
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]

      
   
      
      

      
      Michèle Roberts, poet, essayist and author of fourteen works of fiction, was elected a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature in 1999 and was awarded the Chevalier de l’Ordre des Arts et des Lettres in 2000. Her memoir, Paper Houses, was published to great acclaim in 2007. She lives in London.
      



   
      
      Praise for Paper Houses

      


      ‘Mud offers not only the poetry of Roberts’s exquisite sensibilities but a saturnalian experience . . . Roberts brings art and artifice, the
artefact of gender, the style of couture and cuisine up against the raw matter from which culture is forged . . . The short story is an intimate, subtle and enigmatic form: Michèle Roberts reminds us in this virtuoso collection that she is one of our foremost practitioners of the art’ Stevie Davies, Guardian



‘We are engulfed by these stories and in them, we remember our own
lives’ Elaine Feinstein, Independent


‘In Michele Roberts’s new collection, which contains more powerful,
uncompromising writing than you will find in most novels, women’s
sexual consciousness and a radical perception of sexual difference hold
centre stage . . . The short story is all about the ending, the point
towards which the reader and the writer hurtle together. Roberts
delivers her often unexpected, startling resolutions with wit and
style . . . Her prose is sharp as a whip and as unforgettable as a lover’s
tenderness’ Patricia Duncker, Literary Review


‘Michèle Roberts draws emotional pain with precision, describing
confusion with a limpid finesse’ Chloe Campbell, TLS



‘It is in the inventiveness of form and the angle at which her words
are cut that Roberts still manages to dazzle . . . She takes pleasure in
unpicking the fabric of fiction . . . Roberts’s greatest skill is the insight
with which she writes about women caught up in heightened states
of awareness’ Megan Walsh, The Times


‘Entertaining, elegant, bite-sized gulps of fiction, full of lust for life’
Red
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      My student card for Library School

      
      
      
      As a child, I liked exploring the interiors of houses and also I liked running away and racing around the streets. When I
         left home in 1967, aged eighteen, to go to university in Oxford, I continued zigzagging between inside and outside, loving
         combing the city’s back alleys and outlying districts, walking along the river to waterside pubs such as the Trout at Godstow,
         bicycling out from town into the surrounding countryside and villages to find second-hand bookshops, then coming back indoors
         to read, huddled over the gas fire in my college room.
      

      
      This memoir begins at the point when I left university and came to London, and tells of my adventures there, in a wide range
         of districts and streets and a succession of flats and houses.
      

      
      My parents met in Dolgelley, Wales, during the Second World War, and got married in the Catholic church in Leicester Square.
         They started off living with my English grandparents, in Edgware, a north-west London suburb at the end of the Northern Line.
         I slept in a cot placed across the bath.
      

      
      Mum and Dad then moved, first to a council house on the local estate and next to a newly built detached house up the road.
         They transferred to a village near Bristol when my father’s firm moved its factory and he had to move too. At the same time
         I left home and went up to Somerville.
      

      
      Dad, who was English, worked as a sales manager for the Tan-Sad Chair Company and Mum, who was French, worked as a French
         teacher, and sometimes a Latin teacher, in Catholic secondary schools. They had five children: Andrew, who died aged three
         days, Jacqueline, who died aged forty-three, my twin sister Marguerite and myself, and my younger brother, also named Andrew.
      

      
      
      As a child I lived much of the time in my imagination and in books. Partly this came from spending long daytime hours alone,
         in bed with tonsillitis. In our front room, my mother’s tall pedimented wooden bookcase, which she had had as a student, looked
         like a miniature palace rearing up, with glass doors revealing hardback books lined up two deep. I worked my way through most
         of them. The public library was also my place, and the local church.
      

      
      I shared a bedroom with my two sisters. Three doors led off it: one to my grandmother’s room in the extension my parents had
         had built (Nana, as we called her, came to live with us after Grandpa died, when I was ten); one to my brother’s room; one
         to the landing. My bed was close to Nana’s and my brother’s doors. Each night, Nana would pass through apologetically, en
         route to her bedroom, as we three sisters lay in bed reading. She’d say: oh, it’s not right I should come through your room.
         I felt astonished that an adult would apologise to children. Years later, someone commiserated with me on not having had a
         room of my own. That surprised me; I accepted what I had. Heroes in fairytales were often faced with a test of three doors.
         Three possible solutions. They had to make the correct choice; just one; but I could open any of the three doors any time.
         It seemed normal to be communal and interconnected. At the same time, I dived into private hidey-holes: the cupboard under
         the stairs, where the Hoover and Singer sewing-machine lived, was a favourite. My doll lived all by herself in her bedsit
         inside the curved cupboard of my bedside table. I liked outdoor shelters best: the den in the long grass fringing the allotments
         in the park; the tree-house my French grandfather built us in the apple tree in his garden; the crack in the brick wall in
         which my doll hid treasures; the caves, sea-washed at high tide, in the cliffs at Etretat in Normandy.
      

