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      PART ONE

   
      
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      

      
      All happy families gather up stories, which are produced like treasured old photographs for trusted friends. My own favourite
         always concerned the first time Agata Hoffman came to dinner. There was no finer way of explaining my parents and therefore,
         perhaps, myself.

      
      It happened in 1963, when I was eleven. Because I used to tell the story so often, I ended up being unable to separate embellishment
         from fact; and instead of viewing the action through the blinkered gaze of a child, found myself empathising with every character
         and even the elegant but exceedingly ramshackle place where we lived.

      
      On dinner party nights, my family’s tall Victorian terraced house in West London smelt of meat simmered all day long in red
         wine, and pastry cases removed from a hot oven just as they started to crisp and colour, and fresh flowers. Less pleasantly,
         there was the omnipresent whiff of cat, and also scorching dust because when guests were expected my mother put a match to
         the big church candles that stood before her portrait in the hall.

      
      From the street outside, our house has become a theatre, with each un-curtained window brightly lit and a different play running
         on every floor, and the same cast of extras – three children and an over-excited dog – popping up in every frame.

      
      We’re first seen in my parents’ bedroom at the top, where my mother, dressed in a tatty pink petticoat, is wearily rifling
         her wardrobe. There are many beautiful dresses bought for her by my father but she rejects them all. ‘I hate dinner parties,’
         she says, though she has spent days planning the food for this one and has just performed the usual last-minute task of shifting
         the everyday junk out of the guests’ sight. As usual she ends up selecting the black high-necked dress which none of us likes
         because, despite having just illuminated her portrait for the guests, she treats her beauty like an enemy. Her last action
         before quitting the room is to climb on a chair and reach into the top of the wardrobe where her few bits of jewellery are
         stuffed into a Clarks carrier bag.

      
      Meanwhile, one floor below in our drawing-room, clad in his favourite plum- coloured velvet dinner jacket, my handsome father
         relaxes with a glass of Fino sherry. Though he anticipates a dull evening, waiting for the curtain to lift on a dinner party
         is his favourite time of all. As we four burst in, his face contorts into a terrifying mask and he rises with a snarl. But
         as we flee shrieking and barking, he sinks back into his armchair with a smile. He’s thinking of ways to ginger up the guests
         so courteously that they won’t even know what’s happening.

      
      Soon my mother reappears in the kitchen in the basement, still struggling with the clasp of her pearls. She opens the oven
         door and recoils from the sizzling blast of heat that melts the mascara she has just painted onto her eyelashes; she stirs
         lumps out of sauces on the hob; she clutches her head in despair because the pastry rim of her plum tart is broken, almost
         certainly by the grubby paws of some roaming cat.

      
      We’ve become a chorus of moaners – complaining that she only cooks nice food for guests, though she always makes enough to
         give us a delicious taste too.

      
      ‘Why, why, why am I doing this?’ she says – even though it was she who persuaded my father (who doesn’t like us to mention
         exactly how he earns a living) that it was time they invited his very dull boss and his wife to dinner. To make the evening
         still grimmer, she suggested it would be the perfect opportunity to repay the hospitality of some other dull couples. They
         never have parties like this – they pride themselves on their interesting friends. She knows my father is a magician – a party
         ringmaster in fact – but fears even he will be defeated by this lot.

      
      Agata Hoffman has been watching this whole prelude through a pair of binoculars – even counting the mats and knives and forks
         my mother carries from the kitchen into the adjacent dining-room hidden away at the back. But whereas she has discovered a
         great deal about our household, all my parents know is that for the past month or so there has been a new tenant at Number
         45 opposite, older than them and patently single and – as one of the neighbours unnecessarily pointed out – foreign. ‘That
         place looks sad,’ my mother observed not long ago, noting the dead windows, an absence of callers, and my father responded,
         sounding dutiful but resigned (because everyone knows he loves pretty women): ‘We should make ourselves known’. I have no
         doubt that they would have, and very soon. But Agata is unaware of this. All she knows right now is that we have become the
         only point of light in her darkening world.

      
      I imagine we caught her attention the day she moved in – that she looked across the street as dusk fell and saw all the bustle
         and fun of a family – and the next evening and the one after she found herself still watching us.

      
      But something different happens this particular evening. She decides to join the party from a distance. As if in a trance,
         she finds herself brushing her hair and painting her lips and patting compacted powder all over her face with a beige powder
         puff. Her everyday smell is of vanilla and mothballs but tonight she sprays on a layer of Lanvin’s Arpège – before the jewellery,
         naturally. Then she takes off the padded housecoat that she seems to spend most of her evenings in and, after donning cotton
         gloves, carefully slides a pair of fine stockings onto her legs and fastens them with pink suspenders. Having removed the
         gloves, she selects a party dress which, like all her clothes, is of excellent quality though somewhat dated, and exquisite
         gold earrings that look as if they were given to mark a sentimental anniversary (which is indeed the case). Her last action
         is to force her feet into painful court shoes. Then, all dressed up but with nowhere to go, she resumes her vigil at the window.

