

Praise for Arrangements in Blue

‘There is a whole life pulsing within these pages, written with both clarity and eloquence, a glittering brightness that glints like stars in a navy velvet sky. A book to be read in astonishment and in admiration. Bewitching’ Doireann Ní Ghríofa, author of A Ghost in the Throat

‘Profound and poetic, vulnerable yet brave, I devoured Amy Key’s memoir about love, loss, memory and hope. An incredible writer, a stunning debut’ Lisa McGee, creator of Derry Girls

‘Took my breath away. Key has the uncanny ability to distil a feeling into an image of total beauty and clarity; the language is crystalline, the book as a whole radically tender. Even in the process of reading it for the first time I knew it would be a book I would return to again and again’Sophie Mackintosh, author of Blue Ticket

‘An exquisite book whose beauty sweetly stung me. Key writes just like Joni sings – her voice is disarming, immersive, sunlit, charged with ecstatic feminine power’ May-Lan Tan, author of Things to Make and Break

‘Amy Key’s extraordinary Arrangements in Blue isn’t merely a commentary on Joni Mitchell’s Blue, but something bolder, more personal and shape-shifting, in line with Joni’s own art in that it takes no starting point for granted. It makes itself up on its own terms. An intimate, absorbing inquiry of what self-care means to a life, and how to go forward when you put the map of romantic attachment to the side’ Paul Lisicky, author of Later

‘From grief to anger to full-throttled joy, Key hits every note of feeling with perfect pitch. Arrangements in Blue grows out of a poet’s obsession with Joni Mitchell’s iconic album, but at its heart this book is a brave and brilliant exploration of how one woman lives both alone and alongside romance. An absolutely gorgeous work’ Heather Christle, author of The Crying Book

‘A beautiful book. Amy’s observations are razor sharp and tender. I was wooed by her clarity of thought and turn of phrase, felt pierced and comforted by turn as I joined her on this exploration of the past and the possibility of the future. I will be talking to my therapist about this book!’ Sarvat Hasin, author of The Giant Dark

Praise for ‘A Bleed of Blue’, the essay that inspired Arrangements in Blue

‘A beautiful read’ Amy Liptrot, author of The Outrun

‘Reflective and piercingly honest’ Shahidha Bari, author of Dressed

‘I love Amy Key’ Lauren Laverne

‘This is the most unique and extraordinary piece of writing about Joni Mitchell’s music I think I will ever read, in this life or the next’ Mary Anne Hobbs
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This book is for anyone who needs a love story of being alone





I felt the world all around me … That’s how that whole Blue chapter ends, and it’s also where the next one begins.

JONI MITCHELL

It’s love I want, and the song which follows love.

RODDY LUMSDEN






Love: looking for something, what can it be

When I travelled, alone, to Los Angeles in early 2020, a taxi driver asked me why I’d come. I told him I was there to write about the singer-songwriter Joni Mitchell. It felt good to have a story.

‘Joni Mitchell, Joni Mitchell,’ he said. ‘I’m just thinking if I know someone who knows Joni.’

I didn’t say anything.

‘Hmm, wait, I think I do. I’ve known the musician Gillian Welch for like twenty years,’ he said, ‘I’ll give her a call. Maybe Gillian can hook you up, get you five minutes on the phone with her or something. Here, take my number.’

I took his number even though I knew I would not call him. I was attracted to the idea of being someone who would call him. And while I did hope to write about Joni, she wasn’t why I was there. I’d had the trip planned long before that idea came along. I was there to write and think. But I didn’t expect much of myself. My friend and poetry mentor Roddy had died the month before. I arrived with a grief that I hoped might melt into California’s huge horizons. I hoped newness might knock grief clean out of me.

*

Joni Mitchell’s album Blue has been part of my interior world for thirty years. My copy of it, on vinyl, has grown warped from being kept in direct sunlight, scratched from my careless ways with record sleeves and liners. When I play the record, it sounds as though it’s being received from space – the music delivered through a fuzzy channel of feedback. It’s been so well used as to take on the quality of being commonplace, where dings and scratches and fading are accepted because of its sense of belonging to me. But I don’t need to play the album to listen to it. I can sing it from start to finish, with all the emotional and tonal shifts, and often do. I can summon every element of the music in my head. My paternal grandma, Eva, used to say to me, ‘Amy, I hear music.’ I loved this mysterious declaration. I now know what she meant. Using thought as my instrument, I regularly play Blue from start to finish without a pause.

