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FATHERS



Have you managed any better
with your own children?

From the age of three I had only one ambition: not to be like my father. I hated everything about him: his smell; the dried, white gunge that gathered in the corners of his mouth; the wax gently oozing from his ears; the strands of graying hair combed across his balding head; his string vests and his woolen long johns; the way he kissed me, with his cold lips pressed against mine, his scratchy beard sandpapering my face, his arms gripping me like a vice, escape impossible; and his loud, baying, penetrating upper-class Englishman’s voice. I loathed his meanness with money, his indifference toward my mother, his insensitivity, his slowness, his cowardice, his unwillingness to undertake domestic tasks, his lack of dexterity, his vagueness, his pomposity, his arrogance and the fact that he had little or no sense of humor. Above all else I was appalled by his gaucheness, his lack of style, his social ineptitude.

These negative feelings toward my father were actively encouraged and almost certainly originally engendered by my mother, who managed with considerable emotional agility to revile and adore him simultaneously. One moment she would be instructing my younger brother Will and me to give him a slow hand-clap when he arrived home from work: “Here’s the old goat, now, show him what you think of him, children.” The next she would be cuddling and hugging him and telling us that “He is the greatest man alive. Try to grow up to be as wonderful. God, I love your father.”

Love, however, was not a word that ever escaped from my father’s lips.

“I am fond of your mother.”

“I am fond of you boys.”

“I am very fond of Brownie.” Brownie was the family dog.

Fond. Was he saying that he didn’t actually love me? It was impossible to tell. In my father’s world it was not done to discuss or display any real feelings.

“Your mother,” he once commented as she silently and systematically applied herself to the task of smashing all the best crystal glasses, “is slightly upset.”

“Sadly your grandfather has died,” he announced after breakfast one morning.

“It’s a dreadful shame,” when informed that his youngest son was addicted to heroin.

Much as it is human nature to stare at a road accident even though we know it is going to upset us, the temptation to ask my father what he meant by the word “fond” became irresistable.

“It means … well, it means that I am fond of you,” he stated.

I pressed him to be more specific. As I spoke tears began to well up in my eyes. “But, do you love me, Dad?”

He stared at me, as at a stranger. “I suppose,” he answered eventually and as if it were a matter of only transitory interest, “I must.”

My father was not a man who hurried. His speech, even when agitated, was always measured. He took longer to eat a meal than anyone else I’ve ever met (though not as long, he proudly insisted, as his grandfather, who “masticated” a staggering forty times before swallowing each bite). Movement from one place to another, whether a visit to the local shops or a journey overseas, could only be embarked upon after ponderous consideration and detailed planning. At some level I think he believed it to be bad form to rush. Consequently the trip from London (where I spent most of my childhood) to Brighton (where we had an apartment in my grandparents’ house), despite being no more than seventy miles, was, so far as my father was concerned, a sixor seven-hour drive allowing for one meal stop (usually Cowfold for lunch or tea and a stroll around the churchyard in order to inspect the family graves) and one walk (invariably a climb to the top of Box Hill or the Devil’s Dyke). Such fathering as I received, and there wasn’t much of it, occurred for the greater part while we were in transit. Once my father had me trapped in the car, or unwillingly coerced into joining him on his daily walk, he lost no opportunity to proffer what I suppose he imagined to be invaluable paternal advice. This advice came in several distinct forms. There were oft-repeated generalities: “Don’t over do it, darling”; “You would be happier if you played a sport. Why don’t you take up golf?”

There were warnings: “Be careful in business: there are a lot of sharks in business”; “You’ll make yourself ill if you work too hard.”

There were insights: “Women are complex”; “Money isn’t everything.”

And there were health tips: “Come for a swim in the sea, it will do you good”; “Why don’t you go and stay with Francesca in Walberswick? It would perk you up.”

