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For
Jonathan

Like Schopenhauer’s Porcupines we rush together
because we are chilly
and rush apart because we are prickly.

PROLOGUE
Nathan stared into the black hole opening up below him. This
was the vantage-point that God had. There was nothing special in it,
he reflected. Only that the scene beneath him looked dispiritingly
dingy in the dull light and it seemed to be a long way to the ground.
He rested one hand on the bannister and felt the residue of
tackiness that had been left behind by other hands. He drew his
fingers back, fastidiously. He abhorred this kind of accidental
contact with the human race; he felt contaminated by it. That was
what was so appalling about Mitzi’s revelation. Not the fact that she
had sinned; she didn’t seem to realise that she had, but that the sin
had been committed here.
Oh Mitzi, Mitzi….
He sighed irritably as the light switch clicked off and the hall
was plunged back into darkness. It was an economy of Wanda’s:
‘After all, cats find their way home in the dark,’ she’d pointed out, as
though there was some virtue in arriving there without the benefit
of light.
He crept past Mrs Pampanini’s door and heard the reassuring
murmur of the BBC World Service. On the top floor landing, he
reached automatically into his pocket for the key and then withdrew.
The hand hung limply at his side. He didn’t live here. This had never
been his home.
He started to remove his clothes. He took his shoes off, first, and
brushed a scuff mark from the toe, before aligning them beside each
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other. Then he draped the Astrakhan coat carefully across the
bannister. Next came the waistcoat, then the trousers. He had thought
of emptying the pockets, but to do that would have brought back
memories of the fate of others he had known. He did not want to
feel that he had been deprived of everything.
He carefully unhooked the bow tie, laying it with an exaggerated
gentleness inside one of the shoes. The process of undressing had
absorbed him totally until this moment; it was almost as if he were
watching someone else. And then he noticed that a speck of dirt had
found its way under the cuticle of one of his immaculately manicured
nails. He attempted to remove it with the index finger of the other
hand. His fingers were like those of a musician, long and pale. It was
the one advantage he had over Gregor; he was a musician, but he had
the podgy fingers of a pugilist. He played the violin like somebody
possessed. But then, thought Nathan, his son was possessed.
The rim of dirt next to the fragile pink flesh brought him back to
the reality of where he was. The light went out again. A button
popped off in the darkness and he let out an involuntary yelp. He
gripped the rail and climbed onto the narrow ledge. A rush of cold
air from the stairwell mingled with the scent of cabbage, which his
nostrils registered nostalgically. His palms were skidding on the
rail. He let go with one hand to wipe it on the shirt-front and
immediately felt his heel begin to slide. He clawed the rail behind
him, but his body was already giving in to gravity.
He couldn’t have said afterwards if he had jumped or slipped,
and probably the truth was somewhere in between. He only knew
that this was one decision he would not be able to go back on. As he
fell, he was aware of something in the space behind him, of a
presence that had not been there before. He registered the fuzzy
outline on the second landing as he passed it, diving through the
beam of light that came from Mrs Pampanini’s flat, masked by the
ample figure in her dressing gown. Their eyes met for a fraction of a
second before Nathan heard a roaring in his ears and felt the heat
behind his eyelids. And then there was silence.
***
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Twenty Years Later

‘Come on, Gregor, put a bit more effort into it. I’ve got a seminar
in half an hour.’
‘We are on the seventh round, you know.’
‘I’ve known you go ten rounds and still be up before the count
was over.’
‘I was young then…. Jesus, Gloria. I’m done for.’ He rolled over
on his back. He noticed that the ceiling, though it had been painted
white like others in the block, had greyish-yellow patches from the
Turkish cigarettes that Gloria smoked constantly and handed out to
students when they came for seminars. There were some women in
the faculty who doubled up as mother-substitutes but Gloria had
made it clear she wasn’t one of them.
‘You haven’t given up?’ The sharp point of her elbow made a
sideways sally.
Gregor levered himself up onto his elbow and rolled sideways
off the bed. ‘I’ve got a train to catch. Christ, what’s this?’ He picked
up a leaking Biro from between the sheets and rubbed the black
stain on his chest. ‘I hate to say this, Gloria, but you’re a real slut.’