The album came out in 1971, seven years before I was born. It was Joni’s fourth, recorded in LA, after she’d taken a year’s break from touring. Blue’s songs hold within them the potency of that time taken for reflection. Joni was already enjoying success – her album Clouds won a Grammy for ‘Best Folk Performance’ in 1970, and Ladies of the Canyon, the record that came out before Blue, had sold over half a million copies. But Blue eclipsed what had gone before. The album’s charting of love, loss and longing became a landmark for millions worldwide, across all decades of life. It’s the kind of album people play one another in the early stages of a relationship to help express big feelings. That people will frame the front cover of and put on their wall. That someone might pull a lyric from for a tattoo. An album that people inherit from others emotionally. Even before I first heard her music, I accepted as fact that Joni was an important musician, part of popular music’s canon in the same way as Prince, the Beatles, Diana Ross, Kate Bush. I don’t know how this sense came about, but I instinctively knew that I would one day spend time with her music. Decide if Joni was going to be canon to me.

I think back to 1992 and the first time I heard Blue. My best friend had recently begun to have periods, and one had just started. She was sleeping over on the pull-out bed that lived under my own. We called it ‘the surfboard’. My red and purple lava lamp was on, the rest of the lights were off. We listened to the album on cassette, borrowed from my older sister Rebecca. An emotional inheritance.

The first song is ‘All I Want’. Into the dark cocoon of our sleepover, Joni sang ‘I am on a lonely road and I am travelling, travelling, travelling, travelling, looking for something, what can it be?’ I remember having a strange feeling, an anxiety-adjacent excitement, a bodily sense that I too would experience something transformative, and soon. I joined Joni on the road she was travelling. I knew I would not sleep until the cassette had clicked onto the B-side and I had heard the last note of the last song.

In my memory of that night, the lava lamp was like the pain my friend was experiencing, the hot red pulse of it. Pain as a red energy, as hypnotic. Pain that moves as an octopus might in the deep seas of womanhood and romantic grief – thresholds I had yet to cross. I was fourteen and yearning to swim in both.

That night Blue ignited my desire and ambition for romantic love, my idea of how I would press my heart against the world. What appealed, I think, was the way it described the complexities of love. It was the first representation of love that seemed truthful: love as best and worst, joy and sorrow. I’d hurt someone. They would hurt me. Love meant staying and going, the bothness of it suddenly clear. And love did not need to mean convention, perhaps not marriage, perhaps not children. The music’s harmonic cascades in all their sprawling highs and lows mapped the course I, and romantic love, would take. Blue seemed to give me a complete palette to paint myself into all life’s possibilities. I took in the album’s emotional range, and it became innate. I accepted Blue as part of the language I had to express myself.

In early crushes and relationships, I’d test my feelings against Blue’s sentiments, as though the album provided an ultimate scale of intensity that would reveal whether the love had substance. Was this a love so strong I couldn’t numb it out of myself with wine? Did it have the endurance of the northern star? Could it keep away my blues? Would it anchor me where I stood, or let me sail away? Looking back now, I think I tricked myself into believing almost all of my romantic attachments measured up against Blue’s scale. I accepted love would bring me pain, so much so that joyful love became not an expectation, but an occasional gift. Love meant being prepared to bleed. I was ready to commit to it.

But while I have certainly bled for romantic love, I’ve largely found myself living without it. The last time I had a boyfriend I was twenty-two. I’m about to turn forty-four. In my early years of knowing Blue I thought I was at the beginning of romantic love’s presence in my life. All beginnings incorporate the potential for an end, I just had no idea how rapidly I’d get there.

Sometimes I read my teenage diaries intent on finding a solution to my lovelessness, or clues, at least, about why things have turned out this way. What ideas and behaviours took hold then, and might they give me keys to understanding myself? I’ve been troubled to read how I would passively respond to the desire another person had for me, as though their attraction was something I was subject to rather than a mutual occurrence. It seemed I’d been gripped by the idea of love as exquisite pain rather than joy. And I would rather have chosen pain, deception, abuse even, than been alone. In one entry, I wrote ‘even being used would be better than this’ – ‘this’ being romance’s absence. My diaries from that time reveal a young woman desperate for romantic attachment, page after page accounting for being noticed and not being noticed by objects of desire. There is little else – no intellectualising, it’s all pangs of longing.

