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For Mary and Cecilia





I forgive you Maria

Things can never be the same,

But I forgive you Maria

Though I think you were to blame,

I forgive you Maria,

I can never forget,

But I forgive you, Maria

Kindly remember that.

STEVIE SMITH






ONE

I had a few old ghosts in the evening, a solemn deposition in coats and scarves. I still thought of them as the girls – Christine, Sarah, Fran – we were a tight four at one point, taking the piss out of each other religiously, confiding at the bus stop in our Courtelle V-necks, high-spirited, insane for mascara, a bit valiant, desperate to trespass.

Christine reigned over us: glossy in her looks and personality. She was Snow White-ish in appearance, only more turbulent in character – sharp, smart, clever, quite clever – and you were a bit amazed when she liked you, alarmed even as you were buoyed by the flattery. I once used the word ‘traitorous’ in front of her, which isn’t much of a word and I regretted it for weeks although it is in the dictionary. She has softened slightly. The sarcasm’s gone out of her. Thirty years ago her husband Luke left her with two small children, surprising everyone, then nine years later he wrote a letter on blue paper asking to come home, just like that.

I hadn’t seen her for a long time, but she rang me and we met to discuss it. It was cold and windy but she wanted to walk, she felt the rhythm of walking would help things fall into place, that and the bracing light. I brought an exercise book and two sharp pencils and we sat on a broken-slatted bench in Finsbury Park, the edges of our knees lightly touching. Christine had dressed for the occasion: wine-coloured Spanish boots and a good-looking raincoat that flapped in the wind, and we made two columns, one for yes and one for no. I didn’t contribute much. I wasn’t sure how to frame myself. But I nodded loyally at intervals, took pains not to inflame any outrage. We had no trouble filling the no column – he put raw onion in the salad, undid his filthy bike onto the kitchen table, and that wasn’t the half of it – still, she took him back. A mistake, I thought, when the trust was gone. If he had done it once, she said, well, three times that she knew of. He was the kind of man for whom everyday life involved a series of evasions; secrets and hiding were second nature to him, subtle vanishing acts. He valued his privacy so much he didn’t even like being asked how he was.

‘D’you ever run into him, round and about?’ she said.

‘No.’ I shook my head.

He told me once he had a horror of unlived life, which I could only translate as a disdain for the ties of home. But he had this startling way of making you less uninteresting to yourself, at the end of the day, or in the morning. And he was moved by her generosity of spirit, felt lucky and grateful to be allowed back in and he settled himself, spent much of his free time plotting things to make her and the boys happy. She was a painter and now the children had left home she could paint all day long, all night sometimes, distrait in paint-spattered navy French overalls. Quite a good painter, also, although I worried her pictures had a forced intensity. That it wasn’t about anything. She had exhibitions every three years or so. Perhaps that’s spiteful of me. I could be spiteful at times.

Sarah and Fran were still best friends and lived in adjacent streets. Fran worked hard at a children’s publishers; she was a self-contained, conscientious and precise person. I’ve never known her not on her own. She was writing a novel herself now – about her parents’ sex life, apparently – but I can’t say more, she said, as though I wasn’t mature enough for the material. Sarah was softer, messy-looking, generous. She lived with Geoff these days – he was a bit booming and hearty for my taste, an amazing cook, although didn’t he go on about it – and she had recently left teaching. She wanted a second act, she said, and she had opened a tiny shop in the corner of an antiques market, eight foot by eight foot with a deadly metal spiral staircase and an even smaller upper floor. She sold old clothes there: Victorian white nighties, beaded cardigans, flower-strewn 1930s silk and crêpe dresses and lace curtains that she sometimes made up into Edwardian-style wedding attire. It was a romantic setting for her, she thought, casting a pale golden light over things compared to the grey shadows of the blackboard, which flattered no one at all. But she spent every second of her free time mending now, instead of marking, which was heroic and feminine yes, but was it progress? I was not convinced.

I was not sure what they would say about me. Tall, chestnut-haired, despairing? Would they claim in order to be brave I’ve had to coarsen myself?

