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        “Unless everything is tidy and pleasant all about one, people cannot even begin to enjoy life. I cannot endure mess.”
      

            STELLA GIBBONS, Cold Comfort Farm
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            Chapter One

         

         In 1967 my father was taken out by a swift blow to the head while travelling from New York to Canada. “Human error” was the legal reason given for the collision of a freight train with his commuter carriage. I saw one black-and-white photo of the accident in an old newspaper, many years later. There were two casualties: my father, and a nun. The photo showed the carriage of the long train on its side, forming an angle of about 60 degrees with the embankment. He was sleeping, we were told, and something heavy fell on his head. All I hoped was that he really was asleep, and that the nun was, too.

         We were in Liverpool when the news arrived. The phone was at the bottom of the stairs in the corridor by the door. This was the customary place for the phone then: draughty, no privacy, uncomfortable. They were put in places to ensure nobody stayed on them for very long as they were so expensive. My grandfather rushed to get it and in typical understatement bellowed, “SID IS DEAD! HE’S DEAD!” And my mother at the top of the stairs melted into her nightgown, leaving a little puddle of whiteness, a ghost melting below the sheet.

         There were hushed discussions about who would house or fix this broken family. One option was to stay in Liverpool. One option was for my sister, nine, and myself, six, to go to Caracas to be looked after by my uncle and aunt, while my mother “got better”. At some point she took charge and felt it was best for all of us to move back to Queens, New York, where she and my dad had started their family. The apartment was only a few miles from the airport, where he worked at BOAC.

         When we got back to the flat in Queens, a lot of my father’s stuff was still there: his bathrobe, his cigar holder, his smell. There was no good evidence to allow the idea that he might never come back. He was just… away. This was not a lie or euphemism trotted out by the attending adults to buy time, to eventually explain this “death” thing. It was just my six-year-old understanding of it. He was not there, corporally, but he was very much there, on some other level that was beyond any sort of cognitive logic. He just had a different shape, an invisible one. My sister and I shared one room, my mother and dead father, another. Our family ran grief like other people run marathons. To be respectably sad was to mourn for ever. This maxim proved to be a destructive lie, but at the time and, in times to come, it was my kind of normal.

         Our post-father and -husband lives were filled with lawyers and doctors and well-meaning friends from the neighbourhood. Stanley, the pharmacist, used to send a boy round with a stapled bag of drugs to alleviate widowhood. My mother had consolation from her doctor, an old-fashioned, “Tell-me-about-your-childhood” type, with a fat prescription pad. The top drawer of her bedside table rattled with the comforting sound of those little orangey-brown prescription pill bottles, in the days before childproof caps. All different colours, some full, some nearly empty; some cut in half, some the size of something you would give a large, sick animal. My mother weighed about seven stone.

         I had Dr Drucker – a man with the surname of a dirty limerick – and he provided me with various tonics and potions to help combat the permanent nausea of grief. I had no vocabulary for this feeling of bile rising in my throat, rejecting food, rejecting life, nor did I have the words to express a vague terror, a fear of the fear, a sense of doom, without actually knowing what doom was. Doom was just this thing that meant people you loved did not come back.

         But there was someone who was reliable and always came back. This was Emma, our cleaner. She came once a week and made everything in the apartment look and smell so much better. Tall and sturdily built, she smelled of clean linen and Johnson’s Baby Powder. I used to cling onto her muscular leg while she did the ironing and we listened to Top 40 radio, Cousin Brucie on WABC. We went wild when the Jackson Five came on. She’d stop ironing and lift me in her arms, and we would dance and sing along to “I Want You Back”. What or who I wanted back… I could not have, but I could still have these little moments of joy, in Emma’s arms, singing along with Michael. To be wild with joy, to love a pop band, crank the radio up when they came on, was the opposite of being wild with grief. To this day, when I hear the Jackson Five, I have a delicious olfactory illusion of clean, steamiron smells, of Emma’s talcy-thin sheen of sweat seeping through her housework turban, and I can almost hear her saying, “We love this one, Kangaroo…” She called me Kangaroo because I used to leap up to her middle and attach myself there, when she was ironing or hoovering. Boing, I would leap up and attach myself, assured of her balance, strength and agility, as she ironed and danced with my legs gripped around her middle.