At the back of one diary from 1995/6, between the ages of sixteen and seventeen, there is a list of boys I kissed or had an involvement with, and how long it lasted. Tim, Gregg, Craig (two months), Dave, Brian (two weeks), Adam, Gary, Peter, Gary, Craig. Sometimes these boys were so close together it was like they were cigarettes I lit from the end of the one I was smoking. I thought that list would go on forever.

In ‘All I Want’ Joni sings, ‘I hate you some, I hate you some, I love you some’. A manifesto of romantic ambivalence, of how the mind ‘see-saws’ when you love. She plays a stringed instrument I had always assumed to be a guitar but now know is an Appalachian dulcimer, which she used for the first time on Blue. The dulcimer flits cleanly between chords, but is tonally nervy – a musical agitation – and Joni’s mezzo-soprano voice glides above it, making full use of its range. I don’t think ‘I hate you some, I hate you some, I love you some’ is intended to prize a love that is both hot and cold, cruel and kind; but I do think it was easy for me to manipulate her message for my own ends. To justify what I thought, what I did and what I was subject to as the natural or indeed ideal romantic experience.

In my first experience of unrequited love, at seventeen, I wrote obsessively about how I felt. No detail too small. I’d met him at the Riverside club, in Newcastle. I went every Friday night. It was summertime and we were there for my sister’s birthday. She’d made us piña coladas before we went out – I’d never had a cocktail before, and I was greedy for the glamour of it. I wore a hot pink satin miniskirt, low on my hips. It had a skinny belt. On the dance floor, he came over and said, ‘I like your belt.’ That was all it took.

After we kissed he asked for my number. He told me he would call me the following Tuesday, and I had no doubt that he would. He was so into me. I was such a nice kisser. I was so gorgeous. There was some thrilling warm weather that week. Monday was spent wildly anticipating Tuesday. Tuesday came and went, hungry and insomniac. On the Wednesday I bargained with myself about why he’d not yet called. The pre-internet comfort of he’s lost my number. I had a half-day at college, so went home, got an extension cord so I could bring a radio outside, opened all the windows so that I would hear the phone, and sat in the yard. I hoped I might get a tan in the narrow portion of sun that fanned across the yard during the afternoon. On the radio, they were leading with the story of Hugh Grant’s arrest in LA for paying a sex worker, Divine Brown, for a blow job. I felt I was getting purchase on this world of adults, where I drank cocktails, sunbathed, understood the subtext of ‘a lewd act’ and waited for boys to call me on the telephone. I spent the afternoon walking in and out of the house, checking the phone was definitely on the hook, calling 1571 to see if I’d missed a call. There were no calls. I was exquisitely agitated. There was the pain of rejection, but alongside that pain, there was the pleasure of desire. My body activated in an entirely new way, a way that called back to how it felt to first hear Blue. I’d turned seventeen that month. I felt that I was entering the world Joni had prepared me for. I wanted to feel girlhood exiting my body. The way I expected that to happen was through romantic love entering my body and conquering it.

I saw him at the nightclub again and again. One time in between kissing he asked me if I was seeing anyone else, and I said, ‘No, I just want you.’ Later that night he said to me ‘I’ve been worried, about things you said. You don’t want anyone else but me.’ I tried to poke holes in what I’d said to him. To make it minuscule. Eventually he relaxed and asked me to come home with him. It was the first time I would deny what I wanted in the hope it might make me more desirable. That night I was desperate to lose my virginity. He tried for hours to press into me – dry despite my longing – while ‘Wonderwall’ by Oasis played on repeat, the cassette auto-turning from the A- to the B-side and back again. The next day I got the metro back from Newcastle to South Shields, my eyeliner from the night before still immaculate. Before reaching my house I called my friend Rachel on a payphone, asking her to say I’d stayed at hers if my parents asked. A couple of weeks later, when I’d not heard from him again, I wrote in my diary ‘I love you. I love you. I hate myself and I hate you.’ I hadn’t realised, until now, that I was paraphrasing Joni. After him, more short relationships followed this pattern. Then I got a serious boyfriend, which lasted a year; then another, almost a year. Another, and then nothing.