We sat in my little sitting room, having portioned ourselves out on the sea-green armchairs and the old blue sofa, half whispering as Lily slept in the next room. When no one spoke you could catch her inward breaths. I loved to listen to her sleeping because it sounded as though she was inhaling life. They all wanted to know about Eleanor; at least they asked, but I never knew what to say. ‘She’s the same’, I tried that sometimes, or a wry ‘Oh, you know’, but it was hard to get the right tone. A few years back I made a mistake and told their eager ears, ‘She’s stable’, meaning I wasn’t aware of any recent deterioration, which isn’t quite what ‘stable’ means. At first they took it as a declaration of improvement, offering wide pleading smiles, misty-eyed congratulation, but no one picked me up on it when they realised. Sometimes I worried they would find my sadness insufficient or think my courage had failed me. I could always tell when there was something in the air: uneasiness, judgement, an odd sort of lawless pressure that made me harden.

There was an idea that having Lily compensated me in various ways for losing Eleanor. When I listened to her processing her day in comical murmurs through the baby monitor while I sat marking at the kitchen table, there was a sort of bright perfection to the two of us. I always smiled as the wearier she grew the more international her self-talk sounded. But if Lily thought it was her job to patch me up, I would have doubly failed.

‘Thank God you’ve got your teaching,’ Christine said, Sarah said, Fran. That well-known panacea! (It was word for word what they’d said to me when we last met a couple of years ago.) I passed round glasses of straw-coloured wine. My old school friends already had cushions for their backs and glasses of water and green olives stuffed with almond slivers or bright tongues of red pepper from a jar. The cornflower-blue cardigan I was knitting for Lily lay arms outstretched on the side of my chair. In their company, I noticed, I tried to be extra nurturing in my atmosphere. Perhaps I needed them to know that Eleanor was once in possession of valuable things she squandered, which she chose to squander. That is one of the difficult things about personality – in order to convey it effectively there is always that faint smell of acting that muddies things. I needed them to see me in a merciful light. Perhaps it was just that I was very tired.

‘I saw something, in the week, but I didn’t know whether to mention it,’ Christine was saying.

‘Oh?’

‘I mean it was nothing much, but – oh, I don’t know. Actually, forget it. I shouldn’t have said anything.’

That was the kind of thing I couldn’t stand.

‘You’ll have to tell her now,’ Sarah murmured.

‘Is it something bad?

‘No-oh. Not really, not bad, not really bad.’

‘Can you say?’

‘Well I was walking back from Sainsbury’s and I passed the Tube and you know the bit outside where there are often street people drinking, tramps and things, and there was a little group sitting bundled up by the entrance, with sleeping bags and stuff laid all around, bottles and packets, blankets, milk, cigarettes, there was a box of cereal I think and there was a little sign asking for money and one of them had a great big dog, and one of them had a guitar and one of them, one of them was Eleanor.’

‘Oh.’

‘I mean they looked quite merry. In their way.’

‘You make it sound almost – what’s the word – picaresque.’ I thought of a bag lady I often said hello to, who cuddled her wild possessions closely to her as though they were family.

‘It wasn’t quite like that.’

‘No, no. I was, it was, a joke.’

‘What was difficult was I hadn’t seen her for a few years, and the change in her, and when I saw her I just didn’t know how—’

‘You got a shock. Of course. It’s understandable.’ I tried to sound mild, but it was a strain.

‘I was rather shocked, yes. It seemed almost as though—’

I had a horror of people using figurative language at these junctures. ‘She had the look of a beautiful garment, half ruined by poor laundering.’ ‘Her face a map of ruined days’ or whatever. ‘Ruined choirs’, I couldn’t bear that. Something cobbled together from a reject Shakespeare sonnet. Eleanor had always been considered quite beautiful and it was a bit much the way people were thrilled it might no longer hold true. Had they held it against us in the past? (She did have that aloofness very good looks can bring.) Once, one of them said she looked ‘ripe for pneumonia’, as though it were a sort of reference. I knew I mustn’t mind these things.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said simply. ‘I do apologise. It must have been—’

‘No, no, no,’ she said, ‘I didn’t mean for a second that you should have to—’

‘It’s OK,’ I said. ‘It’s fine. It’s just something … ’ I rocked to and fro in my chair and I had tears, but they weren’t particularly hot. There was something sensible about them.