‘I hate to say this, Gregor, but it’s none of your business.’
‘I still care about you.’
‘Please don’t bother.’
Gregor swung his legs onto the carpet and picked up his
trousers. A cascade of small change shot out of his pocket. He went
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down onto his knees and grubbed around whilst Gloria looked on
dispassionately. 'You’re my next of kin. That must mean something.’
‘I can’t be your next of kin if we’re divorced.’
He scooped the loose change back into his pocket and pulled on
his trousers. ‘All it means, to be the next of kin, is that you get one
bloody phone call when I’m dead.’
‘Oh well, in that case….’
He went over to the window, buttoning his shirt over the tight
little belly with its fuzz of dark hair. Gloria turned on her side and
bunched the pillow underneath her head so she could keep him in
her line of sight. She couldn’t help feeling a frisson of affection for
this ugly little man she’d spent a large part of her academic life in
bed with.
She had overheard a colleague liken her to one of Goya’s
duennas, dragging dwarves around with them to make themselves
look beautiful by contrast. Unlike Gregor, Gloria was tall and she did
nothing to disguise the fact. Inside the university she always wore
her academic gown; she did not want to be mistaken for a woman.
Gregor boasted of her as a siren that had lured his ship onto the
rocks and wrecked it, although his proposal eight years earlier had
nothing of the ship-wrecked mariner about it.
‘We’ve been happy, haven’t we?’ he’d argued.
'I’m not sure that happy is the right word. We’ve been manic,
loud, hysterical, abandoned, wanton and disgusting. Does that count
as happiness?’
‘I think in our case probably it does.’
‘Quick, Gloria. Here!’ Gregor bent over the sill and rubbed his
handkerchief across the pane.
‘You want to make love to me across the windowsill?’
‘It’s her again…outside the buttery.’
Gloria climbed out of bed, unhurriedly, and joined him at the
window. She gazed out across the quadrangle. A young girl in a drab
brown mackintosh, with what looked like a file of papers
underneath her arm, had stopped a student coming in the opposite
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direction. He looked round and pointed to the block where Gloria
had rooms. The girl looked up and Gregor stepped back quickly.
Maybe as a consequence of going through life blindly doing what he
wanted, he disliked the feeling he was being watched.
‘She looks a bit like you,’ said Gloria who, unlike Gregor, rather
liked it when she was the object of attention. Students passing
underneath her window sometimes got a fleeting glimpse of Gloria
without a stitch on, staring back at them. They put it down to wishfulfilment. There weren’t many undergraduates of either sex who
wouldn’t willingly have swapped with Gregor at a moment’s notice.
With her Amazonian appearance and her autocratic air, she was an
object of unbridled fantasy.
‘She’s nothing like me.’ Gregor found himself drawn back
towards the window.
‘She’s got your chin.’
‘From here you can’t even see her chin.’
‘That’s what I mean.’
‘Did you see that?’ The girl had taken a step back onto the lawn
that fringed the path. She took a pencil from her pocket and wrote
something on the file. ‘She’s making notes.’
‘You think she’s researching a thesis on the brilliant
Schopenhauer scholar Gregor Silver? Dream on.’ Gloria went back
to the divan and started searching for her dressing gown amongst
the tangled sheets.
When Gregor looked again, the girl had disappeared. ‘I wouldn’t
have these fantasies if we were still together,’ he said, grumpily.
‘Oh, let’s not start on that again. I said I would divorce you if you
were unfaithful and you were.’ She checked her watch. ‘I thought
you had a train to catch.’
‘Damn.’ Gregor pulled his sleeve up. ‘I’ve already missed the ten
fifteen.’
‘Where are you going, or would it be better not to ask?’ Whilst
she affected to have lost all interest in what Gregor did when he was
not with her, she still preferred to know what she was missing.
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‘Carter-Brown is taking me to lunch, to talk about the book. I
need to call in at The London Library and be in Primrose Hill by six.
It’s papa’s anniversary.’
‘You mean today’s the day he topped himself. Your mother’s
organised another of those gruesome dinners, I suppose? No doubt
she’s doing goulash, so that you can all feel terribly Hungarian.’
