it from some other time and place. Maybe these borrowings of memory were done a long time ago.


 


One memory doesn’t shape-shift or dissolve. It’s cold and immovable, like a stone. I don’t remember it directly. I remember remembering it.


It’s the evening of the day on which Leslie told me my mother was dead. It’s about six-thirty. I know that because Nurse is about to come into my bedroom to start getting me ready for bed. I’m playing with my favorite toy: a map of Britain with place-names on little sticky transparent labels; or maybe it was my farmyard, with wooden animals and fences and barns. I’m utterly content as I play. Not a care in the world.


I see myself from outside, as if Nurse’s sight of me has become my own from the vantage point of a year or so in the future. My bedroom then, where the memory lived with me, had a dark wood bed with blue-and-green bed curtains, not the pink-and-white candy-cane-striped iron bed I had in Mum’s house. I still had those toys, though, set up in a corner: the map pinned to the wall, the farmyard arranged on the sloping, green-carpeted floor.


How could I have played? The same day.


Secretly I scalded myself with that memory. How unfeeling I was, how self-centered. How just plain stupid, not to have understood. How unworthy of love, not to have cried for the entire day when I knew that my mother was dead. I deserved to lose her.


Already, a year later, I had no memory of actually being told. I blamed myself even more: that hard-hearted little girl who played didn’t care enough to carry the actual loss with her. I shocked myself, and the self that was shocked had no sympathy for the self that obliterated the truth in the only way it could.


Very soon, I lost all memories of the aftermath: the return to school and the looks I must have got, the house being packed up, my stay with Nurse at the house of my mother’s friends the O’Tooles. I erased every shadow of my own misery, of Anjelica’s, of Tony’s. All I remembered was the playing before, and the playing after. As if a chasm hadn’t opened up in between.
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“This is your father.”


I’m at Claridge’s hotel in London. I’m not sure who has brought me there: not Mum. She may already be dead.


I’m led into a room through a dark wood door by a woman I don’t know. Her pale blond hair is pulled tight over her round head. It makes me think of the moon.


The hotel room has a white shag rug. (Which seems unlikely, in Claridge’s.) I sit on it, fiddling with the toys Nurse has brought for me. My nerves strain to pick up information. The corner of a coffee table is so close I can almost feel its point against the skin of my cheek. On the far side of the coffee table, on a sofa, sits a man with long fingers holding a long brown cigar. Cigar smoke must have hazed the room, but my memory has cleared it. Every detail is as sharp as the corner of that table.




My father’s knees make peaks under the dust-colored twill of his trousers. His shoes curve elegantly around his feet, the color of the hard round chestnuts I pick up in the park. Fine socks cover the knobbly bones of his ankles like shiny skin. I think I can even see the bones on the corners of his shoulders sticking up under his white turtleneck. He has a wide mouth and an open face that looks soft, as if the bones are made of sponge. With his long arms, he reminds me of a monkey at the zoo. I can imagine him hanging from branches, except that he seems so dignified and important. There are other people in the room, and they wait for him to speak and laugh at his jokes.


He’s talking with them, but I feel him watching me.


I’m not sure what to do. I don’t know how you’re supposed to behave when you meet your father. So I play warily until it’s time to go.


When I leave, I have no sense that I will ever see this imposing, disconnected father again. I don’t understand that he is Tony and Anjelica’s father too.


I’m pretty sure I hadn’t felt the lack of a father before this. Fathers were remote beings in upper-middle-class London in the 1960s. I think the only one of my friends’ fathers I even met was Pat and Kate O’Toole’s father, Peter, a smoke-swathed, glittering presence in the middle part of the house, between their rooms upstairs and the basement kitchen where their Welsh grandmother, Mamgu, with her bony witch’s nose, held long, low-voiced, deliciously sinister conversations with Nurse, a teapot smothered in a knitted cozy steaming between them.


I didn’t ask about this man with his cigar like a king’s scepter, his tall knees and voice like dark treacle. I was shy—by nature, or because Mum’s death arrested me in the shy phase of a four-year-old. And I was afraid—of lively dogs, of falling off swings, of missing trains, of doing the wrong thing. The only questions I asked were play ones, like any small child. “Why is the sky blue, Nurse?” And when she came up with some answer, I’d ask “Why?” again, and “Why?” until she tired of the game.


 


The man was John Huston, the husband my mother had left. She had asked Leslie to take me because she didn’t want me to grow up in the Huston world. Did Mum know, somehow, that she was going to die? The question haunts me. Perhaps it was every single mother’s fear; I think it was some omen that settled with brutal certainty in her heart. She didn’t make a will, as if she didn’t want to admit to it publicly. But when her safe-deposit box was opened, there were small tags tied to her best pieces of jewelry with red string, each one labeled in her sloping print with one of three names: Tony, Anjelica, Allegra.