‘Oh Ruth! I’ve made you cry. Oh how awful!’

‘Please don’t worry – it’s just, it’s just chemistry.’ I blotted my eyes on my knuckles.

‘I don’t know if this was right or wrong,’ Christine was saying, ‘but I went over and gave her a kiss on the forehead, and she wasn’t smelly or dirty like the others or anything, but her hair is quite thin now, you know, stringy and rather sad-looking, and you could see the pink of her scalp, sort of raw pink, and forgive me if this was very bad, but I gave her a tenner. I just couldn’t not.’

That knocked me out a little bit. ‘Thank you,’ I said, sincerely grateful. I didn’t know I could still feel grateful, exactly; it felt so old-school, unnatural almost, lacking in stealth and belonging to a part of my life that was gone. When Eleanor had chickenpox, I dipped a cotton bud in the bottle of calamine lotion, painted small pink petals round the spots, joining up the dots with leaves and filigree vines across her feverish body, watching the flowers dry to chalky white. That was a sincere time. I closed my eyes for a second. I didn’t care about the money but I minded that her hair, which surely in its way was innocent, had been so roundly condemned.

There was a lot of pressure in the room suddenly. It was clear that no one wanted to say or feel anything without my tacit permission. My friends knew I could be critical. It was intimate almost to the point of suffocation, that little room throbbing with stretched feminine nerves and my old school friends sitting there bathing in fine fellow feeling or trying to, trying not to, it was so hard to tell. Sarah had a rogue tear on her cheek and she swiped it away with her thumbnail, leaving a brief crimson scratch. I didn’t want things like that.

It was a blank October day, uncertain. The sun was low and shapeless now. The light began to fail entirely and I noticed the lustre of the street lamps as they came on, one by one. Shame. Regret. Sorrow. The following day the clocks were going back. The bright sprint to Christmas. I didn’t know how I was going to keep buoyant. The exorbitant levels of pride my life seemed to demand. That, or absolutely none at all. In the street outside I watched two little girls loop and tie a length of rope round a lamp post and one of them skipped in and out as the other turned it rhythmically. ‘Rosy apple lemon tart, tell me the name of your sweetheart. A, B, C, D … ’ There was sudden shouting, the slam of a car door, and I watched a young woman in a short black dress running down the street, shrieking with laughter, her white shoulder bag flapping.

‘What can we do?’ Sarah pleaded. ‘What can we do for you, Ruth?’

I couldn’t see their needing to help me was my problem, quite. I had fantasies of wild insurrection, but I just smiled.

At that exact point Lily stumbled into the room, heroic in blue and white night clothes, eyelids pink and crusted yellow at the corners from sleep, curls flattened and crushed. She blinked and took in the women as though it were a dream almost, and she put her hand over her eyes – it was a faintly Garbo-like move, I thought, a stunning silent-movie gesture – and she bundled herself onto my lap, so many long limbs it seemed she had, six or nine, attaching herself to me as though she were a koala and I a tree, not that exactly, but there was a declaration in her movements that I was, my body was, her home, her natural habitat. If you had told me then she had come out of me, I would have believed you.

I sat for a second, completely still in the face of what struck me as tremendous loyalty. I was certain the women assembled were jealous of me suddenly, in a way that would not have been conceivable even two minutes before. For a moment my life hardly felt smashed up at all.

They let themselves out and I sat for a time in semi-darkness, Lily still laid out across me, the swell of gratitude solid in my body and I closed my eyes, peaceful in the hot calm coming from her arms and legs, and started to daydream. I felt traces of a Christmas from a few years ago that was very sharp-edged. The goals have changed, though, the hopes have adjusted themselves down realistically, and that strange day seemed like an old photograph discarded because you looked sour or plain or deranged but, of course, finding it again in a packet of old letters a few years later you’d give quite a bit to be like that now.

Eleanor hadn’t wanted to see me over the festive season – three years ago this was, near enough – but she agreed to meet for a walk on the afternoon of December 25th. I said, ‘How about a picnic?’ and she didn’t tell me to get lost so I suggested Regent’s Park, somewhere with a sense of occasion; sometimes you needed swans and a lake and a bandstand. ‘Pick you up at one-ish and we can zoom over there?’ but she told me to meet her instead at a modest strip of grass next to a main road, a few minutes from where she lived in Holloway.