         Eventually, when I first moved away from home to go to university, I became a cleaner myself. I had no illusion that being a cleaner would make me big and strong and calm and joyful, like Emma, for I spent large chunks of my childhood and adolescence undersized, weak, nervous and unhappy. I didn’t think a stack of ironing and a can of lemon furniture polish would undo all that. It was just a good, honest, simple job that I could fit in between classes and anxiety attacks.

         I cleaned big houses in Boston, where I went to university, briefly, and promptly dropped out. I enjoyed cycling from one huge house to another. Grand houses, with elaborate winding staircases rising from marble-floored entry halls, which were as big as flats themselves. When everyone left for work or school, I would stand in the entry hall and bellow, “Honey, I’m home!” because it was something I never heard in my own home. The clean would take four or five hours, because I polished vast sets of tarnished silver, as well as doing all the usual dusting, mopping, scouring and tidying. Then I would do one thing that was a bit wrong, a bit naughty, for the thrill of possibly getting caught. Oh, I don’t mean stealing anything, or eating their food, or drinking their booze, or taking their drugs. I would just do something you can only do in big houses, like slide down the bannister on a dust cloth, or surf down the last flight of stairs on a flattened cardboard grocery delivery box.

         When I first worked as a cleaner, it gave me a taste of the life I thought was in store, not the job I would return to, after doing “smart” jobs. Nice big house, kids, some sort of genteel career involving my own home office, teenagers blaring music from their rooms, a crock pot sizzling away in the kitchen. When I finally had something like that life I glimpsed so many years ago, I was the one blaring music from my room, necking drugs and drink and making an almighty mess of my own home and family. Cleaning, eventually, was the only option left. I was finishing my working life as I began, in a dumb job that you do when you can’t really do anything else.

         Now I clean places that are interesting at first, but there is often a uniformity to them. After the third or fourth clean I just do my stuff. All my body has to do is go through certain motions, pushing, wiping, dusting, scrubbing. My mind can go anywhere. If I think hard enough I am transported somewhere else, even as my hand is fishing long strands of hair from a bath plughole.

         That said, all cleans are a mixture of fleeting memories, mine and those of my clients. Every object that stirs a memory in me, no matter how small, is déjà vu for a life that isn’t mine to remember. I see a conch shell; I remember my father putting one to my ear as a child and saying, “Listen. The sea is in there.” I put it to my ear, then I polish it and put it back. I clean badly made things that break off in my hands. Kitchen cupboard doors come off their hinges. Blinds fall away from the windows. Frantically, I try to put them back into place, on the broken thing that was supporting them.

         I clean – and this is the least satisfactory aspect of the job – flats or houses which, to the naked eye, are immaculate, and which I make look worse. Sometimes, when the sun is shining, and I am inside the murkiest of mushroom-sprouting fridges, I feel like Freddy Mercury in the “I Want to Break Free” video. Other times, I think back to when this activity was part of my non-paid job description, cleaning my own oven, my own fridge, as a wife and mother. I remember my toddlers emptying the kitchen cupboards of all my pots and pans and banging on them with spoons. I remember following a homemade Play-Doh recipe with flour, salt, water and oil and making a glorious mess, all of us covered in flour. I remember what it was like to be part of a happy, functioning, loud and messy family. What it felt like to step on an Action Man or a Lego piece barefoot at three in the morning. Holding them close: sweaty, outraged bodies wriggling, overfilled nappies creeping down chubby legs. Singing a song my grandfather used to sing to me: “I went to the races last July, far, far, away. I bet on a horse named Kidney Pie, far, far away. The horse came in, I danced with glee, I went to get my LSD, oh the bookie, where was he? Far, far away.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         I didn’t really believe my father was actually dead until I read it in the New York Times. My version of things was that he was bored, and he had used his free travel with BOAC to go somewhere more interesting than Queens, but that eventually he would return to us, contrite, and he would make pancakes on Sunday, and he and I would go to the Chinese laundry, like we always did, to pick up the overstarched sheets in the brown parcel, and my mother would be overjoyed.