This father I met at the age of four was a man who pulled everything into orbit around him. Mum, with great force of will, had put a small sea between them; now that she was gone, he pulled me in. Even though, as Mum had wished, I was to live with Leslie—whom he knew, since Leslie had been Tony and Anjelica’s tutor for a season—I spent that first summer after she died in Ireland.


At Shannon Airport, Nurse and I were met by a weather-beaten man named, she told me, Paddy Lynch. They talked all through the long drive about people I’d never heard of, and half of Paddy’s words I couldn’t understand. Silently, I looked out at the patchwork of small fields stitched together by walls made of lacy gray stones. The green saturated my eyes so that they almost hurt. I thought I’d never seen anything so green, not even in Kent or Cornwall, where Mum had taken me for weekends and holidays.


I was amazed by how much Nurse and Paddy had to say to each other. Until this moment, I’d seen Nurse as a kind of extension of me, and myself as an extension of her. Even when Mum was alive, Nurse had tended to all my needs, and it was Nurse whom I was with if I wasn’t with somebody else. I knew Nurse was Irish, but I was shocked, and a bit affronted, that she knew this place and I did not. I felt as if we’d been cut into two people. I was different, and alone.


At last we went over a crossroads into a long drive through a wood, lined with lanterns on high black poles, like streetlights. It was daytime, so they weren’t lit, but still they were friendly. I learned later that my mother had set them there.


We drove through a pair of tall iron gates into a courtyard. The car lurched as its wheels sank into deep gravel. When I got out, I found myself standing in front of a house exactly like the houses I drew: a door in the middle with a window on either side, three windows across the top, a sloping roof, and a chimney in the middle with smoke curling out. The front door was open, and waiting outside it was a man with wild black hair. He almost ran to Nurse. They took each other’s hands.


I hadn’t fully understood that Nurse had once lived in the place where we were going—my father’s house. It looked like she was coming home.


Two girls my own age came out of a house on the far side of the courtyard, and some older boys, followed by a heavy woman who embraced Nurse. These were the Lynches, Paddy’s family, come out to see this new daughter of Mr. Huston’s. It was a whole world I’d come into, and suddenly I was grateful that Nurse knew it even though I didn’t. She led me into a stone-floored kitchen and sat me at a round table in front of the window. I watched while she made me a sandwich and got me a glass of black-currant Ribena, my favorite drink. She knew exactly where everything was.


“This is the Little House,” she told me. “Mr. Huston lives in the Big House.”


She didn’t say any more about it. And she didn’t call him “your father.”


She led me upstairs to a bedroom that looked out over the courtyard. “This used to be Anjelica’s room,” she said. “Now it’ll be yours.”




The whole house felt familiar, and I sank into its embrace, not wondering why. The Little House had been my mother’s house, though I didn’t know it then. The soft gray-blues and greens were like those in Mum’s house on Maida Avenue. Even though Mum had not wanted me to be here, her spirit remained to cradle me. I understood that this house was ours: just for Nurse and me.


 


The next day, Nurse took my hand. “I’ll take you up to the Big House,” she said.


We walked out of the courtyard and farther up the drive. We crossed a bridge, with a little waterfall on the upstream side and on the downstream side a wide pool thick with watercress, and in it an island, and on the island a little hut, like a picture in a storybook.


Beyond the bridge, we met someone coming toward us: the woman with the moonlike hair. She crouched down beside me.


“You should call him Daddy,” she said.


We rounded a corner. Looming ahead of us was the back of a tall gray stone house. The drive turned to gravel and curved around the house, the side of which was rounded into a semicircle. We didn’t follow it. Instead we crossed a flagstone courtyard and entered through a back door.


Inside was a big space, with a ping-pong table. I’d never seen one before. We skirted it, and climbed a narrow staircase. At the top of the staircase was a door. Nurse opened it and pushed me gently through.


We were in a big, wood-floored hall, underneath a high curving staircase. The ceiling was higher than any I’d ever seen. Beyond, I could see another hall, that one floored in black marble, and in the far wall the inside of what was obviously the front door. It was strange to have come in from the back and up through the bowels of the house, as if I was sneaking into a world where I might or might not be welcome. I reached for Nurse’s hand.




She led me through another door, into a huge, high-ceilinged kitchen, with pots hanging down, little niches lined with bright blue-patterned tiles, and, between two tall windows, a shadowy painting of a lady pulling aside her dress to show her heart pierced with arrows. At a table in the center was a woman in a white uniform, her hands floury with baking. Her face was soft and round like the dough.


“This is Allegra,” said Nurse.