Staying with people was something at which my father excelled. Knowing no shame, needing no encouragement, oblivious to doubts expressed by even the most unwilling of hosts, he boldly notified the chosen ones by telephone: “Ah, Bartle, it’s Peter … I was thinking how nice it would be to see you … we can make it for two nights on the twenty-third.”

Bartle, he assures my mother, will be delighted to have us, just as, on a different occasion, he assures her that Christopher will be delighted to have us. Christopher and my father shared a study at boarding school. They haven’t stayed in touch but my father knows roughly where he lives.

The family car (a converted Post Office van, painted gray, with extra seats in the back) is parked outside a public call box on a deserted stretch of road somewhere in the Welsh border country. My father is inside the kiosk with a pile of big old copper pennies trying to track down Christopher. My mother has rolled the car windows up because she doesn’t want to hear my father talking on the telephone but we can anyway, his voice booming at the operator.

“No, no, no. Try spelling it with an M.”

It is six or seven in the evening. We’ve had no supper. Will has fallen asleep. My parents have been bickering all afternoon as we follow my father around various historic monuments. He is persistently refusing to pay for us to stay in a bed and breakfast.

“In 1642—” he begins, pointing to some distant hills.

“This was intended to be a holiday,” my mother cuts in. “What sort of holiday do you call this?”

“You are right, darling. We should have bought a larger tent.”

“You should have bought a larger tent. I told you this one didn’t have enough room in it.”

Indeed, the new tent had proved so small that on the previous night my father had announced he would have to stay in a hotel in order to make more room for the rest of us. He made it sound as if it were a matter of deep, personal regret that he wouldn’t be sleeping in the bosom of his family: that it was a painful sacrifice. While my mother was wrestling with guy ropes he simply strolled away. When she looked up from where she was kneeling, mallet in hand, and he was gone, she began to cry. Will and I tried to comfort her but she kept shrugging us off. Later we fell asleep to the sound of her sobbing.

In the morning my father reappeared while my mother was cooking sausages over a portable gas stove. My brother and I watched him ambling down the lane toward us. (We were camped on the verge: “Why waste money on an official site? It is just a swindle.”) He was swinging his walking stick, sniffing the air, smoking a cigarette.

“Ah, there you are, Bunchy,” he greeted my mother. Bunchy was what he always called her. I can’t remember him ever addressing her by her real name, which was Elaine.

“Don’t you fucking there-you-are-Bunchy me,” she began, but he ignored her.

“Had your breakfast yet?”

She retorted through gritted teeth: “What does it look as if I’m doing?”

But he affected not to notice. Perhaps he genuinely did not. “No? Well, I’ll go back to the hotel and have another cup of coffee and you can pick me up when you’re packed.”

He turned on his heel and as he walked away she began to hurl objects into the van: half-cooked sausages, clothes, the hot stove, the greasy frying pan, the tent—everything mixed in together. My brother and I tried to help her; however, this only seemed to anger her more. In the end Will climbed into the back seat clutching his teddy and sat there with his eyes shut, whimpering. I stood awkwardly to the side wishing I were dead.

Once we were on our way my father could no longer avoid her wrath. Yet for each criticism she raised, he came back at her with an objection.

“How can you say I am insensitive?”

“I would remind you that I am the man who—”

“I’m sorry, darling, but you’re wrong.”

“If you had told me how you’d felt at the time, of course, I wouldn’t have—”

“Don’t talk bally rot.”

Will and I didn’t really understand what they were fighting about, but one thing was certain, my father wasn’t going to pay for a bed and breakfast.

“There is plenty of time to sort out our accommodation after we have had a pleasant day sightseeing,” he insisted whenever my mother raised the topic.

Perhaps he planned to introduce the idea of staying with the unknown Christopher all the time. Maybe it had only struck him as nightfall approached. Either way he is in the telephone box and we’re waiting. Finally he emerges: “It’s OK,” he says, tapping on the window with his knuckle to indicate he wants the door opened for him, “Christopher will be delighted to have us.”