It was a greyish day, stubbornly unremarkable, with a grey careless light hanging over everything. It was ordinary for me waking alone on Christmas morning, but in a small way, if I was truthful, it hurt my pride. The park had one or two sprawling dusty bushes and three wooden benches, one of which served the adjacent bus stop, but it was more of a glorified traffic island, treeless in the main and outlawed-looking. Certainly somewhere to avoid at night. When I arrived she was sitting on the bus stop bench with Ben, underdressed against the weather, her long bright hair splayed across her shoulders in the dreary light almost like thin tinsel strips, the pair looking about them with an air of expectation, as though no one had told them buses did not exist on Christmas Day. Ben smiled; he had a light, gruff optimism about him that felt close to festive. He stood and kissed me hello, affectionate towards the universe. It was the third time we had met, and his greeting made me feel she could scarcely have poisoned him against me.

‘Merry Christmas!’ I called out, and they both smiled as though I had paid them far-fetched compliments. I motioned that we might venture inside the park – why not, it was Christmas after all – rather than stick to the bench by the street. They followed me in but Eleanor settled on another bench right away, as though she were rather elderly or her joints had become stiff or painful.

‘We haven’t got long,’ she said.

‘All right, love.’ She was so pale.

I had the sense I was performing something or someone as I fished the flask of coffee from my bag and poured it out into the three white enamel cups with blue rims, and milk – hot milk – from a smaller container. I felt foolish as I handed Eleanor her stocking, attention-seeking, like a flasher almost. ‘Mum!’ she yelped, but she sounded pleased. She didn’t open it, but held it close to her like a small pet in her arms. I could feel the red crêpe paper on the parcels softening against the heat of her body; a ring of silver string slipped to the ground. For Ben I had bought an old Black Watch tartan scarf from Sarah’s shop – anyone would like that, wouldn’t they? It had some heft to it, a gent’s scarf, dignified. I’d have liked it myself. He opened the present right away, tore it open. He looked delighted. It was surprisingly elegant, and he wrapped the scarf round his neck and began murmuring, happy, bashful, dopey: ‘It’s too good for me.’

‘Nonsense!’ I said. ‘Don’t be silly!’ We all laughed, but the laughter sounded dangerous.

I got my courage up and spread three red-checked dishcloths on the old bench, placed some gold paper plates in a triangle, unwrapped the turkey sandwiches I had made, the meat half white, half brown, still warm, the butter glistening. I had chestnut stuffing wrapped in foil and I crumbled it over the meat, smeared on cranberry sauce from a coffee jar with the back of a spoon. I set down a paper cup full of sprouts on the bench. My hand was shaking. ‘Christmas vitamins,’ I mumbled wryly, but they looked slightly fraudulent, as though they might have been pretending. I had three small bottles of Coke, the curvaceous ones – I’ve always had a horror of things that were too wholesome – and red-and-white-striped straws in case anyone wanted that. I had a box of six crackers with robins on them in a carrier and I laid two next to each plate. I had forgotten the paper napkins with the holly sprigs. I propped a tall red candle in an eggcup and lit the wick, sheltering it with the curve of my hand, the flame hot on my fingers until the fucking wind blew it out. No one said anything. I was very aware of my feet pressed into the hard ground suddenly, of thin grey air, emptiness underfoot and overhead, uneven breaths. I numbed myself deliberately. We all acted as though it was completely normal, as though we were having Christmas dinner on the day the world had ended.

It started to rain lightly and the strained occasion began to wilt. I thought of the table in my flat, the soft chairs, the hypnotising coal fire. Ben had some food but Eleanor wasn’t going to, I could tell. Her appetite was erratic, like a lot of young girls intent on cancelling themselves. She thought she had already been extravagant in coming out. A snatch of carol played at the back of my throat, six brisk notes sharply rising. I couldn’t think of the words. Oh. Let nothing you dismay.