*

In a 2007 interview with the Toronto Globe and Mail, Joni was asked about how she tuned her guitar, an idiosyncratic tuning. She spoke of creating ‘chords of inquiry’, she wanted a sound like ‘a question’ in every chord. She even starts Blue with a question. Looking for something, what can it be? I think that’s what arose for me in LA, a curiosity about how Joni saw the world, saw love, and the ways in which she had shaped me. So that is where I’ll begin my own inquiry, into romantic love and its absence. I’ll start with a Blue perspective, a filter to think through my own questions.

Blue has been a companion for thirty years now, and in it I keep finding something I need. First it was an impression of womanhood and romantic love that I could pursue. It then became a way to measure the gap between those dreams and my reality. But now it has given me an endeavour, one I’ve only just summoned the courage to begin. The more I have listened to the album, the more all the things I thought went hand in hand with romantic love – a home, parenting, self-love, intimacy, travel, sex and exes, soulfulness and consolation, the transformative power of sharing desires – have shown up in the songs, giving me threads to pick up and follow. At first I thought if I didn’t have romantic love, these things would elude me, but then I began to see how I’d found my own ways towards them.

In each song, a particular lyric seems to direct itself to me as a question. About why romantic love is deemed essential to our ideas of the home and shared domestic fulfilment. About the choices made and not made to have children. About why romantic love can feel dependant on the ability to achieve self-love. About whether intimacy is possible in a life lived in the absence of romantic love. About how to travel and take pleasure alone. About my romantic affairs, the crazy feelings of sexual attraction, limerence, unrequited love and the strategies I deployed to numb romantic desire and rejection out of my mind. About whether the love I had for my friend Roddy had more significance than our definitions of love and relationships allowed. About what the soul means for me when I’ve no soulmate. About how if I’ve found and created meaning in my life, I might find myself transformed by what takes shape in romantic love’s absence.

I’ve had two periods of therapy. The last time, the therapist asked me to set goals for my future. One was that I wanted a romantic partner. Even as I expressed this desire, I was mobilised by resistance: my flight response took hold in my body. ‘What’s going on for you, right now?’ she asked me. I told her I wanted to flee. During the session, she repeatedly asked me ‘what would it look like, feel like, to walk towards this fear, rather than trying to protect yourself from it?’ I found myself lacking answers. ‘Perhaps,’ she eventually said, ‘your fear is that life is OK without romantic love? Perhaps it is scary to accept you are not deficient without it.’ There was some truth in that; my life wasn’t bad, and I had likely become preoccupied with the stigma of being without romantic love, rather than looking at the other feelings I had towards it. Life lived in the absence of romantic love was violently at odds with how I saw myself and what I’d hoped for my future. I didn’t want to be satisfied with my life as it was and I wanted romantic possibility, I wanted to understand what was keeping me away from romantic love. The last person who loved me romantically, my friend Roddy, died. I had not been able to reciprocate.

I feel moved to interrogate those feelings for myself, and for others too, because I wonder if we all lose by centring romantic love in our lives. And it does still feel like romantic love is centred. Even as the internet has helped us to find our own warm pocket of community within the endless variations of romantic and sexual identity; even though state and church control of who can and cannot be romantically and sexually involved, and who can have their relationship recognised, has loosened. Nothing has displaced romantic love from its holy status. If we were to pay attention, what do we fail to notice, share and celebrate because of this? Is it possible that life without romantic love isn’t so bad? Is it possible we can take as much pleasure in other loves, find new ways of incorporating romantic feeling into our lives, assign importance to crossing over thresholds that romantic love has abandoned? All those things could be true. But if they are, is it OK to still want romantic love too? I need to know because I feel like I’ve got myself stuck. Entrenched in the pain of not having, but silently warring against it to present myself as OK.

I’ve joked to friends how this endeavour ‘will put the nail in my romantic coffin for once and for all’. It scares me to lay out all the ways in which absence of romantic love touches my life. I worry that writing all this down brings the risk of damage, gives people too much information. I fear I’ll end up a subject of conversation, supported by ample written evidence I have freely and elaborately provided, about why I’ve been without romantic love for so long. But I’ve tried my best not to make the question ‘why am I single?’ even though it is something I ask myself and have many theories about. Rather, I’m motivated by how alone I have felt in being in this situation, how ashamed, and the cruel monologuing I’ve subjected myself to. I know I’m not the only one feeling this way. Even though it’s more unusual to live outside of the bounds of romantic relationships than it is to live within them, I feel it could be valuable to us all to think about the ways in which we can create good lives without expecting romantic love to do the work.