Mrs. Creagh wiped her hands and bent down to me. I felt like crying. I was overwhelmed: too many people, too many houses, too many rooms. I wanted to run and hide. But I held myself together, too proud to cling to Nurse’s skirts.


“You’ll be looking for Miss O’Kelly,” said Mrs. Creagh to Nurse.


Another woman came in, with masklike makeup and firmly set hair. “You may call me Betty,” she said to me. “Your father is in the study. Come.” Nurse didn’t follow.


On the far side of the hall, Betty opened a door. Inside it was another door; the walls were so thick all the doors came in pairs. Suddenly the house wasn’t scary anymore. Those double doors pocked it with deliciously secret spaces.


The inner door stood open. Betty led me through.


On a green sofa sat the man I’d met in the hotel room at Claridge’s. The long arms and legs were the same, the bony knees and elbows, the cigar, whose ash he tipped into a stone bowl a foot high. He put down the pages he was reading.


“Come over here, honey,” he said to me. I had stopped just inside the door, next to Betty. Behind him, on shelves, sat three big stone men, cross-legged, with square-cut headdresses over blank, frightening faces. The low fire in the grate gave off thin wisps of smoke, but no flames. It smelled sweet, like grass. Through the windows I could see horses in a field.


I walked over to him. Betty stayed by the door. He took my hands and kissed me on the forehead. “Welcome to St. Cleran’s, Allegra,” he said. “I hope you’ll be happy here.”




 


He went away soon after that, and I found myself living one of those stories where there aren’t any parents, and the children run free. I played with the Lynch girls, Jackie and Caroline, in the big walled garden behind the Little House, thick with climbing roses and lilacs. We swung on the trailing branches of a weeping willow, and jumped in the piles of new-cut grass. We snuck into the kitchen garden and ate peas fresh from the vine, cracking the pods like eggs under our fingernails and pulling out the peas slowly enough to hear the tendon snap.


It was light way past my bedtime. For months I never saw night.


Betty—Betts, as I was soon calling her—was the estate manager, and the spinner of the tale. She took us into the woods to look for fairy rings, faint circles in the mossy ground where the fairies’ dancing feet had trod, surrounded by mushrooms which they used for chairs when they got tired. If it was raining, she set up one of Daddy’s giant stone ashtrays at the foot of the stairs for staircase golf. She led us on walks with the dogs, straight out across the fields, climbing over the low stone walls to special places where we searched for lucky four-leafed clovers among the shamrocks. She showed us how to soothe nettle stings with dock leaves. She insisted that the ha-ha—a wide trench in front of the Big House that kept the cows in their field—had been dug all the way through the earth to China. I used to imagine hordes of little yellow men with swords emerging from it, come to conquer us.


One warm day she piled us into the car. “We’re going to the beach,” she said.


We drove for hours. There were few cars on the roads. Mostly we saw tinkers, their horse-drawn wagons parked by the side of the road, sometimes a woman cooking on a fire and lots of red-haired, dirty-faced children staring stonily as we passed by. In Connemara, wild ponies leaped across the craggy outcrops, and the few fields were as small as rooms, dug in among the rocks. Betty drove fast around the corners, and we girls flung ourselves from side to side on the back seat, in fits of hysterical giggles.


We drove down a lane so narrow that a car could barely fit through, and stopped at a thatched cottage. An old couple were waiting for us, with a pot of tea and fresh bread. They spoke only Irish, a craggy language that matched their faces, so lined and weathered and toothless that I could only tell which was the woman and which was the man by their clothes.


We put on our bathing suits and walked on down the lane—and there, hidden in an inlet of the rocky shore, was a perfect little beach of yellow sand. Seaweed-shrouded rocks shielded it from the waves. The water was icy cold but we got in anyway, and Betty put her hands under my stomach and taught me to swim. I have a photo of myself from that day, sitting on a rock, pointing at something far in the distance.


 


There were no family photographs at St. Cleran’s, nothing tangible to recall Mum, just the half-understood relics of her presence here sometime in the past. Nobody at St. Cleran’s spoke of her: not the Lynches nor Paddy Coyne with the wild black hair, not Betty O’Kelly, not Mrs. Creagh. Even Nurse rarely mentioned her. Nurse knew the sadness that had dogged Mum when she lived here, and she knew that Mum hadn’t wanted this for me. She was, I know now, privately angry at Betty for enchanting me, for taking my mother’s place. Old-fashioned as she was, she thought it wasn’t her place to say anything, so she fumed silently and avoided the subject.


In the long slanting light of that Irish summer, Mum became a kind of ghost to me. Not a real ghost like the one that paced the Big House at night, which Betty told tales of to scare us; nothing so definite as a warmth or a presence nearby—more like a whisper that you’re not sure you’ve heard. She became my secret. I knew that the back bedroom in the Little House, at the top of the stairs, had been hers. The door was always closed. Every time I passed it—every time I went to my room—the sensation of her washed through me. Sometimes, if Nurse wasn’t there, I put my hand on the doorknob and pretended to turn it. One day I did turn it, and opened the door. My heart pounded as if I was doing something forbidden, even though I knew I was not.


