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RIVE GAUCHE

Yves Saint Laurent

On her slender wrist, a solid gold bracelet. IKB silk. Shoulder pads high. Vermilion lips. Water wave clips. She is holding a pen, making big decisions. On the table, a glass of Beaujolais Nouveau. Men whisper to her in this Left Bank café. Smoking a chain of sleek cigarettes. Leather gloves draped over a book. Garter stockings. Legs ajar. Knotted sling-ons shine in the light …





As the car crawls towards the city centre, you stare up at looming chimneys, textile mills and minarets silhouetted on the horizon. The sky bleeds orange in Bradford. This is not like the place where you live, a town many miles away with flat fields, breweries and thick clouds of malt hanging over the rooftops. Your mother has driven you here after watching the Winter Olympics. It is the only ice rink in West Yorkshire, and already you are excited. After badgering her all week, she has agreed to teach you how to skate.

There is a queue outside the concrete building when you arrive, so before parking up, she drives up the hill and stops outside a supermarket, with rows of fruit and vegetables, the likes of which you have never seen before. Reading the signs for red peppers and jackfruit, you wonder what they taste like. Your mother says it’s the only place she can buy lychees, unless she orders them from the Chinese takeaway as a pudding with condensed milk, so she buys a small wooden box from a woman in a yellow sari and brings them back into the car. Together, you crack open the honeycomb shells as their sweet smell fills the air. She pulls a funny face and tells you it’s like eating an eyeball, albeit a tasty one. Juice dribbles down your chin; she leans over to wipe it with a stiff pocket tissue. Then you clean your hands as she starts up the engine. This is her latest fast car, a red Ford Granada Mark II. She thinks it’s her passport to freedom.

After parking up behind the sign for Silver Blades, you walk up the stairwell with names carved into the banister by compass and penknife, then buy tickets from the kiosk. The man behind the glass with a drooping cigarette in his mouth says the venue has never been as busy, not since Torvill & Dean danced in Sarajevo. Your mother replies to him saying that’s why she’s come. A new career beckons for her. He starts to smile as she talks to him. ‘I’m not joking either! There’s a leopard print leotard in this bag. Is there much call for overweight women on ice?’

Your mother has a way of making everyone laugh, especially men. It is one of her special skills. Together you laugh a lot. Sometimes she pulls a Cissie & Ada face if you are being too serious. Sometimes you laugh at things that are awful. Sometimes until your belly hurts. Both of you adore slapstick. Especially when it happens in real life, laughing at the physical misfortune of others. Everyone in your family is the same. Your sense of humour often gets you into trouble.

From behind the barrier, you hear the city’s kids skate quickly around the rink. It is a struggle to tie up your boots. Your mother leans over to double knot the laces, pulls on your gloves and tells you to go slow. She is wearing an emerald dress with puffed sleeves and matching eyeshadow to bring out the colour in her eyes. They are pale green with tiny brown freckles, yours are a dull shade of brown that turn Lucozade orange in the right kind of light.

Before leaving the house, your mother painted her nails and blow-dried her hair, which is three tints of red – maroon, mahogany and copper – with a butterscotch flash in the fringe. Her hair is sprayed with multiple coats of Elnett Strong Hold to fix it in place. She wants to look glamorous on ice.

Swaying through the gate, her perfume fills the air; it is the familiar scent of Rive Gauche. Iris, peach and honeysuckle … bergamot, ylang-ylang … jasmine … gardenia … oakmoss … vetiver … sandalwood … musk … She keeps the black and blue bottle on her bedside table that is always coated in talcum powder dust.

Her perfumes are mysterious concoctions, and when she isn’t looking, sometimes you make your own cocktail from squirting the liquids together in the palm of your hand, then splash the homemade scent onto your neck. Entering her bedroom without asking is against the rules, but rooting around in there when she’s busy cutting hair in the kitchen is the only way to find clues about how to be a woman. Already you are anxious about the puzzling objects concealed in her drawers, the white cotton tubes, lacy knickers with elastic bits, or the book beneath her bed with fishnet stockings on the front. You already know that in a few years’ time your body will change, then you will be forced to become a teenage girl. After that, a wife, then a mother. Already your future has been planned out. There is not much choice about what to become in the small town where you live.