It takes an age to find Christopher’s place and before we arrive I, too, have fallen asleep. Vaguely I recall being lifted out of the car and placed in a strange bed still warm from someone else’s body.

When I awake I lie rigid for what seems like hours, my eyes squeezed shut, hoping that my mother will come and rescue me. The sheets are softer than the ones we have at home and smell distinctly of another child. I can hear breakfast being eaten in some distant part of the house, my father’s voice rising and falling above the clinking of cutlery and crockery. My mother doesn’t come and doesn’t come and eventually, desperate for a pee, I slide out of bed and explore. The room I’ve been sleeping in is tiny—a labyrinth of bunk beds, chests and wardrobes which tower threateningly above me. The hallway also overflows with furniture—mostly bookshelves— and the lavatory door is jammed open with cardboard boxes filled with clothes. I can’t get the door closed and so I go quickly, fearing that someone will appear unexpectedly and see me.

Shyly I descend to the kitchen and stand out of view listening. My father’s voice is distinct now. He is lecturing whoever is in there on politics.

“I disagree, Buffy, I disagree completely. If you don’t mind me saying so you made a similar error of judgment about Chamberlain when we were at Lancing. Harold Wilson is the best chance—”

I have not hidden myself sufficiently well and my father breaks off mid-speech because he has caught sight of me.

“Ah, here’s Johnny. He has a better grip on politics than you do, Buffy. Come in, darling, and have some kedgeree.”

There is no escape. Conscious that everyone is watching me—and that everyone consists of a great number of unknown adults and children—I creep to a corner of the huge table and perch half on, half off a rough wooden bench. My mother is at the other end of the table concentrating on feeding Will. She doesn’t even glance in my direction. A bowl of kedgeree is placed in front of me. I’ve never had kedgeree before and the smell of the fish makes me feel nauseous. Only my father speaks.

“Mmm, this kedgeree is delicious,” he declares, smacking his lips in an exaggerated manner, “you eat it up, Johnny, it will be good for you.”

Later, when we are on our way, he says in a triumphant voice: “There, I told you that Christopher would be delighted to have us.”

“Couldn’t you see,” I long to scream at him, “couldn’t you see that the opposite was true? That he obviously doesn’t like you? That he and his wife and his children didn’t say a word to any of us while we were in their house? That he has an enormous family and a minute home and that we were imposing on them, stretching a highly tenuous friendship to breaking point? Can’t you understand that your wife, your sons, every single person with whom you come into contact finds you repugnant?” But, of course, I cannot voice these thoughts coherently and instead sit miserably in the back seat leaving my mother once again to take up the cudgel.

I’ll say this for my father: he was rarely perturbed or upset by personal attacks. If he had read this, for instance, he would have been more concerned with identifying errors of fact: “It wasn’t the Welsh borders, darling”; “For accuracy’s sake, I must point out that your mother was responsible for choosing the tent we purchased.”

In preparing what he would view as a logical defense: “Remember, I never wanted to marry your mother. She knew I was in love with someone else”; “Don’t forget, your mother was an extremely neurotic and volatile woman.”

And in launching a counterattack: “Have you managed any better with your own children?” “I think you are being very ungrateful. I took you boys to some marvelous places. We weren’t rich, you know. I only had a professor’s salary and a small private income.”

My father seemed positively to relish even the most savage criticism. I attribute this to the fact that he was the emotional equivalent to being deaf: if what you said wasn’t extreme he couldn’t hear you. In order to satisfy an instinctive need to feel some emotion—any emotion—I even suspect that he may subconsciously have encouraged attack. Nor should it be forgotten that he was brought up in the public school and Oxford tradition of debating—where winning an argument is more important than which side you’re on.

My father loved winning and was a bad loser. If anyone beat him at a game, for instance, he would invariably challenge their victory, refusing to concede no matter how compelling or conclusive the evidence against him. Should he be forced to acknowledge defeat, he would analyze and dissect every stage of the contest, explaining to whoever would listen where he went wrong and in what ways he was poorly treated. In this respect he had an insatiable capacity for self-pity.