      
      
      At Oxford, I had a room of my own with just one door (terrifying and lonely at first). I had a whole city to roam through;
         libraries I could not exhaust. At primary school I had galloped through all the books on the shelves. The teachers put me
         on to the Bible, to slow me down. I left for secondary school before I’d finished the Old Testament. A revelation, that Book,
         particularly Psalms, the Song of Songs, Job and Isaiah, bits of which, of course, I knew from hearing them read out (in Latin)
         at Sunday Mass. At my first convent school, in Mill Hill, run by Franciscans, an old-fashioned place, we were encouraged to
         read lives of the saints, and the New Testament, not the Old. At my second convent school, in North Finchley, run by a progressive
         Dutch order, whither I moved for two years to study for A and S levels, I was encouraged to read anything and everything,
         and to apply for Oxford. I got in. Those were good strong nuns.
      

      
      All through childhood and adolescence I was intensely religious. I believed I had a vocation to join the Carmelites. It seemed
         sensible to taste the pleasures of the world first, however, in order all the more grandly to renounce them later. Thus counselled
         Sister Bonaventure, librarian at St Mary’s Abbey (my first convent school), who spent her spare time pasting slips of white
         paper, like tiny underpants, over the genitals of nudes in the art books. At St Michael’s (my second convent school) my adored
         mentor, Sister Aquinas, said much the same. I returned from my interview at Somerville to find that she had left the convent.
         She had not been allowed to warn us of her impending departure, nor to say goodbye. Mother Clare Dominic, the headmistress,
         patiently listened to my blurted-out upset. Soon afterwards she left the convent too. Turbulent times were beginning. Women
         were thinking of new possible ways to live their lives.
      

      
      
      This memoir explores those times, the 1970s and ’80s, refracting them through my own story. My narrative in one sense goes
         in a straight line, chronologically, charting my rake’s progress, but in another sense is a flâneur. It circles around recurrent images and themes, runs back and forth between inner and outer worlds, loops between sketches
         of thinking, dreaming and writing and sketches of the culture that made those activities possible, invents its own pattern
         and rhythm of walking, its own grammar of search and find.
      

      
      Writing this memoir feels like beginning a stroll through a fantastical city. The desire to take part in things, the desire
         to let things happen, tugs me out. I am a witness, and I am an actor too. Writing this memoir joins up all the scattered bits
         of me, makes them continuous, gives me a conscious self existing in history, a self able to make decisions and carry out ambitions,
         and that feels like a surprise. Often at the time I didn’t realise how strong and capable I actually was, in the sense of
         carrying on writing however hard or difficult life felt.
      

      
      Writing entails being active, but it also simultaneously involves abandoning oneself, being open, receptive. Life hurls itself
         in. Out of what often felt at the time like muddle and mess I subsequently make this memoir, this story. I learned how to
         tell stories first of all through writing fiction; it feels strange to do that in autobiography. Life has so often felt chaotic
         and I have often not felt in charge of it. Not that I have minded too much. Thinking I ought to be in control of my life all
         the time feels like shutting out possibility: no thanks. The flâneur enjoys being enticed down side streets. She doesn’t particularly want to direct the traffic when she’s out for a wander.
         She follows her nose. She follows her desire. When you write you’re in charge, in one sense, and not at all in another. Language
         grips you and you grip it back. You wrestle it into shape, lovingly. You become part of a flow and dance of words. You forget yourself and just get on with writing, just as, walking in the city, you can
         dissolve into the crowd, simply float, listen, look.
      

      
      This memoir draws on the diaries I kept, on those written records scrawled in notebooks specially bought for the purpose,
         each notebook different and distinctive. When I spread them out on the floor of the room where I write they look like the
         multicoloured pavement of a piazza. This memoir is like fiction, in as much as I have shaped and edited it, but it is as truthful
         as I can make it, honouring both facts and the way I saw them at the time. On the other hand I know that memory, under pressure
         from the unconscious mind, is unreliable; and I have forgotten a lot. Out of consideration for others’ privacy, I’ve been
         obliged to censor some episodes. I have left out some characters, some lovers and love affairs, and I have changed some names.
         I don’t want to bore you, and I don’t want to hurt people, either. I have tried to be honest.
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