         I was fourteen when I went to the NYC public library, the big one mid-town, with lions at the front, that appears in so many films. They had microfiche back then, sort of screen shots of every newspaper that still existed in paper form. I went down to the microfiche room and ordered a copy of the New York Times dated 13 August 1967, the day after his accident. I figured if it was in the paper at all it would be tiny, but there was a three-quarter page piece, with the photo of a train carriage on its side. Maybe the one my father was in. I read the whole article, still not believing it to be any part of my life, until the last paragraph mentioning the two fatalities and explaining that Sidney Kirsch, of such and such address, had died, leaving a wife and two small children.

         When I got back to Queens, I felt as if I knew something for sure. I had grown up. Some people describe this as the moment when they know there is a God, or some Higher Power. At this moment in time, all I believed in was death, the power of it to destroy not only the life of the dead person but of all the people who knew and loved them. The death of a person you are close to can be the ultimate get-out clause. In my experience, no one expects you to be normal after someone you love dies. You can quietly withdraw from life or the stuff that sustains life – eating, activities, being engaged and engaging, getting on with things.

         I think to some extent my mother, sister and myself played this get-out-of-life-free card for a long time, though of course my mother still had to be a mother, to two very difficult – in different ways (myself, afraid of everything, my sister, cross, very cross) – children.

         A few years after my father was killed, I made a best friend, Judy. Her parents were very left-wing and went down to all the peace marches and civil rights protests in Washington. In 1972 they campaigned for the Democratic candidate George McGovern, who was going to stop the war. Judy and I stood outside the polling stations, handing out leaflets for McGovern, just in case some Republican at the last minute decided to change his or her mind.

         I seemed to live at least part time in Judy’s house, which was full of laughter and music and a surfeit of parents – at least two – plus visiting aunties or nanas. The mealtimes there were filled with stories, told with great animation and comical gestures – the roll of the eyeballs, the jazz hands, the exaggeration of accents or postures – and her father declaiming at various intervals, “Am I right, or am I right?” It was like watching a show. There were family in-jokes which I was let in on, being an honorary member of that family. My favourite was when everyone was bickering at the table and someone would pipe up, “Is everybody happy?” and this would break the tension. I also got to observe the sweet secrets and innocent conspiracies of a supremely happy marriage. One day Judy’s mum went on a health-food kick and made bile-coloured milkshakes out of a powder called Tiger’s Milk, leaving Judy, her dad and me with three tall, frosty glasses of the stuff, the three of us sitting at the table and staring at the drink with rising panic. When Judy’s mum left the kitchen, her dad took a sip, shuddered, and took our glasses to the sink, quietly tipping out the contents while making a sealed-lips gesture with his hand. This was the stuff of normal family life, a wonderful place I could visit, but not somewhere I could live full time.

         My own mum was chic and cosmopolitan, shunning the trappings of domestic drudgery, preferring to order take-away or stockpile frozen dinners. In later years she told me my father, too, had been cosmopolitan, preferring to go out, explore the great city, or other cities, rather than look at houses in suburbs, or put up shelving with spirit levels. They were of the same mind. Anything to do with cooking and cleaning bored her, or reminded her that dinner for four was now dinner for three, or even two, as I was impossible to feed, a slave to the eruptions and pains of my stomach. My sister, while not picky, viewed any attempt at a new dish with great suspicion, much sniffing, and the forensic removal of unidentified herbs. So my mum was relieved to find a new line of complete frozen dinners called TV dinners, which were meant to be eaten on trays in front of the telly, though we had to eat ours at the table. I liked this set-up. It was easier to refuse food that had been frozen by Swanson than a meal my mother had slaved over. My mum would survey the contents of the freezer and ask if we wanted the Salisbury steak (basically a giant burger) or turkey with all the trimmings. I quickly learned the minimal prep of these frozen dishes, tearing away bits of tin foil to brown the potatoes or crisp the small segment of apple pie. As they looked so much like the meals we had on airplanes, their preparation, I felt, would stand me in good stead to be a stewardess on BOAC, the airline my father and mother worked for, and a job I felt I was destined to do, even though I hated flying.