Inside was a sunny room overlooking the beautiful garden I loved; a bed with a beige bedspread, impersonal and, if anything, masculine; and shelves of books. I felt silly for fearing, or hoping for, something that I couldn’t even name.


 


Back in London when the summer ended, I climbed the stairs of Leslie’s house to the room that was to be mine. There was my pink-striped bed, the paint nubbly on the iron rods. The blue-striped bed was in Nurse’s room, as it had been in Maida Avenue. Instantly I felt resentful. I didn’t want to live here. I wanted the blue bed, and nobody had cared enough to know that and give it to me. I had lost my mother. I deserved the blue bed, but I wouldn’t expose my hurt by asking for it. Anyway, nothing would make me feel better enough.


Aged five now, I was one of the big girls at Stepping Stones, in the Dolphins class upstairs. When I was younger, I had gazed up those right-angled stairs to the heights where the Dolphins and the Eagles were, and longed for the day when I would be important enough to climb them. Now that I had made it, I didn’t care. Aside from the blue-striped bed, I didn’t care about anything.


I can’t blame Leslie for writing to Ireland to say he couldn’t keep me. Ferriel had a new baby, and my sullen gloom must have strained her nerves. I was the child of a woman with whom, she probably knew, her husband had been at least half in love—a woman adored by many for her beauty, wit, and intelligence, now haloed by a sudden and gruesome death. In Ferriel’s place, I would have felt obscurely judged and found wanting.


Mum had wanted me to grow up a little English girl. She chose Leslie to look after me instead of her own parents, who lived outside New York City. Leslie tried his best, and the guilt of his failure scorched him. He disappeared from my life for twenty years, until finally, out of the blue, he found the courage to call me and ask, tentatively, if I would let him back in.
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High in a tower of Houghton Hall, in the low eastern hump of England, my mother’s letters lay locked in a trunk. Tony took charge of them when she died and stored them there, in his brother-in-law’s house, when he left England. On a midsummer day in 2006, I went to find them.


Houghton is probably a hundred years older than St. Cleran’s, and was built by the first prime minister of England. It has a tower at each corner, with a fat, pointy roof like the tents you see in old paintings of tournaments. I took an elevator, then stairs, to climb up into one of the tower attic rooms. It was octagonal, its high pointed ceiling ribbed like the inside of a strange fish. The plaster was bare and finely cracked, softened by centuries and yellowed by smoke. An arc of low, square-paned windows looked out onto the pillowy tops of old trees and, far below, smooth grass glittering in the sun.




There were angular piles draped in heavy canvas dust sheets and, in a corner opposite the windows, a cluster of tin trunks and leather suitcases. I found a bunch of keys in a chest of metal drawers, but they fit only some of the locks. A paper clip sprang the locks of others. Trunk after trunk contained sweaters, falconry equipment, children’s report cards and letters, random odds and ends.


The last trunk was navy-blue tin, with steel corners and a tarnished brass lock. It had to be the one. No key opened it; not the paper clip; not a corkscrew. I went downstairs and asked for a screwdriver.


The trunk breathed out the air it had held since 1969, the year Mum died. The dusty sweet smell of old paper flooded up into my face, stopping my hands where they rested on the manila folders that topped the pile inside. That smell had followed me from Ireland through all the houses I lived in, buried deep in the gutter of an old paperback of Alice in Wonderland, which I believed had once been Mum’s. As a child, as a teenager, I opened the book and pressed it against my face so that its pages blotted out the light, and inhaled, along with the delicious weirdness of the story, the melancholy of my old, accustomed loss.


I didn’t read the letters there, in that beautiful, octagonal, sun-washed room. They came back with me to New Mexico, where they sat in a suitcase at the foot of my bed for almost a year. Finally, in another big, sunlit house—this one built by my husband that I’m not married to, as they say in Taos—surrounded by the snowy fields of a bitterly cold winter, I laid them out, and explored, very gently, the hinterlands of my mother’s life.


Almost all the letters from the trunk were written to her. There is a box of girlish back-and-forth with her ballerina schoolmate Tanaquil LeClercq, a card “from the desk of Jean-Paul Sartre,” a thank-you note from Lauren Bacall for Mum’s condolences on Bogie’s death, picture postcards from Truman Capote, a mountain of rambling scrawls from her father, terse telegrams from Dad…and some names I’d never heard of before, letter after letter mounting into high piles of passionate longing. Relics of her shadow life.