For my father, every conversation, no matter how trivial the topic, held out the glorious possibility of a disagreement. In the opening stages of any dialogue he was, therefore, normally careful to remain noncommittal in order to ascertain precisely what line the other party intended to take. Once a definitive statement or decision had been elicited, he was then free to take the opposing view.

“What would you like to do this evening, Dad?”

“Oh, I’m adaptable.” Adaptable was a favorite expression.

“Well, would you enjoy eating out?”

“I’m terribly easy. Whatever you want.”

“Anywhere you prefer?”

“As I say, I am completely adaptable. You decide.”

“I’ll book Browns.”

“Browns? What? That place? Don’t be an ass. It is a frightful clip joint. If that’s your idea of an evening’s entertainment I’d rather stay in.”

“Fine, I’ll cook.”

At this point it was his ardent hope that the discussion would become more heated. If it didn’t he would attempt a little light goading.

“I am surprised you’re wedded to the idea of Browns. If you don’t mind me saying so, you are extremely inflexible in your habits. Not just over restaurants.”

Should this fail to hit the mark he would make a wild and controversial statement, throwing it out casually, yet fully aware of its potency.

“If this is what Jo and Perrie had to suffer, no wonder they both left you.”

In anyone else, switching the subject away from a domestic arrangement to the total breakdown of two marriages in such a short period of time could only be construed as malicious. Not in my father’s case, though. What he did was beyond his control; deeply embedded in his psyche. He had absolutely no insight into the way in which he behaved. Were he to have comprehended the profoundly disturbing effect he had on me, I’m sure he would have been appalled.

I used to have a speech on the subject ready and rehearsed:

“Dad, I don’t want to offend you, but there is something I need to explain to you. Whatever I say, you seem to contradict me for the sheer pleasure of it. You argue over matters which are unimportant to either of us. You seek out controversy whenever and wherever possible. Furthermore, you speak with devastating conviction regardless of your true beliefs. You are never conciliatory. Nor do you hesitate to deliver emotional body blows or to launch unprovoked attacks. However I respond to you, I feel I lose out. If I ignore your attempts to start a debate, I suffer—holding back my anger as you try different and increasingly hurtful ways to draw me into an argument. If I engage, it soon descends into a bitter row. Worst of all, I have developed a similarly argumentative and dismissive conversational approach myself. My family, friends and work colleagues endure from me precisely what I have been forced to endure from you. I bear the guilt of perpetuating something which I myself abhor. What guilt do you bear?”

It’s OK, Dad, I can answer for you.

“I am sorry to hear this, Johnny, very sorry. I had no idea you felt so strongly, dear boy. But, with respect, I cannot completely believe you. Nor can I totally agree with your assessment of—”

The thing about my father was he had to be right.


Get yourself stitched up,
I am going to bed

Where my father was slow and cautious, my mother was quick and impetuous. Where he was mean and careful with money, she was generous and a spendthrift. Where he was mild mannered and difficult to anger, she was passionate and irascible. If I describe my father as being one thing, you can be certain that my mother was the opposite.

My father avoided shouting, scenes or any visible display of feeling. He was not physical. He was not affectionate. He rarely, if ever, discussed his innermost thoughts. He was somewhat detached from even his closest family and friends. My mother, on the other hand, was loud. She was emotional. She touched and hugged. She expressed herself freely and volubly. Far from being detached, she did not hesitate to involve herself in other people’s lives and affairs. Furthermore, she was dominant, opinionated, and intolerant of anyone who disagreed with her or refused to fall in with her plans.

It is not easy to do full justice to the complex nature of my mother’s personality. The only consistent thing about her was her inconsistency. For instance, I could honestly describe her as being both kind and vindictive; open-minded and judgemental; caring and destructive. So if I tell you she was like this, or like that, and then a little later on appear to contradict myself, please do not assume that I am confused or uncertain or exaggerating. It is simply that she had many, often conflicting traits. For this reason you could never quite be certain how you stood with her. One minute you might be in favor, the next in disgrace, without any apparent reason for her change of heart.