‘We’re Polish, actually, as you well know. These traditions have
more weight when you’re an exile, Gloria.’
‘You’ll always be an exile, Gregor. You never bothered joining
the human race and now it’s too late.’ She pulled up the blankets
and bumped both the pillows into shape. ‘You want someone who
understands you and that person happens to be me. Unfortunately,
I understand you so well, I would rather not have any more to do
with you.’
‘That wasn’t what you said last night,’ said Gregor, petulantly.
‘I was drunk,’ said Gloria, disarmingly.
‘No doubt you would prefer to think I took advantage of you.’
‘Yes, I would. It wouldn’t be the first time.’
‘And it wouldn’t be the first time you’ve been more than happy
to be led astray.’ He pulled his jacket on. ‘I’ll pop across when I get
back tomorrow. I shall be in need of therapy by then.’ He bent over
the dressing table to examine his reflection in the mirror. He
smoothed out his eyebrows and then looked on as the terse hairs
sprang back into their original position, like a thicket halfway up a
cliff. The pupils gleamed like lasers underneath them, ready to zap
anything that came across their beam. There were whole areas of
Gregor’s body, he reflected, that were rebel garrisons. He looked at
Gloria. The eyebrows were the least of it. It crossed his mind that he
might miss the next train, too, and have another go at salvaging his
reputation.
‘If you mean by ‘therapy’ what I suppose you mean, I’m sorry
but you’ll have to look elsewhere for it,’ said Gloria. ‘I’ve managed to
go back to being normal since I left you.’ She piled up the loose hair
on her head and stuck a clip in it.
‘Gloria, that’s most unfair. A lot of what we did was your idea.’
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‘I don’t care whose idea it was. I don’t want to do it any more.
Anyway, I’m busy tomorrow. I’m expecting somebody.’
‘Chol-Mon-Doolally, I suppose?’
She made a hissing sound. ‘It’s Cholmondeley, as you know full
well. ‘Chumley,’ if you want to pronounce it properly.’
‘What’s the point of spelling your name Cholmondoolally and
then calling yourself Chumley?’
‘Anyone who’s English knows that you pronounce it ‘Chumley.’
‘Are you accusing me of being foreign?’ Gregor stuck his chin out.
‘Frankly, Gregor, I’m not certain what you are, but by the
farthest stretch of the imagination you could never pass for English.’
‘He does know that you and I still have an understanding, does
he?’
‘I’m not sure I’d call it that.’
'What would you call it, Gloria?’ said Gregor, with a patience
that was slightly menacing.
She slipped her arms inside the dressing gown, unhurriedly,
and looped the belt so that the last glimpse Gregor got was of the
downy furrow in between her legs: ‘I’d call it final orders.’
‘Meaning?’
‘Meaning that was it. From now on, Gregor, if you want to see
me it’ll have to be in office hours.’
‘You’ll fit me in round the odd seminar?’
'I’m not concerned to fit you in at all.’ She pulled the two halves
of the dressing gown together.
‘Is this you getting your revenge because for once I couldn’t go
the full ten rounds?’
‘It’s typical of you, Gregor, to assume that sex is what this is
about.’ She sat down at the desk and pulled a pile of notes towards
her.
‘It’s not very typical of you, Gloria, to assume that you can do
without it.’ Gregor stood his ground, reluctant to depart until he’d
won on points.
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'Who says I’ll be doing without it?’ Gloria said, coolly.
‘I doubt that CholMonDoolally would be good for anything
except the missionary position. You’d soon get bored with that.’
‘At the moment, the missionary position would be something of
a novelty.’
‘You can be a real bitch sometimes, Gloria.’
‘I’d get yourself to Primrose Hill if I were you. I’m sure that
Wanda will look after you. It is a mother’s duty, after all.’
***
‘You’re saying you will not be here this evening?’
‘Yes, of course I’ll be here, Wanda.’ Mitzi’s fingers fluttered
nervously up to her neck.
That flimsy scarf she had on, Wanda thought; it was exactly like
the one she’d taken out of Mitzi’s room a fortnight earlier – a yellow,
chiffony affair with purple splashes running through it. It was
loosely knotted round her sister’s throat and as with everything
that Mitzi wore, it seemed to mould itself around her, whereas
Wanda felt she had a battle on her hands if she so much as stretched
her fingers out towards an object she desired.