         My sister inhabited a mysterious teenage world, learning the subtle arts of make-up application, hair-ironing, and being popular, which she was. At night, in our twin candlewick-bedspread-covered beds, I would study the curves her body made through the sheets and blankets, an S shape on its side, and hourglass when upright. Would this ever happen to me? Like most older sisters with pesky kid siblings, she kept me at a healthy distance, though music would bring us together and playing records or the radio, for the short while we liked the same kind of music, shattered the ghostly silence of the flat. The Jackson Five always reduced me to mild states of hysteria. We’d stand on our beds singing into hairbrushes, anything by the Jackson Five, the Temptation’s glorious “Psychedelic Shack”, Freda Payne’s “Band of Gold” or “Love Child” by the Supremes – a story about a child born out of wedlock which was even worse than not having a dad through death. Stomach drugs and pop music were the only things that could really change the way I felt, providing relief and pleasure and escape. (As I got older and the stomach drugs were supplanted by sedatives and alcohol, I found I had to play the music at higher volume, to counter the narcoleptic effects of the drink and drugs.)

         I could also escape to Judy’s. The family were well-off, and they had a holiday home in Long Island, a place called Cutchogue. They used to invite me out there over the school holidays and I remember the first time was winter. We stopped on the way at what must have been one of the first shopping malls. In the middle of this mall was a Santa Claus, in a little grotto with Styrofoam snow, which stuck to everything. Judy said, “Let’s go, let’s go sit on Santa.” And I said, “We can’t. We’re Jewish, he’ll know!” Not only did I imagine Santa chucking us off his lap saying, “Jews! Be off!” but also that any presents we got during the euphemistically called “holiday season” would be taken from us and given to Christian children. I sat on Santa’s lap and asked for a Malibu Barbie, complete with trailer, but I told him I understood that the Christians probably came first.

         “Ho, ho, ho,” he chuckled drearily. “Are those your parents over there, at the make-your-own perfume stall?”

         “Yes,” I lied.

         “Ask them to take you to Toys R Us. It’s on the second level, you may want to mention that, too. Ho, ho, ho.”

         My real mother, exhausted by the duel demands of two bratty children and a job she didn’t want, remained for great lengths of time in her bedroom, the stale scent of chain-smoked Navy Cut cigarettes hanging heavily in the claustrophobic air. BOAC had provided her with a shift pattern job, dealing with difficult or troubled passengers – a job she was perhaps singularly unsuited for, being a soft touch and not one to toe the corporate or customs line, or relish having to confiscate smuggled mangoes and explain to tearful passengers why they had to leave agricultural products at the airport. Her friends and shrink felt work would be therapeutic. She thought it was a pain in the arse.

         I think she felt life without my father was something to be endured, not enjoyed. Those of us who have not experienced this sort of suffering are quick to judge those who do not bounce back from loss, but I admire the brutal honesty of her sustained misery. I think she felt it was pointless to pretend to be content with her lot in life, to do the brave-face thing. She often said, when I was old enough to understand, that a part of her died with my father, and I could see the truth in that.

         She had an aversion to atmosphere, to opening her windows. It would let the heat in, or the cold in, or perhaps air the room of a smell that might have held a trace of my father. She seemed most at peace sitting on the edge of the bed, surrounded by paperwork, bank letters, official-looking things, now and then a light-blue aerogramme from her parents. She drifted off in, I suspect, a narcotic haze some nights, as there were knock-out drugs for bereavement. It was the received wisdom at the time that what could not be endured could be medicated. As she dozed, the radio softly reported tales of horror. In those days the tranquillisers were very strong, and her grief, which was pathological and sustained, was treated as a medical matter. What could not be endured could at least be dulled or sufficiently numbed. She slept through Vietnam, assassinations, campus unrest. Slept, smoked and waited for the door to ring. It might be Stanley’s drug delivery guy. It might be the grocery store delivery. It might be one of her friends, but, “What do they know?” she told me. I mean, what did they really know, with their houses, their husbands, their unscathed children, their Betty Crocker cake mixes? And wall ovens. It was the new thing back then, an oven built into your wall. My mother felt it was all ridiculous: domesticity, suburbia, cars. People’s husbands got better jobs and they moved out to the suburbs, Long Island. We stayed in Queens, where my mum still had her memories, and memorabilia.