Yoko Ono said, ‘Each time we don’t say what we want to say, we’re dying.’ I feel those words in my whole body. So, I must speak. It might be that I will live the whole of my life attended by a sense of lack, romantic love eluding me, but I must be brave enough to say out loud, I did want it. I do want it. It’s still possible I’ll end up a victim of my own passivity, of my reluctance to expose myself to pain’s potential, but admitting this is my own kind of trying, of reaching towards love. That is something. I gave up my project of romance and now decades have passed. I want to find my way back to the road.




Home: the bed’s too big, the frying pan’s too wide

On the flight home from Los Angeles there was a couple in the row in front of me who shared a pillow between their two headrests and watched a film together. It moved me, in the way that feeling can flood your body sometimes, in the way absence can pour in. I was being let into a private scene and witnessed its easy intimacy. I sat there thinking of what I wish I had. Someone who would set up the film for us to watch together. Someone to refold my blanket after I’d left my seat. Someone to include me in their ‘we’.

When I am cooking, I sing a line from Joni’s ‘My Old Man’ to myself. She sings that when her lover is away from home ‘the bed’s too big, the frying pan’s too wide’. That’s what the couple sharing the pillow suggested: they seemed like the kind of couple who’d never spent a night apart, who would find the absence of the other pouring into and altering their shared domestic space. I love my empty bed; it never feels too big for me. And I’ve slept alone for so many years that I find it hard to share a bed these days. The frying pan on the other hand. The frying pan has an altogether different intimate quality. Perhaps it’s because people so often fry eggs for someone they love. And to eat eggs together suggests a synchronised hunger, suggests sleeping and waking together, and says please linger, please stay. Perhaps it’s the sweet balance of you cook and I’ll wash up, how the pan moves from one person’s job to another, and the ordinariness of that joint endeavour. When I’m in the home of a couple I watch for these interactions with deep interest – the routine of them – some are so tender it feels like I’ve taken huge gulps of yearning. I swallow them back so that I don’t disclose how much I want what’s theirs.

*

In my fantasy of romantic life, the private home is where I most frequently position an imagined partner. The tender exchange of one chore for the other, or companionship in remaking the bed, have stuck with me as domestic and romantic ideals. Occasionally when I prepare a meal, as I do several times most days, I resent clearing away the dishes. And sometimes when I try to get the duvet in its cover, I feel a pathetic sense of unfairness that it is only me who has responsibility for it. And when there are issues to resolve – a broken boiler, a leaking tap, an unexpected bill – I know the flaring up of my irritation and presumed helplessness is stirred not only by inconvenience but by a roaming sadness that needs a grievance to attach itself to. I have always wanted a home that felt like I wanted romantic love to feel – warm, intimate, symbolic in all the aesthetic details of it, and after the inevitable addictive whirr of lust, secure.

I did not see this ideal in my childhood homes. Ours was a household of seven – five children and my parents. When I was nine, we’d moved from Gillingham in Kent back to my dad’s hometown of South Shields to a three-storey terrace, coated in pebble-dash, with a small front garden and a yard. On the ground floor was a serving hatch between the kitchen and dining room, where there was a brickwork ‘bar’ with hooks behind it to hang tankards. The living room had thick auburn-coloured carpet (which in the twenty years it was our family home was never replaced), and swish matching vertical blinds and curtains. The kitchen, though very small, had slatted saloon doors, which made the entrance to it seem cartoonish, and in the attic rooms there were small cupboards that you could crawl into and hide. We battled for space, dominance, our noises of choice, and peace at clashing intervals. On the second storey my younger brother Dan and I shared a room next to my parents until I began comprehensive school. On the third, my sister Rebecca had her own room and my two older brothers Matthew and Stephen shared the largest bedroom where we would all occasionally play video games. A sonic hallmark of living in that house was all of us thundering up and down the stairs.