      
      She watches a black taxi come to a ticking halt outside our house. Through her binoculars she observes a couple emerge: a
         woman in a glossy mink coat that catches the lamplight and a man in a Homberg who seems to be having an argument with the
         taxi driver. Another couple – clearly local because they’ve walked – converges at the gate and they all introduce themselves
         before standing in silence under the cracked light in our porch. Then the front door opens and the couples disappear inside.
         She knows from having counted the table settings that just two more people are expected and, in a moment or two, a final couple
         arrives – the woman clutching a bunch of drooping, half-open, pink tulips.

      
      She has learned that we often entertain. She also knows we have far more fascinating friends than this – she remembers a handsome
         man with a booming voice and a swirling purple cloak. She can tell that this particular evening would not be to her taste.
         Even so, she finds herself rising from her seat and moving like a sleepwalker to the door. She prides herself on sensitivity
         and restraint, but those qualities mean nothing now. This has become about survival.

      
      She assesses herself in a long mirror, but only to check if her seams are straight and there is no flash of petticoat showing
         under her dress. She knows better than anyone that there is no pleasure to be gained from the sight of a dumpy woman of a
         certain age with a frowning sallow face. And who will bother to read the expression in her eyes behind the thick spectacles?
         She hesitates for a second, as if her reflection has prompted second thoughts. But before she can act on them, she leaves
         her own dark house, crosses the street to our bright one and rings the bell.

      
      It is my father who comes to the front door and is first confronted by the plump stranger in party clothes; the magenta smile
         painted onto the pallid face; the good leather handbag slung over the arm like a small suitcase, or a threat.

      
      ‘Agata Hoffman,’ she announces boldly in her thick accent. But actually her courage is falling away and she’s anticipating
         being dismissed, politely (because the English are always polite) but firmly. It seems inevitable in a country where she has
         observed people live in boxes, keeping themselves to themselves.

      
      However, my father confounds her. Without even missing a beat, he gives his irresistible smile. ‘My dear Agata, we’ve been
         expecting you!’ And then with a flourish, he ushers her into the house.

      
      Meanwhile, having instantly absorbed the situation, my mother is at that moment making her way downstairs to the dining-room
         to lay an extra place. My parents are, as always, operating as a team.

      
      In the drawing-room, still dazed by the warmth of her welcome, Agata is given fine champagne and introduced all round. Now
         she’s viewing the room from the inside, she takes in deep yellow walls, well-chosen pictures and pieces of pretty china, and
         good, if damaged, furniture and shelves full of interesting books. It speaks of people who think and feel, and that’s what
         she notices before the cracks and dust. She’s not saying much but my father has positioned himself right next to her so he
         can juggle the conversation and deflect it if necessary.

      
      Soon it’s time to eat; and in the dining-room, he seats her on his right, thus immediately causing offence to the very people
         – the boss and his wife – that this dinner party is supposed to honour. Ruining the seating plan still further, my mother
         puts a man on Agata’s other side so she won’t be made to feel what she is – the only single person at the party.

      
      In the kitchen next door we children still haven’t put two and two together, though we registered that a strange woman joined
         the gathering after everyone else. As usual we’re obsessed by greed – eyeing the closed doors of the hatch that connects with
         the dining-room, impatiently awaiting the clunk of dirty plates that will herald the return of the serving dish bearing the
         remains of delicious dinner party food.

      
      But to our horror it comes back without even a smudge of salmon paté. And all our ordinarily comforting mother will say as
         she busies herself with assembling the second course is, ‘There’s plenty of macaroni cheese for you children.’

      
      ‘But we don’t want macaroni cheese!’ Jack objects in a tone of absolute outrage. Sam frowns too.

      
      ‘I’m sure there will be some Boeuf Bourguignon and Pommes Dauphinois left,’ my mother says, as if she’s not really concerned
         because she has far more important matters to think about.

      
      We can hear the rise and fall of voices through the closed hatch. Usually at my parents’ parties the talk is of books and
         plays and music – they cherish their erudite liberal friends. But tonight is different. Tonight a woman is complaining about
         a bus conductress she encountered the day before. ‘Couldn’t understand a single word she said. I ask you, how on earth can
         one be expected to buy a bus ticket from someone when they can’t even speak proper English?’