But even with this suitcase of letters spread around me, still I can’t touch her. Father, friends, lovers tell her how well she writes, but all I have is a filigree of gaps where her letters should be. I found only two letters in her hand, never sent, full of pain and blame of herself, and three tiny scraps of diary, one humorous, one anguished, the third clear-eyed and rational. I feel as I am hearing her voice across a vast distance, a word here and there intelligible, the rest sucked away by the dull air.


Most of the letters she wrote are gone. Her parents’ house burned down. Dad’s papers didn’t survive him for long. The lovers, mainly, returned to their own married lives. The friends are mostly dead, and Mum means nothing to their heirs.


As I read through elliptical remarks on indecipherable problems and mundane accounts of daily life, frustration chafes against the sense of thievery I’ve never managed to shake. Fate—or chance, or the blind carelessness of the universe—stole her from me. I had hoped to catch her again in these letters, but I feel like I’m snatching at the hem of her coat as she flies unknowingly away.


Still, there are motes of insight, single stars that break through a clouded sky. On Mother’s Day, my grandmother writes that my mother is her first child, “and who needs to know that you were five when I married Daddy.” I knew that, like me, Mum had lost her mother when she was young, but I’d always thought she’d been a toddler, barely conscious of it. Now I saw, on a hazy mirror of tears, that she’d been a little girl. With two small children to be tended, Grampa wouldn’t have waited long before marrying again. Let’s say he waited a minimal, decent year—which makes Mum four when, probably, she was taken in to see her mother on her deathbed and hear her last words. Four: the same age as I was when I sat on my mother’s bed in a room that had suddenly become her shrine. In that second, as I held Nana’s letter in my shaking hands, I felt my heart change shape. Mum, who had been my imperfectly healed wound, became my ally, my twin. She and I had had the same strength of understanding when we were told that we would never see our mothers again.


 


As Dad told the story, he and Mum each saw St. Cleran’s separately while out hunting: an elegant Georgian half ruin, graciously proportioned, its big windows inviting, nestled amid green pastures crazed by stone walls, the fairy-tale woods bisected by that storybook river. This part is true. The implied excitement of a married couple discovering their first family home—the “Shall we?” and “Oh, let’s!”—is not. They had been married for about five years, together for another year or so before that, but when the decision to buy St. Cleran’s was made, Mum and Dad were, at best, doing a kind of stately dance around each other, a flow of synchronized avoidance through geography and time.


When she was barely eighteen, Mum had appeared on the cover of Life magazine, for no reason other than her breath-stopping beauty. She was, at the time, a dancer with the New York City Ballet. The producer David O. Selznick put her under contract and brought her to Hollywood. She appeared in Life again as one of the young starlets of 1949, identified as Rick Soma, the name she went by then; sitting front center in the photograph is Marilyn Monroe.


Mum never made a movie. Selznick sent her to acting classes and paired her with actors being screen-tested, but she seems never to have been given a screen test of her own. She performed on stage in La Jolla, outside L.A., and made two shorts for the Red Cross. When her contract came up for renewal, Selznick dropped her.


Her father urged her to stand on her head and sing in Selznick’s office, to show what she could do. He was Italian and owned a restaurant in Manhattan called Tony’s, where film and theater people liked to go, perhaps because the padrone would stand on his head and sing operatic arias on request. He fancied himself a yogi and sent out Christmas cards with messages like “May the spirit of Prana be with you.” In his mind prana, breath, was a kind of elixir of the superhuman.


Until this point, Mum had always met with success. Not only did she dance for Balanchine; she was a soloist at the age of seventeen. As the beautiful daughter of the restaurant, her autograph book full of good wishes from patrons such as Zero Mostel, she grew up in the knowledge that a place in that pantheon of glamour and artistic accomplishment was reserved for her, and all she had to do was claim it. I can hear, between the lines of the letters her father wrote to her, echoes of her baffled despair. She didn’t know what to do in Hollywood; she didn’t know what she was doing wrong. Did the loss of her mother teach her—as it taught me—that it’s useless to struggle? Mum was not as determined, not as single-minded, not as convinced of her superiority to the rest of humanity as her father thought she should be.


He barraged Mum with letters full of exhortations to become ever more flexible and disciplined, to be always bright and delightful and never show weakness or sorrow, to become a Nietzschean superhuman like himself. He told her that nobody could judge her but herself, that exalted humans like themselves were always right—though reading his letters, I wonder if Mum felt she was ever good enough. I imagine her walking to the mailbox in the lobby of her apartment building and seeing her father’s scrawl on yet another fat envelope, and steeling herself to open it.


