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About the Author

Deborah Levy is the author of seven novels: Beautiful Mutants, Swallowing Geography, The Unloved, Billy and Girl, Swimming Home, Hot Milk and The Man Who Saw Everything. She has been shortlisted twice each for the Goldsmiths Prize and the Man Booker Prize. Her short story collection, Black Vodka, was nominated for the International Frank O’Connor Short Story Award and was broadcast on BBC Radio 4, as were her acclaimed dramatizations of Freud’s iconic case studies, ‘Dora’ and ‘The Wolfman’. She has also written for The Royal Shakespeare Company and her pioneering theatre writing is collected in Levy: Plays 1. Her work is widely translated.

Deborah Levy is a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature. She is also the author of a formally innovative and emotionally daring trilogy of memoirs, a living autobiography on writing, gender politics and philosophy, of which Real Estate is the final volume. The first two volumes, Things I Don’t Want to Know and The Cost of Living, won the Prix Fémina Etranger 2020.
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I’m in front of this feminine landscape
Like a branch in the fire.

Paul Éluard, ‘Ecstasy’ 
Translated by Peter Read
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LONDON

In the winter of January 2018, I bought a small banana tree from a flower stall outside Shoreditch High Street station. It seduced me with its shivering, wide green leaves, also with the new leaves that were furled up, waiting to stretch out into the world. The woman who sold it to me had long fake eyelashes, blue-black and luscious. In my mind’s eye her lashes stretched all the way from the bagel shops and grey cobblestones of East London to the deserts and mountains of New Mexico. The delicate winter blooms at her stall had me thinking about the artist Georgia O’Keeffe and the way she painted flowers. It was as if she were introducing each one of them to us for the first time. In O’Keeffe’s hands they became peculiar, sexual, uncanny. Sometimes her flowers looked as if they had stopped breathing under the scrutiny of her gaze.


When you take a flower in your hand and really look at it, it’s your world for the moment. I want to give that world to someone else.

Georgia O’Keeffe, quoted in the New York Post, 16 May 1946



She had found her final house in New Mexico, a place to live and work at her own pace. As she insisted, it was something she had to have. She had spent years restoring this low-slung adobe house in the desert before she finally moved into it. A while back, when I made the journey to Santa Fe, New Mexico, partly to see O’Keeffe’s house, I remember feeling dizzy when I arrived at Albuquerque airport. My driver told me it was because we were 6,000 feet above sea level. The dining room in my hotel, owned by a Native American family, had a tall adobe fireplace built into the wall in the shape of an ostrich egg. I had never seen an oval fireplace before. It was October and it was snowing, so I pulled up a chair in front of the glowing logs and sipped a cup of smoky clear mescal, which was apparently good for above-sea-level sickness. The curved fireplace made me feel welcome and calm. It pulled me into its centre. Yes, I loved this burning egg. That fireplace was something I had to have.

I was also searching for a house in which I could live and work and make a world at my own pace, but even in my imagination this home was blurred, undefined, not real, or not realistic, or lacked realism. I yearned for a grand old house (I had now added an oval fireplace to its architecture) and a pomegranate tree in the garden. It had fountains and wells, remarkable circular stairways, mosaic floors, traces of the rituals of all who had lived there before me. That is to say the house was lively, it had enjoyed a life. It was a loving house.

The wish for this home was intense, yet I could not place it geographically, nor did I know how to achieve such a spectacular house with my precarious income. All the same, I added it to my imagined property portfolio, along with a few other imagined minor properties. The house with the pomegranate tree was my major acquisition. In this sense, I owned some unreal estate. The odd thing was that every time I tried to see myself inside this grand old house, I felt sad. It was as if the search for home was the point, and now that I had acquired it and the chase was over, there were no more branches to put in the fire.

In the meanwhile I had to get my new banana tree home from Shoreditch on a bus and a train to my crumbling apartment block on the hill. It was growing in a pot, about one foot high. The flower seller with long, luscious fake eyelashes told me she reckoned it wanted to live a more humid life. It had been a cold winter in the UK so far and we agreed we were also yearning for a more humid life.

While I was on the train to Highbury and Islington, I added a few more details to my unreal estate. Despite the egg-shaped fireplace my major house was obviously situated in a hot climate, near a lake or the sea. A life without swimming every day was not a life I wanted. It was hard to admit this to myself, but the ocean and the lake were more important to me than the house. In fact I would be content to live in a humble wooden cabin on the edge of an ocean or a lake, but somehow I looked down on myself for not having a bigger dream.

It seemed that acquiring a house was not the same thing as acquiring a home. And connected to home was a question I swatted away every time it landed too near me. Who else was living with me in the grand old house with the pomegranate tree? Was I alone with the melancholy fountain for company? No. There was definitely someone else there with me, perhaps even cooling their feet in that fountain. Who was this person?