      
      Then comes a man’s voice – ponderous, self-important, and I think it belongs to my father’s boss – ‘I’m no racist’. He pauses
         for a second so everyone can properly absorb this, and even repeats it in case they haven’t. ‘I’m no racist, but in my opinion
         they’ve made a colossal mistake letting these people in. Soon we won’t recognise our country.’

      
      In the kitchen we suddenly become very conscious of the busy clink of knives and forks cutting up things on plates, as if
         people have only just noticed how good the food is and are giving it their whole attention. It’s like the percussion instruments
         of an orchestra coming into their own.

      
      I hear my father clear his throat, but before he can say anything there is a woman’s voice: ‘Have you come far?’ It sounds
         bright and social and determined.

      
      ‘Extremely far,’ a guttural, heavily-accented female voice responds after a moment. Then it adds mysteriously: ‘Especially
         tonight.’

      
      ‘Tonight?’ another woman chimes in uncertainly. ‘I thought you told me you lived in the house opposite?’

      
      ‘We’re all on a journey,’ my father pronounces. And then we hear him inquire very gently: ‘I hope this claret is to your taste,
         my dear Agata?’ He continues: ‘If not, I shall simply tip it down the sink. I shall throw away bottle after bottle until I
         find one that pleases you.’

      
      ‘Oh, I say!’ a man exclaims.

      
      But the strange foreign voice responds: ‘Everything is very much to my taste, thank you. Everything.’

      
      My mother was wrong about the Boeuf Bourguignon and Pommes Dauphinois, it turns out. As the plum tart is placed in the hatch,
         Jack mutters fiercely, ‘Don’t you dare, you greedy pig!’ (and Sam echoes in brotherly fashion, ‘Don’t you dare!’) because
         we’ve finally worked out why there is no delicious food for us tonight. But it’s no good. We know the uninvited guest will
         eat it all.

      
      By the time everyone has gone, we children have long since been sent upstairs. But I’m still awake and I listen to the distant
         rise and fall of my parents’ voices for ages. I love that night-time sound – the two of them entirely connected, each other’s
         favourite company. I imagine my father suggesting as usual, ‘Why don’t we just leave all this for Mrs Thing?’ (even though
         efficient, hard-working Mrs Thing is a figment of his imagination and, because he’s an old-fashioned man, it’s my mother who
         is expected to deal with the mess). I picture her collecting up the dirty plates and cutlery and dumping them in the sink
         for tomorrow, and then the two of them sitting down at the table and finishing the wine (and perhaps even the dregs in the
         guests’ glasses because my father’s wine is always good), and all the while talking, talking, talking about their mysterious
         visitor. And in the house over the road, Agata takes a last look at their diminished figures in the lighted kitchen before
         going to bed where she sleeps well for the first time in months.

      
      Next morning at breakfast, my mother waits until we’re all assembled because she has an announcement. ‘That woman who came
         to dinner last night—’ she begins.

      
      ‘The one who ate our food,’ says Jack, still grumpy about it, and Sam grunts in support.

      
      My mother quells them both with a look. ‘From now on I want you all to be exceptionally nice to her.’

      
      ‘Exceptionally,’ my father echoes, quite serious for a change.

      
      ‘But why?’ asks Jack, honestly puzzled because what has that greedy stranger done to deserve this?

      
      ‘Something bad has happened to her,’ says my mother, and my father nods, because this was the conclusion they came to late
         last night. She adds with that mixture of sweetness and ruthlessness we are so familiar with: ‘And I intend to find out what.’

      
      Later that day she spends a couple of hours at Agata’s house over the road and returns thoughtful and tear-stained. I can
         see she’s bursting for my father to get home. But all she will tell us children is that Agata has chosen to surround herself
         with ghosts. It is such a strange and frightening thing to say. ‘I thank God,’ she concludes melodramatically, ‘it was our
         door she knocked on last night.’

      
      Clearly Agata feels the same. It’s the start of a very deep affection for my parents – even when she gets to know my father
         better and understands he was delighted when a dull evening took an unpredictable twist.

      
      I thought of him the other day, in a restaurant.

      
      Sitting at a table with my husband, I saw an elderly man host a family party. I noted how children and grandchildren all treasured
         him. But at the end of the meal they shook hands with him formally, one by one, before trooping out of the door. As I watched
         the old man settle the bill, I realised I had been party to an illusion. That family wasn’t his at all: it had merely been
         borrowed for a couple of hours.

      
      Then I reflected on my father’s favourite saying which, in essence, meant that even if you came to the conclusion that life
         had no meaning, this in itself became meaningless if you resolved to impose your own.

      
   OEBPS/images/9781405528801.jpg
NNABEL MARKOVA