‘Is anything the matter, Wanda?’
‘That scarf….’ Wanda spread the butter thinly on a slice of toast
and took a prim bite out of it. She wasn’t hungry but she needed to
go through the motions. She did not want Abel or her sister thinking
she was nervous.
Mitzi’s fingers wandered to the scarf, self-consciously. Too late,
she realised what she’d done. She rubbed the ends between her
fingers, as if hoping she could make them vanish.
Wanda eyed the scarf obliquely. Maybe Mitzi had replaced the
one she’d taken, or perhaps…. No, it was probably just similar in
colour. Mitzi had a drawerful of them – little bits of frippery that had
so little substance, they served merely to reflect her sister’s own
transparency. If Mitzi knew about the sewing room, she would not
be so reckless as to wear the scarf in front of her.
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‘Is that the costume you’ll have on, this evening?’ she said,
critically. ‘It’s rather colourful, I would have thought, considering
the circumstances.’
‘Yes, of course. I’ll change when I get home,’ said Mitzi.
‘Which is when?’ asked Wanda, going back to the discussion
they’d been having quarter of an hour earlier.
‘I should be back by half past six, if I can get away on time. It’s
only that the students are expecting me. I wouldn’t want to let them
down.’
'But you do not mind letting me down?’ Wanda got up from the
table. She moved Mitzi’s plate to one side, to make space, and went
to fetch the tray of cutlery for polishing. She needed to be doing
something. She eased out the drawer in short jerks. It stuck halfway
and she thumped the dresser, to release it.
Abel put his cup down. Wanda saw the glance that passed
between her sister and her son. She took an inward breath and held
it. It was no use. She was feeling agitated and the day had barely
started.
‘Eat your breakfast, Abel.’
‘I am eating it.’
‘You vill get indigestion reading at the table.’
Abel closed the book. He pulled up his sleeve to check the time.
He wished that Mitzi wouldn’t endlessly keep trying to excuse
herself. It only made things worse.
‘It’s just a pity that this year the anniversary is on a Monday
when the students have their evening class,’ said Mitzi, meekly.
Wanda tossed her head: ‘Perhaps if you had asked him, Nathan
would have died on Tuesday to fit in with your arrangements.
Gregor can come all the way from Oxford and be here by six o’clock,
but you will not be here until six thirty. Well, so be it.’
Mitzi didn’t answer. If the letter hadn’t come she might have got
one of the other models to stand in for her. This one was different
from the others she’d received. The words themselves weren’t
threatening, but beneath them Mitzi sensed a growing agitation.
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This one would require an answer. If she hadn’t been distracted by
the letter, she would never have selected that scarf from the drawer
this morning.
‘I must go. I’m sorry, Wanda.’ She took Abel’s plate, to stack it in
the sink.
He handed her his cup. ‘I’ll walk down with you,’ he said quickly.
He had also registered the scarf and wondered briefly whether
Mitzi was deliberately trying to provoke her sister.
‘You’ll be home in time this evening, Abel?’ said his mother,
sharply.
Abel hesitated. ‘I’ve arranged to have a drink with Cressida after
the library closes. I was wondering whether to invite her over.’
‘You would ask a stranger to our anniversary?’
‘She’s not a stranger. We’ve been friends for ages. It would be an
opportunity for you to meet her.’
‘But the anniversary,’ said Wanda, trying not to let the anger
creep into her voice. ‘Is this the right time?’
‘It’s the only chance she’d have of meeting Gregor,’ Abel pointed
out, although he was aware that this might not be such a good idea.
His brother would enjoy her company, but that was not the point.
He knew from past experience that Gregor usually took possession
of the things he liked.
‘You’ve mentioned the reunion to her already?’ Wanda looked
at him, accusingly.
‘It isn’t that exclusive, is it? Gloria’s been several times with
Gregor.’
'Gloria was family; we had no choice.’ She laid the knives out in a
row, exerting pressure on them like a parent anxious to impress
upon a child the need to stay exactly where it was. Her lips were
drawn in. ‘She will come to gawp,’ said Wanda, as the funnel of her
anger rose up from her lungs into her throat. She tipped the drawer
up on its end and the remaining knives slid out onto the table with a
clatter.