“Pssst.”

I looked up. My mother beckoned to me from the kitchen. “What?” I got up slowly from where I was sitting at the bottom of the stairs, dropped the book I had been reading, and reluctantly moved toward her.

“Ssshhh.” She held a finger up to her lips. The house had only just settled down after a row between my brother and me. Banished from the drawing room because my father was writing, we had gone upstairs to play. A squabble had broken out over ownership of some Lego and my mother had forcibly separated us, ordering me to sit at the bottom of the stairs and read, while Will had been allowed to take possession of the toys in question and to return, unmolested, to our bedroom.

“Listen to me.” My mother spoke in a conspiratorial whisper.

“What?” I replied sulkily. I knew that she was going to ask me to set the table for supper.

“Just do as I say. Go and get your coat on, sneak around the back of the house and wait by the car. Don’t get into it until I order you to. Bring your book.”

“Why?”

“Just do as I say. Go.”

Wonderingly, I obeyed. A few minutes later she appeared, also wearing a coat and carrying a book. She bent down and put her mouth to my ear.

“When I say ‘now’ get into the car as quietly as you can but don’t slam the door. Just hold it nearly closed. Nod if you understand.”

I nodded.

“Now.”

We got in, she released the handbrake and the car ran backward down the drive. Once we had reached the street she started the engine.

“Slam your door. We’ve made it. They can’t stop us now.” She was exultant.

“Where are we going? What about supper? What about Will and Dad?”

“I doubt that either of them will notice we aren’t there before we get back, but if they do they can forage. As for you and me—I thought we would have a hamburger, and a milkshake, and chocolate cake, and ice cream, and a Reading Supper in a restaurant for a change. Just the two of us, without your stupenagle brother and your wretched father.”

I tingled with excitement. We were alone, together, on a secret adventure. The ten-minute journey to the restaurant seemed daring and unconventional. The atmosphere in the car was intimate.

“Johnny?”

“Yes?”

“I am sorry I took Will’s side.”

“That’s OK, Mum.”

“I am afraid that I have other things on my mind.”

“What sort of things?”

“Grown-up things.”

“What sort of grown-up things?”

“Mostly to do with your father.”

“Oh.”

“I am afraid that we fight a lot.”

“I fight a lot with Will.”

“Will doesn’t do the sort of things to you that your father does to me.”

“He takes my toys.”

“I know, darling, and I said I was sorry.”

“I didn’t mean it that way, Mum.”

“I feel awful that you hear your father and me fighting. But I am afraid your father doesn’t always treat me as well as he should.”

“I understand, Mum. I know it can be bad for you. I know Dad can be horrid.”

Suddenly, a change of mood. She surprised me with her laugh.

“Oedipus, schmoedipus,” she said. It was an expression she used a great deal and though I didn’t understand what she meant by it, I laughed, too.

“How is school going? Is that little bastard Gavron still giving you a difficult time?”

He was, and she listened sympathetically as I explained how he had pushed me over during morning break and spat on my blazer. My tale of woe lasted until we reached our destination. When she had found a parking place she took me in her arms. “Quiet, now. Everything will be all right. Forget Gavron and enjoy your supper.”

I yielded willingly to her embrace.

“You are my favorite,” she said, and I flushed with pleasure, choosing not to hear the rest of the sentence, “in your age group.”