         This may be one of the reasons I like to clean. I crave the memorabilia of others, for it tells a story I don’t really know. It means little to me personally, and yet, I can create a scenario. It is not imbued with memory, with preciousness, with sentiment of my own making. Photographs, for example – framed photos of the childless in the flats and houses I clean, they tell a private story. Maybe a photo here and there of a parent or grandparent doing something of his or her time: wearing a vintage hat that the same couple would pay 60 quid for in a vintage market. Smoking cigarettes out of a cigarette-holder. Girls in old-fashioned swimming costumes linking arms on a freezing beach holiday in England. A baby in a ridiculously oversized pram. Baby sitting up, wearing a bonnet. Great-grandparents? Likely. I clean so many flats of couples who have so many pictures of themselves, clearly gazing at each other in adoration. Without exception they are young, more than averagely attractive and quite often a little bit drunk, maybe pulling faces in a hotel photo booth… And yet they are not old enough to have built up or stored that many personal memories.

         Collections are another mystery. Are these collections tangible evidence of real memories, or just stuff to make the people who own them have something to talk about, to profess a passion for, with which to make better memories than the real ones? I puzzle over one who thinks it’s quirky to collect Smurf-related paraphernalia, to show she is not just a business-minded web designer, but also a little bit wacky, a little bit interested in crap stuff that existed before her time. She has a lot of expensive natural-health supplements for period pains. Another one has a poster of Withnail and I, Withnail sitting in despair, “I” looking hapless and disconsolate. Which is how he looks for the entire movie, as I recall. The guy is in property development or oil or something lucrative that lets him work for only six months of the year and have fun for the other six. I suspect he was not even born the year Withnail was released, which is not to dampen or dissuade his enthusiasm for the film. I suspect, but don’t know, as I deal mainly with his live-in babe girlfriend, that he has a nostalgia for a time that existed before his.

         And then there is the stuff of remembrance. You just know that whoever owned this thing, these things, is dead and this thing is cherished. I remember my mother wearing my father’s tartan dressing-gown. Keeping all of his book-of-the-month collection books, great multi-volume works of history by Churchill. Perhaps never read, but they looked stately. Not a shrine, not a museum, but the stuff that made him him: comfortable, educated, crazy for travel. The little figurine of the man playing the tin drum from a shop in Barbados, the flip-out folded fans with the BOAC logo. The ashtrays that had recipes for cocktails written on them. You can hold this stuff, you can dust it, but you can’t put your arms around it.

         When you are cleaning, you are tidying the stuff of nostalgia, the stuff people think is important, the stuff someone they love left behind or what they will leave behind to someone when they die. I think of the woman who had the novelty lamp with the light-up, moving penis. She eventually got rid of it, but I could not imagine her friends bickering over it after her demise. You could not cry and say, “I really want the penis lamp” in the same breath.

         

         

         Cleaning, London 2016

         THE CAREER WOMAN

         
            THIS IS AN EASY GIG. She lives a ten-minute walk from me. Her flat is small. The only snag is the spare bedroom, where the bed is a platform job, flush to the window. In order to change the sheets, I have to clamber on the bed and imagine all the strangers that have slept there, for it is an Airbnb. She has pillows with pictures of Hindu gods on them, sometimes on her bed, sometimes on the guest bed. The shelves you can reach from the platform have art books, a carved Hindu god and a framed picture of the main characters in Fawlty Towers. This is an in-joke possibly beyond the understanding of many of her young visitors.