Abel calmly took his jacket from the armchair. ‘All right,’ he
said, carelessly.
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She looked up: ‘What?’
‘All right, I’ll tell her not to come.’ He slipped his book into the
pocket.
Wanda cast about her, looking for a way out. ‘You cannot invite
her and then tell her not to come.’
He shrugged. ‘Why not? I’ll say that you’re uneasy about having
strangers in to join us.’
‘No,’ said Wanda, darkly. ‘You cannot say that.’
‘Of course I can. That is the reason, after all.’ He wound the scarf
around his neck.
‘It would be rude to say so.’ Wanda turned towards the dresser.
Abel saw her face reflected in the glass and registered the battle
going on behind it. He would let his mother off the hook, but not
before he’d turned the screw another notch. ‘There’s no point in her
coming if she’s made to feel uncomfortable.’
‘Why should she feel uncomfortable?’
‘She might get the impression that you didn’t want her there.’
There was a pause. ‘You are making a big thing of this, Abel.'
Wanda shrugged dismissively. 'You have invited her; she must now
come.’ She looked towards the landing as if half-expecting to see
Nathan standing there. ‘We have to hope your poor dead father will
not mind.’
***
Outside the flat door, Abel waited whilst his aunt pulled on her
jacket. Normally he kept his gaze turned from the shrine when he
was going in or out, but he was drawn towards the covered table
with its photograph and candles, in the way that empty houses
draw the living to them out of loneliness. In spite of being on their
doorstep, Nathan’s shrine had a forsaken air about it. The red
ribbon tied around the bannister was faded, like those flags on
buildings that have weathered wind and rain. But this one hadn’t
been exposed to anything. It was the lack of contact with the
elements that had destroyed it.
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When they came back in the evening, Wanda would have lit the
candles and the hall would reek of incense. Did he really want this
to be Cressida’s first introduction to his family? He went on down
the stairs and Mitzi clattered after him, the sound of her heels
reverberating like the rat-tat-tat of a machine gun in the silence.
When he was a small boy, Abel used the vast space of the hall
for roller-skating. He was not allowed to play outside without a
chaperone and this was the nearest he could get to being free. He
sped in circles round the stairwell, working up fantastic speeds till
all he was aware of was air rushing past him and the vibrant rumble
of the wheels under his feet.
After his father’s suicide, he couldn’t play there any more. He’d
tried, once, but the harsh sound of the metal wheels on their
exposed ball-bearings, once so thrilling, conjured up an image of his
father’s body being trampled underfoot. Conversely, he imagined
the sound adding to his father’s torments in the draughty halls of
Purgatory, to which those who had cheated death by meeting it
half-way, were relegated.
Mitzi had caught up with him. She slid her arm through his
companionably as they crossed the landing outside Mrs Pampanini’s
door. ‘It would be nice if you could bring your friend this evening.’
‘Would it?’
‘Don’t take too much notice of your mother, Abel. She’s just
anxious.’
Given how much notice Mitzi took of her, thought Abel, it was
rather rich of her to counsel him. ‘I don’t know if she’ll come or not,’
he said. ‘She was a bit vague.’
‘Have you known her long?’
‘About six months. She came into the library. She’s a student at
the art school.’
‘Really’ Mitzi said, excitedly. ‘Perhaps I know her.’
Abel instantly regretted passing on this confidence. He wasn’t
sure that Mitzi was the best ambassador between himself and
Cressida. ‘Perhaps,’ he said, ‘But it’s still early days. I wouldn’t want
to frighten her away.’
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‘No. No, of course not,’ she said, wistfully. ‘I won’t say anything.’
‘I didn’t mean that.’ He saw Mitzi had been wounded by the
inference and he tried clumsily to make good. ‘If she comes this
evening, I can introduce you properly.’
‘That would be lovely.’ Mitzi smiled.
They parted at the bus-stop. Abel gave his aunt a quick peck on
the cheek. She glanced up at the window of the flat and then took off
along a side-street to the college. Mitzi never walked. She might not
know where she was going, but she was always in a rush to get
there. Abel wished that he could summon up the same enthusiasm.