My mother’s life centered on two great passions: food and books. Reading Suppers combined both and were staged once or twice a week. Normally she would prepare a meal which required minimal serving—frankfurters in baked beans or lasagna, for instance—and the three of us (my father was never present on these occasions) would eat in enforced silence at the kitchen table, heads bent over as we read, automatically spooning ourselves extra helpings until all the food was gone. After the main course my mother would produce a homemade cake or cookies and we would sit munching contentedly, drinking glass after glass of milk, each of us totally absorbed in our book. Reading Suppers were always billed as a special event; and, as such, were an excellent example of how my mother used food and the process of eating to make life more enjoyable. At every juncture food was promoted as being the ultimate treat and our lives revolved around what we ate, when, and why we were eating it. It was often used crudely, as in: “Go upstairs to the bathroom and fetch my glasses and I’ll give you a Mars bar for breakfast.” But mostly it was deployed in a more subtle manner to alleviate boredom, to mask unhappiness, and to compensate for pain. Food which my mother probably intended to serve anyway would be utilized to create a sense of excitement and drama: “Listen, kiddiwinks. We deserve a break, something to cheer us up. I’ll make a huge bowl of spaghetti and a mountain of raw carrots and we’ll have a party.” As well as to comfort us: “I know you boys hate me arguing with your father. I’ll make you some poached eggs on toast and bacon and you’ll feel better.”

Presentation was critical. The best china, the real silver and the crystal glasses would be brought from the dining room for a kitchen meal of lamb chops and frozen peas. A snack of apple and raisins would be put into a brown paper bag and served to us at bedtime: “Right, boys, first one into bed gets a goody bag—”

The food itself was different because my mother was American. Hamburgers and brownies, meatloaf and pecan pie, hot dogs and sundaes were part of our diet long before they became commonplace in the U.K. She particularly liked to entertain, and people were forever dropping in for a little bite of something. Anyone who rang up was liable to receive a spontaneous invitation and many of her telephone conversations were followed by a bellowed announcement: “Emma Fisher is coming for pancakes and maple syrup”; “Ruth will be here for dinner”; “Your aunt Penny is on her way over for coffee and a sandwich.” After which she would charge into the kitchen to get everything ready. Really, my mother was never happier than when preparing nourishment for others.

Except, perhaps, when she was reading. Food may have consoled her, but books were her sanctuary. She read for a minimum of two hours a day. When she was depressed, which was frequently, she read for even longer. It was not unknown for her to spend all day in bed reading. If for some reason she couldn’t read, she became grouchy and went about the house complaining. Like many people who turn to books as an escape from the real world, my mother’s dependency began as a child. Her mother—Grandma Lily—was petite, delicate and beautiful, and couldn’t forgive her daughter for being large, ungainly and unattractive. Grandma Lily did not keep her disappointment to herself, either, but used to taunt my mother: “You are fat, fat, fat”; “Couldn’t you try to be less clumsy?” “You are too big, too ugly and too stupid ever to find a husband.”

Later, Grandma Lily was proved wrong on this final point (twice, as it happens), but at the time my mother’s response was to creep quietly away to her room and read. This infuriated Grandma Lily, who never so much as opened a book, and she bombarded my mother with dire warnings: “You are ruining your eyes with all that reading. You’ll wear them out. You’ll squint and no man will ever look at you.”

Books played a critical role at every juncture of my mother’s life: they got her to university; they got her work; and they helped her to attract the men that Grandma Lily had said would never be interested. More than this, they gave her status. This was particularly true when she came to England in the 1950s. She may have been an outsider— American, Jewish, divorced and from a poor background— but she was exceptionally and undeniably well read. Faced with the crushing superiority and deep-rooted (if cleverly disguised) prejudices of the English upper classes, my mother’s understanding of literature helped not only to save her from overwhelming feelings of inadequacy and inferiority but also to win friends. Who could fail but to be impressed by her knowledge of fiction, the classics, biography, autobiography, travel, food and history writing? She was a fast learner, too, and with Nancy Mitford’s invaluable tome to guide her she soon became the epitome of everything that was “U.”

To ensure that her bookishness did not go unnoticed, my mother made a great display of her love of the printed word. She carried a canvas book bag with her wherever she went; she haunted little-known libraries; and she carefully arranged piles of seemingly haphazardly stacked books at strategic points around the house. As a consequence of their importance in her life, books became sacred items, to be worshiped and revered; You never disposed of a book; and their acquisition became my mother’s main objective in life. The greatest crime in our family was to damage, deface or destroy a book. It was forbidden to turn down the corner of the page to mark your place, and writing in a book (even pencil notes in the margins of a textbook) would automatically bring on one of my mother’s rages.