            To change the guest bed, I have to be on it and position myself in such a way that I can lift a corner of the mattress to tuck in the fitted sheet. More often than not, I slip down between the small gap at the window side of the bed and find myself perched, just about, on the tiny window ledge, unable to pull myself back up, and unable to navigate a tunnel through the bespoke drawers under the bed. I once spent an hour in this ridiculous position, trying with my not-strong-enough arms to press myself back onto the platform, or push the drawers out with my foot so I could get out underneath. I wondered what it looked like to passersby, this flattened creature, caught like a confused wasp, and spent my window-gap time in terror that the lady would return and find me, splayed, insane-looking, trying so hard to be a normal house cleaner. I wonder what it must feel like to be an independent woman who is strong, attractive, financially stable, astute, aspirational and just a good person, someone I would want to be friends with if I were not her cleaner, stuck between her window and her platform bed. Before I start the clean, I pray to the Hindu god, don’t let me get stuck, don’t let me get an asthma attack emptying the Hoover. Let her walk into the flat after I’ve done it over and think, wow, it looks so much better.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         The dead people I know live in my head, and offer up a chorus of approval for every decision I make, no matter how stupid that decision is. And it usually is a stupid decision: me and my dead friends think it is a good idea – no, a great idea – to get more hammered and take more drugs. They may not have approved while they were living, but now they are dead, I decide what we all think is best for me. The dead are so agreeable.

         I knew none of this at six. Or even fourteen, when I went to the library. But I had an inkling that death had some tremendous power over those who had lost someone and were kind of killing time before their own time was up. This was what I observed: it is hard to be the prettiest, or the cleverest, or the funniest, but it is dead easy to be the saddest. That I could do.

         Death made me nervous. It was so unpredictable. I preferred events that ran to a timetable, like TV. When I was growing up there was no concept of screen time, or of telly being bad for you, so it was wonderful to get sucked into the box, into this bright and brash and perfect world. Hours on end, glued to sitcoms and variety shows, eating Pop Tarts and drinking vanilla-flavoured Nutrament – a high-calorie drink suggested by my doctor to put flesh on my troubled, skinny bones – I found solace. Inside the box. Even the adverts promised a life beyond my wildest dreams. If you just bought stuff – Oscar Myer wieners, Charlie perfume, Doublemint chewing-gum, Diet Rite cola (“Folks not on a diet, try it”) or Gee Your Hair Smells Terrific shampoo – you could be one of those happy people living in a seemingly endless musical, men falling at your feet, children (perhaps yours) munching happily on recovered-meat products… there was nothing not to love. Nobody ever died on TV either, at least not on the TV I watched. Certainly, never the adverts.

         There was one advert for an antiperspirant which enchanted me. It showed various, achievably attractive women in mildly nerve-wracking situations. One woman confesses to a camera: “Nervous is meeting your boyfriend’s family, all sixteen of them.” Another is in a car and says with mock exasperation: “Nervous is taking your driving test, for the fourth time.”

         The solution was “Soft and Dri” which would stop you sweating in these hair-raising moments. There was no scenario that matched mine: nervous is when you wake up in the morning sick and just want to stay in bed all day, listening to pop radio and then swap over to TV to watch variety shows.

         Could that be all it took? Dabbing this phallic roll-on under my arms instead of waiting in for the man from the drugstore? Because of a puberty that was delayed by nerve-induced malnourishment until I was nearly seventeen, I did not actually sweat. Still, I spent my pocket money on the promised Valium of roll-ons: “Soft and Dri”. It stained all my clothing but did nothing for my nerves.

         The TV shows I liked best were the variety ones, with all the dancing and singing and comic sketches. I loved the Sonny and Cher show, but Cher in particular. I dreamed embryonic lesbian dreams of Cher, even before I knew what lesbians were. Cher could rescue me. Cher would come to our block of flats on her horse, dressed (just barely) in Indian garb (she had Cherokee blood, she said in one song), and I would get on the horse with her and we’d ride off onto Queens Boulevard, past the deli, the pizza place, the grocery store, the porno cinema, and everyone would go, “Look, there’s Michele and Cher” – having obviously been made aware of Michele’s hidden talent for horsemanship, her possible Cherokee blood and uncanny ability to sing any Top 40 song word-perfectly after one listen.