Ben put down his sandwich – three crescent-shaped bite marks. He had used up all his politeness and there was only mounting impatience now, fledgling nervy hostility rising, darting eye movements exchanged between them, flashes of contempt. Once or twice it seemed as though Eleanor was on the verge of telling me some caustic home truth, scythe-mouth narrowing against me. I got out a small wooden box of Turkish delight (why did I?), lifted the balsa-wood lid with the apple-green lettering, unfolding the silver paper, which was powdery on its underside, like the wrapping in a packet of cigarettes. Beneath the foil a slip of white waxed paper and underneath softly coloured order and plenty, rose and lemon squares tightly packed, eleven perfect scented rows, pink yellow pink yellow, beneath a thin dusting of icing sugar mixed with cornflour, texture of dry snow. They both shook their heads, of course they did. I couldn’t think of anything else then, my bag of tricks completely empty. The moment grew increasingly fragile. Around me there was little that was green, the elderly grass muddied and littered with packets and dog-ends and cans; what plants there were looked mangled and bereft. I was smiling all the while, just gently, but in my heart I was thinking this might be the saddest occasion of my life.

I have known greater sadness since, of course, and in my devious memory the forlorn gathering, viewed from some acute angles, did shimmer with a certain jagged grace, like a classic album cover or something, a still from a well-loved bleak European film: the wary older woman, with odd folkloric determination, rigging up thin Christmas cheer. The cauterising silhouettes of bare trees – all that. I knew I was stodgy with intentions and conventions; the beautiful frail mysterious pair – islands of remoteness – resisting, indulging, shunning, ignoring, enduring. Of course, memories always changed a little each time you retrieved them; small and big adjustments to the proportions were necessary as they served your purpose or you served theirs. But it was such a hard day.

We said our goodbyes. They were glazed with boredom now. Eleanor’s head swivelled round when I made to kiss her so all I got was a mouthful of hair. If people asked me with not enough or too much tact, ‘Did you get a chance to cross over with Eleanor during the break at all?’ at least I would be able to answer truthfully that—

‘Mum?’

‘Yes?’

‘Tell you something?’

‘Please.’

‘Gonna have a child,’ she said. ‘A little girl.’

I saw a sudden brightness in her eyes and then I flung my arms around her. ‘What do you need?’




TWO

On the morning of the christening I took the Sickert in a Sainsbury’s carrier to a man off Bond Street. We stood facing each other while I muttered something formal and incoherent. We were in a darkish Italian café, three quarters empty. Twelve shiny lozenge-shaped rosewood-effect tables, not much wider than ironing boards and Elvis droning on and on about missed opportunities.

I was nervous; I felt shipwrecked almost, ship-racked. He took the brown paper from the painting, narrowed his mouth, dipped his shoulders. He was organising himself for disappointment, I could see. I stored it up, his little insincere routine, thought it might come in useful later. The man was wiry and weak-chested with a stale Dickensian pallor. Nicotine stains on all ten of his fingers. Wild of hair.

I sat roughly, bashing my elbow on the side of the chair and they brought us small coffees, one black, one white. There was grease on the saucers, the smell of burnt toast, and a large waitress in her pink overall was preparing for lunchtime, slicing beefsteak tomatoes with a serrated knife, undoing a yellow lettuce leaf by leaf.

‘It’s not a great picture,’ he said. ‘A sketch.’

The ancient-looking painting of a sparrow-like figure on stage in white organdie, flanked by red curtains, one arm raised in the direction of the gallery, was the best thing I had.

‘Oh?’ I heard a certain sharp thinness in my voice. I gulped down some coffee. I was so exhausted, I very nearly didn’t care. The way it had been given to me had been a bit terrible – one of those things you have to try to forget even as it is happening.

‘It is what it is,’ the man answered.

What happened next was that he took a small padded envelope from a black holdall at his feet and I carried it to the café toilets, unzipped it and counted the money into the little hand basin. Four hundred brand-new ten-pound notes in four bundles, strong-smelling, crisp-edged: the Queen on one side, Florence Nightingale on the other, doing their thing. I thought of the three of us sitting on a park bench together, Her Majesty clasping a glossy sceptre and a little yapping corgi, Florence benign and powerful, a black ribbon at her throat, me lulling the baby in her christening robe. Or her little footed babygro or whatever they wore for christenings now, those with no religious faith to speak of who were undergoing hard times and could not or would not cope.