It was vast and plush in comparison to our previous home in Gillingham, which my parents had bought in desperation when a much brighter, nicer house purchase had fallen through. My memories of Gillingham have their own turbulence. So many things were happening to our family unit, and to me, that I was too young to understand and could only experience. In the early 1980s my dad had trained to become a social worker. It led to a political awakening for him – he became a union shop steward and joined the Workers Revolutionary Party (WRP). He left the Baptist church – which was how my parents had met – and as an activist, particularly around the miners’ strike, was barely at home. I think the only time I spent alone with him was when I joined him on a march, helping to sell copies of the WRP’s paper The News Line. But I remember something of the Gillingham house. There were two rooms on each floor. Upstairs the three boys shared a bedroom and my sister and I another. The living room wall was knocked through to the hall and there was a separate room filled with boxes (probably copies of the WRP paper), which housed my dad’s piano and where a poster of Lenin covered an entire wall. In the basement was the kitchen, my parents’ room and, just past the kitchen, a small, cold and gloomy bathroom. For a treat, Mum would put a drop of washing-up liquid in the bathwater that my brother Dan and I shared, making it bloom with bubbles. Sometimes I would close myself into the kitchen and play the whole of Madonna’s True Blue, making up dances to each song, in training for a future life where I dreamed I’d be a dancer. I remember one year the ceiling fell in, and next door there was an old bomb site that people dumped their rubbish into. Dad found our dining table in it. When we moved to South Shields, I thought we’d shot up in the world.

With five kids between the ages of seven and seventeen, the new house couldn’t maintain a sense of grandeur once we moved our unruliness, squabbles and mess in. The aesthetic elements were disjointed. My parents didn’t have a lot of money and neither did their parents, or their parents’ parents. Our furniture was second-hand, not in a nicely thrifted way, but in a this-is-all-we-can-afford way. How the home looked was so far down the list of priorities for my parents, who were always ‘in the red’ – something I knew was bad but did not understand – and personal taste was a triviality that they could not afford to pay attention to. Consequently, I would feel in awe of other people’s houses, running my fingers back and forth across the silky gold bullion fringe that trimmed their three-piece suites, pushing a fingernail into sumptuous Anaglypta wallpaper to leave a half-moon shape in it. Noticing details in my friends’ bedrooms, like matching duvet sets, curtains and lampshades, child-sized wardrobes and child-sized coat hangers and chests of drawers with neatly arranged socks and underwear. Peeking into their vast fridge-freezers, with name brand soft drinks and microwaveable chips. I gradually became ashamed of our home, which felt shabby and chaotic in contrast.

In some of my friends’ homes I was also able to observe married lives outside of those in my family. I realised that my parents’ relationship did not appear to be a loving one. The home environment paralleled the romantic one. I once tried to will their relationship better, making a fuss of Valentine’s Day on the wall calendar in the kitchen, inviting my dad to observe it. I didn’t know then that he was in a relationship with someone else. That my mum knew. That his absences were not to do with work, or a twice-weekly gig playing piano in a pub, but were instead his keeping up an entirely separate intimate life.

Our home felt dictated by my dad’s mood, a controlling mind that could transform the environment from calm to conflict in moments. With every opening of the front door he reset the stage to a new design, sometimes literally – turning off lights, slamming shut doors he could not tolerate being left open. If my bedroom door was ajar, he’d abruptly pull it shut as he walked past it. This has given me a lifelong startle response. There’s a diary entry from that time where I wrote ‘Dad’s screaming blue murder again,’ an expression I’d picked up from my mum. I’d sometimes feign illness, not because I wanted to avoid school, but because I wanted the experience of being home alone, of adjusting it to my own vision, of having time there without the risk of a blow-up or being disturbed from my reverie by a family member and having to accommodate them. I was desperate for my older siblings to leave home so that I could graduate into having a room of my own. I was sometimes desperate for my dad to leave too.

I remember my mum saying that, even after many years of marriage, her heart beat fast when she heard my dad walking up the path to our door. It frightened me that those feelings would extend way into adulthood. At the time I wondered if that’s what love was like, a state of permanent butterflies, the superb anticipation of someone. Now I wonder if it was instead pure anxiety about whether things would be good or bad that day. My dad seemed oppressed by the family life he’d created, and I feared the anger he felt about it, the tight knot of it. Mum would say to us all, ‘don’t worry, his bark is worse than his bite,’ but I didn’t want to experience either. I can look at my dad’s situation objectively and have empathy for someone who felt trapped by his domestic, familial conditions. I can also feel pride and gratitude that his politics informed mine. But of course, as his daughter, objectivity can only be fleeting. The legacy of how it felt to live with him during my childhood overrides the adult perspective I can now bring to it. Living alongside my parents’ relationship encouraged in me an inclination to let male figures in my life set the tone for my relationship with them, to respond to their mood and desire rather than meet them with my own. I’ve so often found myself pleasing, placating, managing – perhaps thinking that this was how I needed to be to receive someone’s love. The older I’ve become the more appalled I am by my own pliability. The situation also made me crave a place with a dependable temperament, which felt emotionally safe, knowing that in that safety love would grow.