         I had a notion of what sort of woman I wanted to be and look like, but it seemed such a far way off. I was always what is now called “young for her age” and looked about nine until I was sixteen, when I looked about twelve. One thing that was happening was that Judy was turning into a young woman at about the right age. She grew breasts, started periods, started to get noticed by boys. I remained a child. Straight up and down. This was not a deliberate ploy on my part. I just didn’t seem to have the necessary appetite to take in the amount of nutrients to make my curves grow, my hormones start hormoning, my budding sexuality bud.

         One summer we were in the city, taking the eternal bus ride to Rockaway Beach, not really a beach but a glorified cesspool with sand, cigarette butts, transistor radios and all the women holding those three-fold metallic bits of cardboard meant to accentuate your tan, but eventually dismissed as causing premature aging and skin cancer. Judy was wearing cut-offs and a t-shirt that had a number written on it: 86. And this guy started to whisper, “Hey, 86, come here.” We were sweltering, and the bus stank of petrol fumes and baby oil (everyone’s tanning lotion of choice) and he kept saying. “86, 86, leave your kid friend and come here.” Judy ignored him, and I said, “Hey, please can you leave us alone.” And he said, “I am leaving you alone. You are the ugly friend. I want 86.” Judy was loyal and ignored him and rolled her eyes at me, in that don’t-you-hate-when-this-happens sort of way. Only it never happened to me, because I was a child and not a very attractive one.

         Then it happened all at once just before I turned sixteen. I remember finding the blood on my pants (in Cutchogue) and ringing my mother. When I got back to the apartment in Queens, she went and fetched an old shoe box which contained a Kotex starter kit for young women. It was four years old and covered in dust. I remember her blowing the dust away, and the complication of the belts and blue lines and hooks and all the things that had, in the interim, been outdated by a new development which was stick-on pads. Everything about the kit was out of date. I said I wanted the stick-on pads, the new ones. But asking for them at the shop was an ordeal. I’d tag it onto the end of a family-sized packet of chewing-gum, a shampoo for my sister called Placenta Plus, Pepto Bismol, and yes, “a packet of these, please – for my mother”. Girls used to clutch their stomachs in pain during their monthly periods, but mine hurt all the time anyway.

         My stomach-aches got worse when I was fifteen or so, and that’s when the doctors started to reel out heavier medications for me. They put me on a new type of antidepressant called tricyclics, which I thought were specifically for kids because they sounded a bit like tricycle. For rather large chunks of time, I would not go to school at all, though I always kept up with my lessons. I imagined these little tricycles coursing around my veins, my understanding of neurological cause and effect very scant then, as it still is now. It boils down to: some pills make me feel better, some don’t. Many years later I was to discover that I was hardcore addicted to the one that really made me feel better right away: Valium. It was, in later years, to be a large part of the undoing of me and what felt like a normal, happy life. I could not believe, when I grew up, that people took them for fun. “Charge sheets” they called them on the streets, where I eventually had to buy them. “Charge sheets” because, if you mixed them with drink (which I did), you could not remember what you had done the night before, until a friend (or ex-friend) read out your charges, what clubs you had been thrown out of, what toilets you had passed out in.

         For most of my life, I just took them to feel normal. In some respects, I was pretty normal. I was an average student. I joined the school glee club. I was popular with girls because they liked me and with boys because there was nothing sexual about me – I was just a nice kid. A nice kid on heavy drugs, in the joyless glee club.

         My sister and I started to bicker over the one thing that brought us together: pop music. She veered towards the new disco music, whereas I started to discover all the old stuff like Dylan, Joni Mitchell, Neil Young, Phil Ochs, the Stones, the Beatles, Richie Havens. I would study the lyrics for hours, finding new meaning in old words. She would study the new dance moves, and hit the discos, a blow-dried, blue-eye-shadowed blaze of polyester-clad, high-heeled sensuality. She had hordes of male admirers. Unlike me, she looked older than her age and knew all the make-up tricks to look grown up enough to get into a club. She looked spectacular in a halter-neck dress, which was the fashion at the time. The only way to stake my claim in our shared bedroom was to be as hippie as possible. I studied the accent of my friend’s brother, who lived in Oregon, where he was something like a tree surgeon, a respectable hippie job. Every other word was “like” or “man”. That was easy enough. I studied the loping gait of the New York City hippies, never in a hurry, always swinging their arms in a feel-good gesture. I wore bell-bottom jeans, which slid down my non-existent hips, and curly, frizzy hair that grew upwards, like that of folk singer Janis Ian, who was later to have a hit about realising she was ugly at seventeen. Even if you could not be conventionally pretty, which I was not, you could still be “yourself” and get away with it if you aligned yourself with the proper counterculture.