I stuffed the notes back into the envelope, shoved it inside my jumper, buttoned my coat, rinsed the smell of money from my hands. My face in the mirror looked weary, suspicious. My imagination had had so much to do lately, apart from anything else.

I emerged from the ladies’, barked, ‘All right then’ at the man’s unappetising smile and walked briskly away from everything. It was early November on Oxford Street, the air mildish with a light wind, the shops threatening Christmas. My state of mind was pretty good.

The bus was crowded and I had to stand until Euston, the money lodged next to my skin, warming my ribs. I had looked up the church in a book of London churches in the school library. I did two and a half days a week now, twenty hours. ‘You only want to teach the clever girls,’ Mrs Hadley said. ‘Well I’m afraid one can’t insist on roast beef every day.’ Such an odd thing to say.

The triple-arched entrance contains mosaic decoration in the arches, and opens onto a broad passage through the body of the building that emerges under a deep west gallery into the aisleless nave.

Outside the church there wasn’t anyone about, and when I poked my head round the carved wooden doors there were only three or four straggling worshippers. A schoolgirl on her knees in green-and-white-checked uniform, twin French plaits snaking down her back, that was poignant.

And then I heard them, a little throng of merry revellers, led by Eleanor and Ben, wandering up the other side of the street. They had been wetting the baby’s head evidently and had a rogue processional Pied Piper air. Ben was carrying Lily, who was smiling. He wore suit trousers, but they were ancient, miles too big, and he billowed round his edges, mad and comic, Chaplinesque. Eleanor wheeled the pram behind them. She had on a straggly black skirt and an enormous holey charcoal V-neck, long sleeves breaking into thick crinkled strands. Her fair hair was scraped back severely like a dancer, thin hoop earrings, her wide and generous mouth from a distance like a mirage. One or two of their party were clutching bottles of beer. One had a guitar. There were three cans in the navy pram with the silver trim I had bought them.

Eleanor saw me and waved hazily as though she was much further away than she was. She took Lily from Ben, crossed the road and came up to me.

‘Here you go.’ She plonked her in my arms, turning away.

‘Hello precious,’ I mouthed to the child, kissing the kink in her silky hair. Lily was her usual irreproachable self. She wasn’t dressed up in the slightest, but you could tell she sensed it was a special day and she was wide awake and in adventurous mood, eyes smiling at me curiously. Maybe white terry towelling for a christening was chic? Seaside-ish. Freshly baked. A dressed-up baby, a formal tot bound in dusty lace like a child bride was an appalling idea, possibly. She was clean.

I couldn’t look at Eleanor closely, not when we were celebrating. I sometimes thought what I minded most was that all the kindness had gone from her face. The way she had profaned her body.

My eyes safely hovering a few inches above her head, I congratulated her with the biggest smile I had on me. I hoped I wouldn’t offend her with approximated cheer. I squinted at Ben chatting to the men with the beer bottles. He carried it well, his brand of cavern-faced mania, in part because he was tall and serious and he already had the atmosphere of distractedness clever people often have. Either that or his warm-hearted confusion was oddly endearing. He brought more of himself to this life, I felt, than she did. I didn’t expect very much from him, perhaps that was all it was. And of course it wasn’t nothing that they were all more or less on time and Lily looked all right and he’d put on a white shirt with a collar and Eleanor’s smile had a certain high wattage, although she looked half crazed, scratching at her neck repeatedly, hollow-cheeked, hard red-rimmed eyes. They were doing their best.

Jean Reynolds from school had offered to be my date. We’d been working side by side for almost two decades and were quite friendly these days, after several years of polite fascination. On both sides, I liked to think.

‘I’d do you proud,’ she said. ‘I have hats, I have brooches.’

I laughed. ‘I’m sure you do, but … ’

‘You’d rather keep things simple?’

‘If you don’t mind.’

I made myself give Eleanor a hug, feeding my free arm round her, imprecisely. ‘Congratulations. You’re a genius!’ I nodded towards the babe
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