She had a dreadful temper and it took only the slightest of incidents, or the mildest of comments, to unleash the full force of her anger. Her wrath may have been extreme, but it was also shortlived; almost as if a switch had been flicked on and then off. Because there did not have to be a rational explanation for her sudden change in mood, it was difficult to anticipate and all the more frightening.

“Get out.”

My mother didn’t look around when I entered the kitchen but continued to work at the counter with her back to me. I stood in the doorway wondering what I had done to irritate her.

“You heard,” she spoke evenly, without emotion, “get out.”

She was preparing the dog’s food—stabbing chunks of sickly smelling meat from the can with a fork, and transferring them to a stainless-steel bowl.

“Why?”

No reply. She tapped the fork repeatedly against the rim of the bowl with unnecessary vigor—clack, clack, clack—in order to dislodge a particularly glutinous chunk of meat and then began to scrape feverishly at the bottom of the can. She was making so much noise that perhaps she hadn’t heard me.

“Why?”

“Why? What does it matter? I asked you politely to get out. Go. Leave. Find somewhere else to reside. You are fourteen and reasonably intelligent. You work it out. I don’t want you in the house any more.”

Not for one second did I doubt the sincerity of her words. I was overcome by panic. Where could I go? How would I support myself? I blurted out in words that seemed to come from someone else—thin, distant, reedy, high-pitched words—an appeal: “But, Mum—”

My fear seemed to infuriate her. She turned suddenly to face me, eyes blazing, features contorted with rage.

“Get out. Get out. Get out. Just fuck off like your father did. This is no longer your home.” She was ranting now.

I began to cry. “Mum, Mum—”

“Don’t Mum me, you little prick. I don’t care where you go, or how you get there, or what happens to you after you’ve gone. Just get out. Get out, and take your fucking dog with you.”

She kicked the dog, who yelped and shot past me, whimpering.

“And its fucking food.”

Without warning she snatched up the tin of Chum and flung it in my direction. It caught and cut my wrist before clattering on to the hall floor behind me. Blood from the wound ran in rivulets down the palm of my hand, tracing a speedy progress around splattered lumps of dog food, before splashing from my fingertips on to the linoleum below. My mother said nothing but yanked open a drawer and pulled out some tea towels. She came toward me and instinctively I ducked—only a few months earlier she had broken my arm, by twisting it behind my back when she’d found me snooping in her wardrobe—but she pushed past, shoving the towels at my chest as she went.

“Tie them around your wrist. Then take the Underground to the Whittington Hospital and get yourself stitched up. I am going to bed.”

There is a type of person who can show unfailing love to others, but not always to themselves, or to their immediate family. That’s how my mother was. Which is why, at the party we held after she died, more than a hundred people came to mourn and—with the aid of cheap wine, cubes of cheese on cocktail sticks and paper handkerchiefs—weep copiously over their collective loss with an intensity of grief which neither I nor my brothers were able to feel.

“No one was ever so kind or considerate to me as your mother,” wailed a man I had never seen before, tears streaming down his face.

“She was my best friend, my only friend,” sobbed another total stranger.

“A wonderful, giving spirit,” quietly and sadly from someone with a terminal illness whom my mother had visited regularly.

“There is a huge, rotten, Elaine-shaped hole in my life,” bemoaned a neighbor. “How I shall miss her.”

Who were these people talking about? A large, energetic, restless sort of a woman who responded instinctively, unhesitatingly, to the needs of anyone, everyone with whom she came into contact—embracing their anguish, disappointments, uncertainty, fear, anger and inability to cope as if they were her own. A woman from whom it was impossible to hide your innermost thoughts and feelings—for not only did she have a disturbing ability to sense when there was something wrong, but she could identify the nature of the difficulty with unnerving accuracy. A woman who was capable of endearing herself to those whose lives she touched by the determination and zeal with which she attempted to solve their problems and ease their suffering.