A phantom.

My plan for the banana tree was to add it to the garden I had made on three shelves in my bathroom. I knew from the succulents enjoying their displaced life in North London that it would like the warm steam from the shower. My apartment block had still not been restored, seven years after I moved into it, and the grey communal corridors were in an even worse state of disrepair. Like love, they badly needed restoring. The banana plant didn’t care about the state of the building. If anything, it seemed ecstatic to move in and began to show off, unfurling its wide, veined leaves.

My daughters became curious about the attention I was bestowing upon this plant. They both agreed that I was obsessed with the banana tree because my youngest daughter was going to be leaving home for university soon. That tree, my youngest (age eighteen) told me, was my third child. Its job was to replace her when she left home. In the months of its growing, she would ask, ‘How is your new child doing?’ and she would point to the tree.

I would soon be living alone. If I had made another sort of life since I separated from her father, it seemed that soon, age fifty-nine, I would be required to make another life all over again. I did not want to think about this, so I began to pack up a few things to take to my new writing shed.
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It was literally an oasis built amongst palms, ferns and tall bamboo. I couldn’t believe my eyes or my luck. The garden surrounding my new writing shed, which was built on decking, resembled a tropical rainforest. Really, I should have gifted my banana tree to this garden, but as my daughters had suggested, it had become part of the family. My shed landlord gave me the key to the garden side entrance so I did not need to interrupt him in the main house. The day I arrived he placed a hyacinth inside the shed. Its perfume was overwhelming and welcoming in equal measure. Perhaps its perfume was even violent. I unpacked three Russian glasses with silver handles for coffee, a cafetière, one jar of coffee (100% Arabica), two tangerines, a bottle of ruby port from Porto (left over from Christmas), two bottles of sparkling water, almond biscuits from Italy, three teaspoons, my laptop and two books. And an adaptor of course, this time a coil with four sockets. My shed landlord, who was born in New Zealand, had planted the garden around my new shed with flair, imagination, maybe even nostalgia. I thought he had created something of New Zealand in London NW8, that is to say, his homeland was haunting this London garden because it still haunted him.

At a literary festival in Austria, I had met a writer from Romania who arrived in Switzerland as a refugee in 1987. She had rented a room in a Zurich street which she thought resembled her street in Bucharest. And then she had made her Zurich room look similar to her room in Bucharest. She reminded me that when I was twenty-nine, I had written a book of linked stories called Swallowing Geography. Actually, I hadn’t forgotten that I had written a whole book, but I was pleased it felt new to her. She told me that she had pinned to the wall by her bed the words of the female narrator:


Each new journey is a mourning for what has been left behind. The wanderer sometimes tries to recreate what has been left behind, in a new place.



It seemed that I was now busy making the new writing shed look quite similar to my old writing shed.

I uncoiled the lead for the sockets and made a pot of coffee. And then I raised my glass of coffee to that writer from Bucharest. ‘How are you?’ I said to her in my head. ‘I hope things are going well for you.’ We had laughed together in Austria because she told me that someone in the audience had put up their hand and declared they wanted to know more about the country of her birth. She had lived in one of the most oppressive communist regimes in the world and was waiting for a big question about how a writer might work with language when freedoms are demolished, or about the struggle to remember and forget and put herself together again. She feared she might not be able to answer it. ‘Could you please tell me if it’s safe to drink the tap water there?’ this person wanted to know. To which she and I had later both added, ‘Could you please give me the Wi-Fi password, and are there mosquitoes?’

This writing shed was very close to the life I wanted, even if it was a temporary arrangement. I mean it was not my real estate, I did not own it, I was renting it, but I owned its mood. Even the English birds chirping and calling in NW8 seemed tropical. I had still not completely moved out of my old writing shed, but Celia (my old shed landlady) had put her house up for sale and I knew I had to make other arrangements.

The new shed was near the Abbey Road, where I would set my novel The Man Who Saw Everything. I was haunting the Abbey Road and it was haunting me. ‘Home is where the haunt is,’ wrote the late, great essayist Mark Fisher, and that was certainly true for me. In a way I was still a spectral occupant of the old writing shed because many of my books were languishing on its shelves. My desktop computer still lived on the desk, now covered in a white sheet. The Provençal heater I had bought to heat it in winter had become a home for small spiders and their vast geometric webs.

Meanwhile, a spectre lurked right here in the new shed on the first page of one of the books I had brought with me. I noticed there was an inscription inside it from the father of my children in the year 1999, when I was married and lived in our family house.