My maternal grandparents gave this environment to us all. Their relationship was run along conventional lines – Grandma would cook, Grandad would do the washing-up. Grandad would make the morning cups of tea to have in bed, the coffee for elevenses. At the end of each day, together they would lay the table for breakfast. When they married my grandma made a cross-stitch with a verse from the Bible: ‘For wither thou goest, I will go; and where thou lodgest, I will lodge’. It wasn’t that they embodied romantic love, though their hand-holding while walking down the street touched me, it was their unwavering. Once, as adults, my sister and I asked my grandma a question we would never have dared to as children: how did she put up with our grandad? He often inspired in us joshing groans of ‘Grandad!’ due to his bad, repetitive jokes. ‘Oh, love, I guess,’ she answered. What kept my grandparents ‘tied and true’ wasn’t a passionate love of sexual compatability or even attraction, it was a love of fellowship, a shared faith and a commitment to the parts each would play in the domestic home. It’s not that I wanted a relationship like theirs necessarily – I was too self-dramatising and greedy for the quiet love they had – but it was clear to me it was a basis on which you could build a good life.

They had a weekly menu they rarely diverted from. Salad on Mondays. Fish on Fridays. Roast on Sunday. I remember as a child always leaving their table satisfied, even the foods were exciting to me, things we didn’t get at home: Dairylea triangle toasties, fruit yoghurts, fresh orange juice. My little brother Dan and I would stay over in half-term and every visit my grandparents would make one meal a spectacle, with me and Dan receiving our lunch in the living room armchairs, a table each pulled from the nested trio, dining at a pretend hotel. Grandma was cook; Grandad was waiter. Starter – tomato soup. Main – fish fingers and peas. Pudding – tinned fruit salad. It was the land of plenty. When I visited them as an adult, I was struck by how austere their provisions were, how small the portions, and how, were there to be any leftovers, no matter how meagre, they would be carefully wrapped and stored. Three slices of cucumber in a tiny dish, covered with foil from the top of a ready meal that had been removed, cleaned and stashed away along with the wrappers from packets of butter, which, now I think back, they so rarely had, being bound to a strict budget; margarine was what I remember being set on their table. The dishwater was thrown over the flower beds.

Not only did the customs and habits of the household remain the same, the contents did too, and this staid but harmonic environment was a source of tremendous comfort. Its crockery and cutlery enchanted me. Pyrex with matching lids, cut-glass serving bowls that caught the light, sandwich plates, faux-bone-handled knives, a special spoon for grapefruit, a special spoon to scoop a boiled egg from a pan. An egg timer filled with sand so old it could no longer keep time. Most of these were wedding gifts; some we were able to identify in a list we found after my grandparents died, a typed document Grandma had made to record who needed to be thanked for what. These objects seemed to possess an inscrutable but absolute adulthood. In the accumulation of objects that played very specific roles, I too would attain that quality – the beautiful mystery and command of having an adult place in the world. A relationship to objects that could cause me to collide with lonesomeness, where romantic love would charge the material world with symbols of the presence or absence of someone I loved. It might be their favourite jumper on the back of a chair, one I could pull on to feel close to them when they were elsewhere. A still-warm cup in the sink. Or coming home to see a light on in the hall, home’s mood already animated.

Back then I read things I saw in my grandparents’ home as aesthetic choices. A tablecloth on their dining table. Doilies and arm and back covers on the furniture. Now I realise the practicality of such things. The cloth saved the labour of wiping down the dining table after each meal. The arm covers on their chairs elongated the life of the furniture. The doilies and coasters kept the tables unmarked. The aesthetics of those things were irrelevant. They were simply part of my grandparents’ home economics. Everything lasted and nothing was replaced.

Though it’s true that I envied the order and cleanliness of the homes of my friends, I did not enjoy their uniform modernity. I’ve always desired a home that possessed the quality of being lived in for decades, a worn-downness, the slow accumulation and proliferation of cutlery, pots and pans. I wanted to live around handed-down things
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