My mother’s constituency was large and disparate. At one end of the spectrum were hundreds, if not thousands, of immigrant Asian women whom she had rescued from domestic isolation by setting up English classes for them in order that they could learn the language which their husbands and children had already mastered in the workplace and at school. At the other end an eclectic mix of close friends: an aging homosexual peer who had been involved in an infamous public scandal; a brilliant but alcoholic scholar who never managed to complete a single work; a liberal, exiled South African lawyer who was dying of cancer; a publisher whose baby daughter could have been begotten by any one of six possible fathers. The members of my mother’s inner circle were fascinating and troubled.

There was an endless, perpetually expanding list of acquaintances, too. So many, in fact, that she had to keep notes against their entries in her address book to remind herself who they all were: “Jane Waldron. Plane from Pisa. February 1979. Suicidal boyfriend”; “Philip Rout, Honfleur, homosexual, shingles. Garlic (?)”; “Lucy -----, queue for Kenwood concert. Interview skills.”

Thus innumerable encounters were recorded, each of which invariably resulted in my mother taking on a self-appointed task of one kind or another. Jane Waldron would have been recommended to a remarkable therapist specializing in suicidal boyfriends; Philip Rout would have been sent a cure for shingles, perhaps involving garlic (in my mother’s eyes garlic was nature’s miracle drug and she broached no criticism of its powers); and Lucy (without a surname) probably received a book on how to do better in interviews. My mother’s progress through the world was marked by such acts of kindness. She was forever seeking out projects to complete on behalf of others and she had a touching, if somewhat naive belief that she was “making a difference.” I think she saw herself as being mildly divinical.

This is not to trivialize my mother’s genuine concern for others, nor to discount the good she clearly did. But there was something unhealthy about the way she identified with every member of the human race who happened to stray across her path. It was not simply that she spoke to strangers; she spoke to all strangers.

My ex-sister-in-law, Annie, relates a story about traveling with my mother on a bus in Italy.

“Tell that woman she has a beautiful baby,” instructed my mother, who spoke not a word of Italian, but didn’t view it as a barrier to communication.

Annie, somewhat reluctantly, complied. Within minutes my mother and the Italian woman were both chivvying Annie to translate faster as they compared medical notes. The woman had recently lost her oldest child and began to cry hysterically. My mother, not to be outdone, began to cry hysterically, as well. For Annie, who abhors any public display of emotion, this must have been as close to hell on earth as it gets. Conversely, for my mother, it must have been an extremely satisfying experience—fulfilling her constant yearning to create meaningful relationships out of the slightest and most insignificant of chance meetings. Women on buses, taxi drivers, waitresses, traffic wardens, people in the street—all had to be charmed, won over, made to feel that they shared a common bond with my mother, a special place in her heart.

She was black and white about people. You were either her friend or her foe. The first stage of acceptance into the former category was to submit to (or better still to participate in) a detailed analysis of what was wrong with your life. To this end it was necessary to extract details of your secrets and your sorrows, a task my mother performed using a methodology that owed more to surgery than psychology. Her anaesthetic was the application of intimate and deeply personal confidences.

“How am I today? Thank you for asking,” I once heard her reply to the casual inquiries of an anonymous bank clerk who could hardly be seen through the security grille, “but I have made a hash of two marriages, I am over fifty, I am a dress size eighteen, and I feel miserably unhappy. Still, nobody said life would be perfect.”

Her scalpel was the direct question: “I see you are married. Tell me, do you still love your husband?”

She did not accept rejection of her own candor or questioning of others, and a cool response from someone previously singled out as a potential ally would cause her to become icy and dismissive. As she parted company with the person concerned she would make loud, disparaging comments: “She wasn’t friendly. I wonder what her problem was? I certainly didn’t like her.”
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