She was his firstborn and favorite. His moods swung from fury when she didn’t write often enough, or long enough, to an embarrasingly detailed appreciation of every beauty of her physical and mental form. He admonished her constantly on everything from how to be prepared to escape from a blazing hotel to the exact position in which she should hold her lips when she sang or read aloud—away from her teeth, with her voice projected from her diaphragm. I sense her losing her bearings under the onslaught. How could she be natural on-screen or onstage when she was forced into a pricklingly minute self-consciousness by her father’s fusillade of instructions?


Still only nineteen, she was by this time involved with the legendarily hell-raising director John Huston, twenty-three years her senior. He was exactly the sort of man my Grampa dreamed of for his daughter: celebrated, artistic, intellectual, larger than life, and the son of an even more famous actor, Walter Huston. Grampa knew them both, from the restaurant. Grampa was thrilled, too, by the news that Mum was pregnant, even though Dad was still married to the actress Evelyn Keyes, his third wife. There was no scandal in his eyes; all he saw was a grand meeting of dynasties. A divorce would be obtained and a marriage performed just in time, a month before my brother Tony was born.


Again and again, Grampa refers to “the Soma-Peppa strain”: the genes Mum has inherited from him and his sainted mother, whose name was Peppa. He puns on the Greek meaning of soma—the physical body—as somehow expressing the idea that the Somas are the ultimate humans. Occasionally he extends this to the “Bona-Peppa-Soma strain.” Grampa’s grandfather was a foundling, and Grampa was convinced he was descended from Napoleon Bonaparte.


He makes constant swipes at his first wife’s materialism, her shallowness, her general inferiority to the Soma-Peppa strain. How anguished and confused Mum must have felt, alone on the treacherous soil of Hollywood, as she read her father’s cutting words about her mother. Like me, she had memories of her mother—but fitful ones. She knew she hadn’t known her really, hadn’t known what kind of a person she was. Even if she tried not to believe what Grampa said, his insults must have thrown shadows on her memory. Which side of herself, which half of her blood, did Mum want to be? In Grampa’s eyes, every complaint, every worry, every sign of weakness, betrayed the insidious mediocrity of her mother’s heritage.


Grampa made swipes at his second wife too, my Nana, who loved Mum like her own daughter. In response, evidently, to Mum’s complaints about her husband, he placed Nana and Dad together in the category of introverted, cold Anglo-Saxons, in contrast to the life-affirming extraversion of the Italian Bona-Peppa-Soma strain. They were the inferior mates that he and Mum, the exalted Somas, were doomed to suffer. It can’t have been much comfort. I imagine Mum isolated and lonely in Malibu (then even farther north of L.A. than it is now), fighting a grim and silent resistance against her father’s attempts to alienate her from the mother she’d lost and the stepmother she loved, and yet, by force of habit and training, wanting to please him; buffeted by the hormones of pregnancy and Grampa’s violent swings between adulation and fury; with a husband cavorting from California to the Congo, and a career for which she had spent her short life preparing dying in her hands.


By the time she was twenty-two, Mum had two children: Walter Anthony, named for his two grandfathers, and Anjelica. No “Rhea,” for Dad’s mother, or “Dorothy,” for Nana. Dad was filming The African Queen and reachable only by tom-tom when Anjelica was born, so Mum had a free hand with the birth certificate. She named her daughter firmly for her own lost mother—with Nana’s blessing, for she had suggested it with genuine delight in how beautiful the combination “Angelica Huston” sounded. But Mum chose to spell it differently, with a “j” instead of a “g.”


Was it superstition, like the tags on her jewelry and the lack of a will? This baby would not do what the first Angelica did. She would not die and leave Mum behind—nor would she repeat the past and lose her mother as Mum had.


When Mum died, my sister Anjelica was seventeen. I was the little half-orphaned girl that Mum had been—the daughter named Allegra, Italian for “happy,” the daughter whose name promised, in an Italian proverb, the protection of the gods. La gente allegra i dei proteggono. A friend of Mum’s, the padrona of an Italian restaurant in London, wrote it out for me twenty years after Mum died.


Anjelica was only a month old when Dad insisted Mum go with him to London, where he was to do postproduction work on The African Queen. She left her babies with Nana and Grampa. I read the letters from Nana describing their progress—Tony’s walking, Anjelica’s babbles and smiles—and I feel the wrenching anguish Mum must have felt at leaving them, every maternal instinct screaming against it, but the two men who ruled her life insisting she go. She was Mrs. Huston, and it was her duty to live up to it.


Dad was a difficult person to be married to, and Mum was the fourth woman to attempt it. He was unfaithful, egocentric, impatient, judgmental, cuttingly sarcastic, and a gambler. The role of Mrs. Huston—“you know, he directed Moulin Rouge or Moby Dick or whatever the film is,” as she put it in her diary, with the bluntness of a stick to the head—gave her prestige in the world, but it was barren. Grampa, in his cruelly boastful superiority, needled her for expecting that marriage should bring happiness; while he obviously wanted her to be with a famous man, he seemed to believe that she would be better off as a courtesan than a wife. (He was, by now, writing that her biggest mistake had been to marry Dad.) I don’t believe she really believed him; but in her darker moments, he must have seemed right.