Stepping onto the ice, the little skaters bounce up and down as music booms from speaker cabinets. You are excited or scared and can’t decide which this feeling is. There is nowhere like this at home. Bradford’s children can dance and move in a way that you’ve never seen before. Some speak in languages that are unfamiliar. At your school, everyone has white skin, and all the children talk the same, in a strange, meandering accent with elongated vowels stretching out into the barley fields.

Your mother takes hold of your hand and coaxes you away from the barrier, her breath leaves a trail of frozen words behind her as she pushes her legs in motion.

‘Let go and move!’ she says. ‘Relax into it, like this …’

Nothing seems to frighten her. And even though she is clumsy like you, on the ice she seems to be graceful, as if she is floating, weightless, almost flying. She has not looked this carefree in a long time.

You hear her say, ‘I’ve forgotten all my troubles already …’

Back home, your mother cries a lot, about her body, her dead brother, mean customers at work, your father’s obsession with his cows and often about you. Her firstborn is not turning out quite like she expected. Already you are too much of a deep thinker. All she ever wanted was a normal daughter, one like the other girls in town, but instead she has ended up with you, a child who was suspended from school for biting another girl’s face, a child who cannot comprehend numbers, a child who believes she can levitate and see ghosts and predict the future. A child who is not quite right.

Clinging to her hand and stepping reluctantly onto the ice, you hope this time you won’t slip and end up with sliced fingers like Struwwelpeter. Onstage, a DJ wearing aviator sunglasses plays records with mobile disco lights in red and blue with flashing strobes. He has a smoke machine behind him belching out a puff of dry ice onto the real ice with each new record he selects. By now, you are learning to balance and have started to pick up speed as he plays ‘Agadoo’ at full blast. Rocking your body from side to side, you sway into the knees, just like your mother tells you to do.

Then there is a crackle from the speakers, and the skaters turn silent. The DJ announces the next record on the microphone, dedicating the song to ‘all you Torvill & Dean fans out there’. Your mother lets out a very loud ‘woo-hoo!’ which echoes up to the ceiling. You have only just started noticing how embarrassing she is compared to all the other mums. As your cheeks turn red, she starts skating in circles under the spotlight in her long, ruffled dress. You shrink back, pretending she’s a stranger, even when she waves.

As the drums on Ravel’s Boléro pick up speed, she accelerates in loops around the rink. You watch her try to move like a competition skater, spinning and wobbling in time to the music. The skaters on the rink are laughing at her now because she is loud, because of her clothes, because she is heavy. They start to link arms, all of them moving quickly, faster, flashing past you in a blur. For a moment you are lost, unable to see her; a haze of CO2 and Impulse body mist fills the refrigerated air as girls with home perms and pink pearl lipstick start spinning to the crescendo.

And then the music stops. The needle scratches to an empty hum. And you are overwhelmed by people rushing towards the sound of screaming. It is a sound you recognise. It is the sound of your mother. You cannot reach her for the adults but can hear her pleading for help.

Peering through the adults’ legs, you push towards her on the ice. Her dress has turned upside down like a broken umbrella in a storm and you can see her big bum, torn tights and knickers. You don’t know what to do. You think she is joking. Just like the people on TV. Then you start to laugh, thinking it’s one of her practical jokes. But the laughing soon stops as everyone stares and you see her hyperventilating on the glaze. Her leg swells up to twice the size. It takes three ambulance men to roll her onto a stretcher and wheels when they arrive.

After the hall has emptied of people, it’s just you alone on the ice. It is almost dark outside; the lights are still flashing to a silent disco. Gulping a mouthful of worry, you overhear the paramedics telling her not to panic, that the pain will be over soon as they fix a brace onto her expanding calf before moving her. The old man from the kiosk unlaces the skating boots from her feet, reaching his hand towards hers in the chaos.

Leaning over the barrier, you hear them say she has smashed her leg in two places as she pleads with them to make the swelling stop. ‘Not long now,’ they say. ‘We’re taking you straight to Smith Lane.’ As you skate out alone beneath the spotlights, you realise you are finally able to move on your own. Her wailing echoes behind you.

With your hands covering your ears, you start singing to yourself, moving gracefully at last towards the centre of the ice. Staring down at your boots, you wonder if their blades will catch on a crack, but it is smooth underfoot, almost like glass.
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