***
Wanda watched as Abel and her sister crossed the road
together. She was trembling on the inside of her skin. But maybe
after all, she had been wrong about the scarf. And was it really likely
that a total stranger would choose an occasion like tonight to
introduce themselves? I’m getting upset over nothing, she thought.
Abel said these things to tease her, sometimes. She felt calmer now
that she was by herself, although she always felt a trace of panic as
the door closed and she listened to the footsteps disappearing down
the staircase. Maybe this time, like her husband, they would not
come back.
But Nathan had come back. For twenty years he hadn’t left the
house. He was more hers now than he had been when he was alive.
When Wanda thought about the rendezvous she was about to keep
with her beloved husband, she felt almost skittish. She had spent
the whole year looking forward to this day and she would not let it
be spoilt by anyone.
She crossed the hall to Abel’s room. She needed to reclaim the
space inside the flat as hers, before she launched into the
preparations for the evening. Abel’s bedroom hadn’t changed much
since he was eleven. On the shelf above the desk there was a model
aeroplane that he had made with Nathan’s help when he was seven.
There were half a dozen reproductions on the pin-board and a
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London Transport poster he had brought home from the library,
with a 1930’s couple gazing from the window of a train across the
sand dunes of a seaside town. Two rows of pens were lined up
neatly on the desk beside a file of papers. Wanda gave the notes a
brief glance. Abel had no secrets from his mother. On the bedside
table was a single library book. The shelves were neatly stacked
with others. Even the waste-paper basket had an ordered air to it.
By contrast, Mitzi’s room resembled a theatrical costumier's.
There wasn’t an uncluttered surface anywhere. Clothes – blouses,
skirts, odd stockings, pumps, leg-warmers, belts and scarves spilled
out of drawers. The dressing table was awash with lipsticks,
perfume bottles, bracelets, creams. When Wanda pulled a drawer
half out, the contents seemed to swell and overflow as if they’d
come to life and were intent on sharing the anarchic freedom of
their comrades.
Wanda stuffed them back inside the drawer and closed it briskly.
Mitzi’s wardrobe had the same propensity as some sea creatures. If
a star-fish lost a tentacle, it simply grew another one. If Mitzi noticed
there was something missing from her wardrobe, she would just
assume that she had left it in the dressing cubicle inside the studio,
or on a bus. She wouldn’t think to look inside the sewing room, which
was the place of ultimate retreat for Wanda. She kept this space
strictly for emergencies, aware that like a friend whose sympathy
might finally run out, she ought to ration her demands on it.
She stepped back, closing Mitzi’s door, then opening it a fraction,
as she’d found it. Stopping to collect a broom, she went onto the
landing and began to briskly sweep the floor around the shrine. She
nudged the pile of dust towards the edge and then with one quick
movement pushed it through the iron bars of the bannisters and
watched the dust motes slowly and majestically float down into the
stairwell, tumbling through a beam of sunlight from the lantern in
the roof as they descended. She imagined Nathan’s body floating
earthwards on the dust-motes, like the Holy Spirit from a cloud in a
Renaissance painting. She enjoyed this moment in the ritual. It
seemed to sanctify the mindless horror of her husband’s action that
night twenty years ago.
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She brushed the stray dust off the ribbon, tightening the bow.
The loops appeared to perk up for an instant, only to subside again.
Soon she would have to think about replacing it, but she did not like
change and she was sure that Nathan, too, would rather be without
it. Reverently, she picked up the shoes and carried them into the
flat. She laid a sheet of paper on the kitchen table, placing the shoes
side by side, the heels towards her. Moving slowly and deliberately,
she fetched the polish from the kitchen cupboard and put out two
dusters. Dabbing a little polish on the cloth, she slid her hand into
the right shoe and began to smooth the polish on the toe. She felt a
tremour of excitement, thinking of her hand inside the shoe where
once his foot had been. It was as if a part of her had entered him.