To my Darling love for last Christmas of the Century with 1000 years of devotion



It was a shock. I had to put the book down and let the hyacinth’s perfume numb this moment like morphine. Then I picked the book up again and gazed at the inscription. I wondered who that spectral woman was, twenty years ago, the woman who had received this book with its loving inscription.

I tried to connect with Her (who is my younger self), to remember how she had responded to this gift at the time. I did not want to see her too clearly. But I did try to wave to her. I knew she would not want to see me (so there you are, nearly sixty and alone) and I did not want to see her either (so there you are, forty years old, hiding your talent, trying to keep your family together), but she and I haunted each other across time.

Hello. Hello. Hello.

My younger self (fierce, sad) knew that I did not judge her. We had both lost and gained various things in the twenty years that separated us from the moment of my receiving this gift with its loving inscription. Now and again I got flashbacks to the family house. It was haunted by my unhappiness, and though I tried to change the mood and find something good about it, the house would not oblige my wish to make a new memory of the mood. The crumbling apartment block on the hill was much more modest than that house, yet its mood was upbeat, serene, gentler, hopeful rather than hopeless.

I glanced at the inscription again.


To my Darling love for last Christmas of the Century



The odd thing was that the book itself (by a famous male author) was about a man who has left his family and sets about making a new life with various women. One of these young women adores him so much that she reaches over to take the snot out of his nostrils. She has made him her purpose in life and we are clueless about her own sense of purpose. They have lots of sex but we have no idea if she enjoys it as much as he does. If this author’s female character feels or thinks about anything at all, her feelings and thoughts are about him.

It was likely that I had requested this book at the time, so perhaps I had turned what is called a blind eye to all of this, or maybe there was something I wanted to find out. After all, I had brought it with me to the new shed. Yes, all these years later, there was something I still wanted to find out about writing character, in particular female character. After all, to think and feel and live and love more freely is the point of life, so it is an interesting project to construct a female character who has no life. The story in this book was about a woman who has gifted her life to a man. This is not something to be tried at home but it is usually where it happens.

How would a writer set about the massive task of giving a female character no consciousness, not even an unconscious life, as if it were the most normal thing in the world? Perhaps it was normal in his world. And yet it takes a lot of work to construct any sort of character in fiction. The writer and film director Céline Sciamma noted that when a female character is given subjectivity, she is given back her desires. It occurred to me that to create a female character with desires that were not just his own might have been something an author of his generation couldn’t even imagine. In a sense, the she in his story was a missing female character. Her own desires were what were missing. For this reason, the author’s book had been useful to me. Its lack of consciousness was a house I had attempted to dismantle in my own living and working life. Real estate is a tricky business. We rent and buy and sell and inherit it, but we also knock it down.

At this time, I found myself possessed by the ending in Elena Ferrante’s novel The Story of the Lost Child, in which Lila, now in her late sixties, has disappeared without trace. From childhood to womanhood the lives of Lila and Lenù have been braided together, yet finally they are separated by Lila’s disappearance. ‘I loved Lila,’ Lenù writes. ‘I wanted her to last. But I wanted it to be I who made her last.’ By the end of the book, Lila has become a missing female character.

As I sat in the chair by the window in my new writing shed, I asked myself why I was so interested in missing female characters? Perhaps I did not mean women who had literally gone missing (such as Lila) but who were missing their own desires.

And what about the women who had acted on their desires but then been cut down, their life rewritten, their existence retold to dilute their power and undermine their authority? Perhaps I was searching for a major goddess who, in the patriarchal rewrite of her existence, had become lost and gone missing?

I was thinking of Hecate at the crossroads with her burning torches and keys, Medusa with her snakes and fatal gaze, Artemis with her hunting dogs and deer, Aphrodite with her doves, Demeter with her mares, Athena with her owl. Whenever I saw eccentric and sometimes mentally fragile older women feeding pigeons on the pavement of every city in the world, I thought, Yes, there she is, she is one of those cut-down goddesses who has become demented by life.

Were the goddesses real estate owned by patriarchy?

Are women real estate owned by patriarchy?

And what about women who are rented for sex by men?

Who owns the deeds to the land in that transaction?

Most married, heterosexual male authors of my age were looked after by their wives at literary events. One of these men told me at a book festival that if he did not transgress too many boundaries in his marriage, there would always be a comforting pair of slippers warming for him by the fire. Thankfully, his wife managed to run away for a cigarette on the fire escape.

I regarded her invigorating conversation with me as much more interesting than any of the events I had attended at the festival. Many people in the audience would have enjoyed her thoughts on fragile tyrants, the ways in which love is altered by physical infidelity, and how she had dreamed her breasts were made from glass.