         Strangely, in light of what I was to do to pay my rent decades later, cleaning houses an ocean away, the rows I had with my sister usually ended with one or other of us destroying or breaking or messing up something the other one had put some sort of effort into; the key thing was to make a mess of something that had been acceptably tidy. That’s how we fought. We messed each other’s stuff up. These untidy-ings were minor misdemeanours in the scale of things, but there is nothing quite so purgative and anger-affirming as making a mess where order once existed. Rearranging or purposely mismatching or even getting rid of one of a pair of earrings on the obligatory teenage-girl-room-circa-mid-1970s earring tree. Wetting all the tips of the incense sticks. Unscrewing a lightbulb in the lighted make-up mirror. A common strategy was unmaking a made-up bed. Unfixing the fixed. Another was to scribble or draw over the pop star poster adorning the head-end of each of our beds. My sister once drew a big penis on my poster of Mick Jagger in his white flowing smock and drawstring trousers. So great was my embarrassment that the poster had to come down straightaway. My revenge? Spraying nearly the entire contents of a can of Raid cockroach killer on her bed, hoping she would guess that her bed had been invaded by the nocturnal creatures, but with the added moral one-upmanship that I was trying to save her from the roaches.

         
            ***

         

         The mid-70s saw our little family of three spin off into different orbits. My mother was stepping out with a gentleman friend from time to time. My sister was lost in the disco craze, learning all the dances, getting into all the clothes, the make-up, the boys. I stayed at home most nights and played guitar or watched TV and did my homework well before it was due. Sometime during this period my sister ran away from home for a night or two. I think it was a dress rehearsal for moving out for good as soon as she was old enough. Unlike me, she couldn’t wait to grow up. I came back from a friend’s house, where I had been staying the night, to find cops at my kitchen table, going through my sister’s schoolbooks and letters, looking for clues. They were looking through the copied-on-the-bus handwriting of her homework. My first thought was: is this a police crime, copying homework on the bus? She used to copy Spanish homework on the way into school. My mother told me gravely that my sister had “gone missing”. It was passive. It was not that she had run away. She had gone missing. My second thought was, hurrah, that means I can have my own room. She returned one or two days later just as I was taking all her posters down. We never found out where she went, but I do remember admiring her loyalty. She never said who sheltered her. If she had stayed away long enough, she might have had her picture on the side of a milk carton. That’s what they did. While you were having your Cheerios or Cap’n Crunch, you would see all these faces (mainly schoolbook photos with specs and braces) of missing kids. Maybe she would be famous enough missing to be on a milk carton. I could have my friends round for breakfast, pour the milk out and say, as if discovering it for the first time, “Holy cow! My sister is missing!”

         When she was eighteen, my sister moved into an apartment around the corner, which she shared with airline hostesses. She had a good job as a secretary. Of the three of us, she seemed the most normal, functional one. She had beauty, charm, and quickly picked up all the dance steps that got you noticed at the disco. When I think back to the time when she was starting her first job, and I was still in school, I remember her slinking into some sexy dress, putting on her face in front of the make-up mirror, listening to the disco radio station and waving her pert arse in time to the music. I loved the glamour and independence she exuded, but I hated the music, the effort it took to straighten the hair, put on the face, get the shoes to match the dress. It was such a faff. It was far easier to be a hippie – though I did want to at least explore the other side.

         Years later, when I was eighteen, I went up the avenue to the hairdressing parlour wedged between a health food shop and a travel
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