The first mention of lawyers comes in 1954, the first clear mention of a lover in 1956, though later letters show that he was not the first. When Mum and Dad were together, as Ray Bradbury recalls in Green Shadows, White Whale, their fights approached violence. One letter from Nana to Mum mentions casually that “Daddy still knocks me around a little”—and it makes me sick to realize that this is an expression of sympathy for Mum telling her that she is suffering the same.


 


Mum wrote to her parents—in letters I don’t have—of her despair at the vast commitment St. Cleran’s represented. Both Nana and Grampa firmly referred to it as “John’s fantasy castle.” Mum and Dad had been renting a huge pile of a house called Courttown, outside Dublin; with Dad away making movies, Mum had a reasonable life there, hunting to hounds, going to the races and parties and balls. Galway was in the crude west, the width of Ireland away from her friends, and St. Cleran’s, ruinous as it was, required a vast expense of energy and imagination. All this, for a house she doubted she’d ever live in.


She seems lost—and worse, not to know what she is searching for. In one scrap of diary she writes of her “squirrel-cage brain.” I can see her in that cage, running in circles, trapped by comfortless wire, cold and exposed, frantic to escape, her tormented and tormenting brain holding her in a small squirrel body which her spirit yearns to transcend. She has been raised to be one of two things, or perhaps both of them, one leading to the next: a performer, or the mate and muse of a great man. Both hopes have turned to ash—one in failure, the other in poisoned success—but still she spends her breath on them, trying to restart the fire.


In 1956, as work on St. Cleran’s was starting, Mum wrote to Otto Preminger asking to be considered for the lead role in Saint Joan. She had fallen in love that winter, while skiing in Klosters, but the man was young and still struggling to make his place in the world. Though Mum had been cherishing fantasies of leaving Dad, she couldn’t conceive of it without some other ready-made identity to slip on. The young man could not provide it; perhaps she could make it for herself. Preminger’s politely uninterested reply must have hit her like the slam of a door.


Two years before, Dad had shown no sign of wanting to cast her in Moulin Rouge, despite the fact that, as a dancer, she was a natural for the part. Obviously, he too thought she couldn’t act—and his new mistress, Suzanne Flon, could. What did she have to offer him, now that the first flush of enthusiasm for her beauty was past and motherhood and marriage had grounded the adventure? I am sure she longed for respect. Ballet was ten years in her past. She had talent as a writer, correspondents less partisan than her father told her so—but how could she dare set herself up as a serious writer when men such as Ray Bradbury, Jean-Paul Sartre, Truman Capote, and Arthur Miller paraded regularly through Dad’s doors?


She knew that she had an intoxicating effect on men, and she used it, probably less cynically than she accused herself of, for ego boosts in her darker times. She congratulated herself sarcastically for captivating a party. But much as she craved it, she couldn’t convince herself that love alone was enough.


Dad, meanwhile, had the best of both worlds: a beautiful wife to show off, to keep his house and bring up his children, and freedom to cavort openly with other women as he pleased. “Dad didn’t like to let go of anything,” my brother Tony says when we talk about why Mum didn’t leave Dad earlier. He controlled the money, and he could be delicately seductive in pursuit of his own wishes. In the midst of Mum’s turmoil, he wrote from location in Tobago suggesting that she and the children come and visit, or—the silken rope, this—just send the children with Nurse so that she can take some time for herself. She is, in the scrap of diary, virtually bewitched by this throwaway offer—which I had barely noticed when I read Dad’s telegram. I can hear her convincing herself that life as Dad’s wife isn’t so bad after all. “No reason for divorce,” she writes. “A pit I am sure, a reluctance for the big irrevocable, a shrinking from decision. I am so warmed by John’s letter…” Twice she circles back to how kind his letter is, how thoughtful. Dad’s shadow may be cold and lonely, but it is safe.


She did go to Tobago. However enticing the thought of a month or more of freedom, she refused to be away from Tony and Anjelica for so long again. She rented a separate cottage on the beach for the three of them. According to Tony, they barely saw Dad at all.


 


For three decades, since I started to understand something of Mum’s history, I felt like a traitor to her for having been happy at St. Cleran’s. I knew she hadn’t wanted me to live there. To me, it was Dad’s world, printed everywhere with the marks of his travels and obsessions. But reading the letters, I came to see that it was Mum who created the St. Cleran’s I loved, the serene world sheltered by walls and open gates. She polished the surface, ready for the stamp of Dad’s hand—and even then she held the hand so that its placement would be right.