Would there ever be a comforting pair of slippers (pink, feathered) warming for me by the egg-shaped fireplace? Not unless I became a female character in a vintage Hollywood movie and paid a housekeeper to put them there. ‘Mx Klimowski,’ I would say, ‘I believe in the morning my arthritic elbows will need to be massaged with oil of arnica.’ Very well, madame. My housekeeper would be a character with many desires of their own because I was writing the script. I could see them leaning against the dusky-pink plaster walls of my real estate, wearing a brooch in the shape of a bee. Your soup is ready. I have fed your wolves and prepared the smoking pipe with your desired brand of tobacco. By the way, madame (my housekeeper’s lips were stained from the raspberries they had devoured for lunch), I note you are thinking about Real Estate. The word ‘Real’ derives from the Latin word ‘Rex’, meaning ‘royal’. ‘Real’ also means ‘king’ in Spanish, because kings used to own all the land in their kingdoms. For Lacan, the Real is everything that cannot be said. It has nothing to do with reality. Is there anything else you require before I run my bath and listen to Lana Del Rey?

‘Yes, Mx Klimowski,’ I would reply. ‘If you could kindly prepare my plate of Turkish Delight – the rose and mandarin flavours are very pleasing.’ We have run out of the Delights, madame. May I suggest if you want a sweetmeat you get it your fucking self.

They would retire to drink gin and have mystical visions and also pragmatic thoughts about how to make more money and buy a house of their own. Meanwhile, I would read the poetry of Sappho and Baudelaire by the egg-shaped fireplace while the phantom of love gently peeled an orange nearby.


If I were asked to name the chief benefit of the house, I should say: the house shelters daydreaming, the house protects the dreamer, the house allows one to dream in peace.

Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space (1964)



I began to wonder what I and all the women missing their own desires and all the rewritten women (such as the goddesses) would possess in their property portfolios at the end of our lives. Including my imagined housekeeper, who at this moment is running their bath (a splash of rose and geranium oil) while listening to Lana Del Rey. What do we value (though it might not be societally valued), what might we own, discard and bequeath? If, like the great struggling goddesses, we were too powerful for the fathers and brothers of patriarchy, how did our repressed power and potency make itself manifest on a Monday? And indeed, if I was writing the script from start to finish, what did I want my female characters to value, own, discard and bequeath? Perhaps I was channelling Jane Austen, except the prospect of marriage was not a solution.

It was not lost on me that quite a few middle-class people my age had paid off their mortgages and owned at least one house elsewhere. I’d go to dinner parties and someone would announce they were leaving the next day for their pile in France or Italy – or, and this was the one that hurt most, they were off to write in a magical modernist pavilion specially built for them in the English countryside. Meanwhile, I was returning to the grim Corridors of Love, which still had not been repaired. There were some small improvements. I now owned not one electric bicycle but a fleet of electric bicycles. In this sense, as far as I was concerned, I resembled a rock star I knew who owned a fleet of aeroplanes. Yes, I had one e-bike locked up under the tree and two more in the garage. Friends came to stay from all over the world and we cycled around London together. It was a gesture towards a life I wanted, that is to say, an extended family of friends and their children, an expanded family rather than a nuclear family, which in this phase of my life seemed a happier way to live. If I wanted a spare room for every friend, my flat could not support this idea. If I wanted a fireplace in every room, there were no fireplaces in my flat. So what was I going to do with all this wanting?

I stared out at the very large garden in which my new shed was situated. Instead of buying some real estate, which I could not afford to do, perhaps I could gift my shed landlord a swimming pool, to be built on his land. I would then be able to write and swim and my lifestyle would have been achieved. I would own none of it but I could use it for as long as our friendship lasted. My daughters would swim in all weathers. What a gesture from their mother. What a gift to the landlord from his writer friend.

We would frolic in the water amongst the dragonflies and I would plant wild mint on the banks of the pool. I googled how much it would cost and came upon a site for eco pools. An hour passed. Eco pools were expensive. I realized my landlord might not want me to dig up his garden. I would have to put my imaginary spade down for the moment and get on with some work.

The second book I had brought with me to the new writing shed was a series of essays by various psychoanalysts, scholars and artists about one of my favourite film directors, Pedro Almodóvar.

In one chapter, Almodóvar describes the meaning of the phrase in Spanish You are like a cow without a bell. He explains, ‘To be like a cow without a bell means being lost, without anyone taking any notice of you.’ I thought I was a bit like a cow without a bell, but I was not lost. Maybe cows prefer not to have bells because they need to wander away from the field and from the threat of slaughter. The holy wandering cows I had encountered while strolling the streets of Ahmadabad, India, were very appealing to me. I liked to pat their backs and see the dust rise from their hides.

In the Hindu tradition, cows are a sacred animal. The mother sustains life with her milk and for this she is honoured and garlanded.
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