'Well, Nathan,’ she said, ‘here we are again. There’s not a great
deal to report. It is a year since we saw Gregor, but that’s no great
loss. At least he won’t be bringing Gloria this year. It seems that Abel
has a girlfriend, but he does not talk about her much. I do not think
that this is serious. Next week he will be thirty-one; too old for
girlfriends. As for Mitzi, well what can one say?’ She rubbed the shoe
a little harder. She could see her face reflected in the patent leather
uppers, now. The shoes were still in good condition. He had taken
great care of his clothes. When she first met him, Wanda had
assumed it was because he only had the one suit and a pair of shoes
to match it, but she found that it was in his nature to take care of
things.
So why had he not taken care of her? She pressed her lips
together. If she gave vent to her spleen now, he might turn away
from her, the way he had in life. She finished polishing the shoes in
silence and then, carrying them back on to the landing, she aligned
them side by side, exactly in the spot where she had found them
that day twenty years ago. The candles in their holders waited one
on each side of the large framed photograph. She’d never liked the
photograph, but she had not been able to find anything more
suitable. It had been taken on their wedding day. The eyes seemed
to be sliding sideways, as if they were trying to avoid her, and the
fleshy lips emerging from the auburn beard reminded Wanda of a
well-bred satyr.
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‘You betrayed me, Nathan,’ she said, trying unsuccessfully to
catch his eye. She couldn’t stifle her resentment any longer. ‘Why?’
She bunched her fist against her heart. The eyes looked vaguely
back at her, as if the question were irrelevant.
‘Tch’. She uncurled her fingers in a gesture of dismissal. If he
wouldn’t tell her at the time, it wasn’t likely he would tell her now.
She aimed the spray at him and scrubbed the glass as if it were a
scratch card with a winning number underneath. Each year it was
the same; as if the past had held itself in check for twelve months
and was rattling the cage bars to be let out on a rampage of attrition.
As she let go of the photograph, it shuddered and collapsed onto
the table with a muted ‘thwack’. She jerked her hand back. With
exaggerated self-control, she propped it up again, and then her
fingers curled around the frame and she leant forward, as if her
whole body needed its support.
‘You were the only man I ever loved!’ she uttered, helplessly. He
didn’t answer. Wanda closed her eyes a second and then briskly she
restored the photograph to its original position, giving it a final curt
flick with the duster before moving on. ‘You could at least have kept
your trousers on to jump. Imagine letting Mrs Pampanini see you in
your underwear like that. A good thing she is half blind.’
She smoothed out a wrinkle in the cloth. The hyacinths at each
end of the table were already giving out their slightly rancid scent.
The first year, Mitzi had brought home a bunch of poppies that had
shed their black seeds and provoked an argument that escalated out
of all proportion. As she ranted, calling up oaths in her native
tongue that she had not heard since she left the ghetto, Wanda
knew that it was not the spilt seeds on the clean white cloth that
had provoked her outburst. They were just a catalyst. Her rage had
been for Nathan, for the ease with which he had slipped off out of
their lives and left them: Wanda, doomed to celibacy for the rest of
her existence, shackled to her sister; Gregor who was living proof of
the abomination that had spawned their marriage; and the fragile
Abel, product of a single night of love, in whose sad eyes she saw
her husband’s.
'They are weeds’ she’d shouted, banging her hand down onto
the table so that any seeds remaining in the poppies were
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immediately shaken out onto the cloth. ‘And they are dying! Look!
They shed their seeds!’ She’d glared at Mitzi’s shocked face. Abel,
terrified by this eruption of his mother’s anger, whimpered in the
background.
Gregor had come sauntering past: ‘Nice poppies,’ he remarked,
before he disappeared into his own room.
‘Take them!’ Wanda had insisted. ‘Take them to the rubbish bin.
I will not have them here.’
There was a pause, then Mitzi gathered up the poppies in her
arms and carried them away into the scullery. The next year nobody
had interfered. The hyacinths stood bobbly and erect, like sentries
on each side of Nathan’s photograph, their prissy flowers with their
tiny stamens like pursed lips. She’d known that Mitzi hated them
and she rejoiced. The shrine was hers.
***
Buy the B&N e-Pub version at:http://www.barnesandnoble.com/w/schopenhauers-porcupines
-lynn-bushell/1117349451
Buy the Kindle version at:http://www.amazon.com/Schopenhauers-Porcupines-Lynn-Bush
ell-ebook/dp/B00H2VRMII/