Once she began work on this huge project, Mum found herself ambushed by happiness. The Little House was completed first. It was entirely hers; when Dad came, he slept in his studio on the far side of the courtyard. Then she turned her energy to the Big House, which would be his. With the deadening plaster knocked off the facade, the gray stone glowed in the intermittent blazes of Galway sun. She traveled to estate sales around Ireland and combed antique shops in Dublin, London, and Paris in search of treasures. Dad’s letters to her, from film sets around the world, consist entirely of requests for news of the children and ideas for the house.


Suddenly, maybe surprisingly, she became for the first time Dad’s equal and his partner. She loves the romance of the tumbling stones of the stableyard, and with Dad’s enthusiastic agreement she leaves them in a tumble and plants roses to climb over them. She has found the perfect fireplace for his room; he is having hand-blocked Japanese wallpaper made for the dining room (he is in Japan making a film, but it’s obviously St. Cleran’s that excites his imagination). He sends bonsai trees for the hall, which will travel by ship with their own nursemaid; he asks Mum to pull strings at the Ministry of Agriculture to get an entry permit for them. Specifications arrive for the Japanese bath to be excavated in a room in the basement.


Dad urged Mum to buy the best, whatever it cost. He trusted her taste. He believed in her power to effect a transformation. Perhaps she no longer needed his respect. She could see the evidence of her hard work and her unerring aesthetic judgment for herself, as first the Little House, then the courtyard and stableyard, then the Big House, blossomed into striking and comfortable beauty.




She had, I think for the first time in her life, found real creative expression. I suspect that ballet never gave it to her: hypercritical, perfectionist, regimented, and prescriptive—and she was, then, too young and protected to feel the longing for her own creative identity. (Though she continued to love ballet and later served on the board of Sadler’s Wells ballet company in London, she didn’t send me to ballet class—in an era when that’s what well-brought-up little English girls did.) Suddenly, in the letters from the trunk, there is talk of her opening an interiors shop in Dublin, of selling Irish tweeds to Chanel and Aran sweaters and shawls to the chic boutiques of Paris. Taste has become her currency, and she feels herself rich.


The search for perfect pieces for St. Cleran’s gave her excuses to go to Paris. There, she spent as much time as possible with an Argentinian diplomat, with whom she had fallen cataclysmically in love.


 


Mum wrote in her scrap of diary that she hated to sleep alone. It was true, if cruel. She longed for loving arms not just in bed, but in the daily pursuits of life. A year and a half had passed since the relationship with the struggling young man had withered into an uncertain friendship.


Lucio Garcia del Solar was a member of the Argentinian delegation to UNESCO in Paris. She met him in Klosters too. His letters are charming, intelligent, mischievous. I’m not surprised Mum fell in love with him; I am drawn to him across the decades. He refers to her as “the soon-to-be-ex-Mrs. Huston” and talks about consulting lawyers himself, but I can’t tell if the consultations were about his own possible divorce. He echoes words that must come from her own self-critical confessions: “those years of café society dizziness and superficial love affairs,” in contrast to the “deep feelings” that she has for him.


She seems to be less needy than she was with the struggling young man. She is more confident, more sure of herself—able to fall in love fearlessly, for the sake of it. There has been a sea change in her—and she has St. Cleran’s, “John’s fantasy castle,” to thank for it.


It’s strange to read the evidence of this double life. It wasn’t dishonest. She and Dad were married in name only; much was agreed, and unspoken, between them. Deception was not part of her nature. In fact, the struggling young man wrote that he wished she were more able to disguise her feelings; her openness about her connection with him embarrassed him and made him nervous. Still, it must have been a fierce emotional strain. I wonder how she rationalized it to herself, and I long for her missing words to tell me. I sense that she was, somehow, paying a debt to Dad, which, once paid, would release her.


In 1959, Mum is in hospital terminating the life of an unformed, minuscule creature who would have been her third child—who might have been me.


The love affair with Lucio fizzled. Mum had obviously hoped to marry him, but it became clear that he was not going to leave his wife. She wrote him an anguished letter, which she never sent. I found it where she kept it, among his letters to her. She tells him, almost defiantly, that being in love is “a painful malady, for me…a sickness which I shall get over, as indeed, I have before.” She longed to be in love, ached from the lack of love; but never yet had love brought her peace. In the earlier scrap of diary, which she wrote upon returning to Ireland after two weeks with the struggling young man, she describes seeing a sweater which reminds her of him, and writes that being in love is “in a way…a state of blessedness—all the anguish worthwhile for the heightened sensitivity.” The desperate bravery of this makes me want to fold her in my arms and stroke her hair—as, in the throes of my own anguished love affairs in my twenties, I longed for someone to hold me and stroke mine.
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