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THE FOOL

I am one big nothing!!

I will exist in a room on a desk in the fingers in a field

in the mind of a woman in a house in a field and here I am

am I idiotic am I really or am I the world inside myself.

St Andrew Parish, Jamaica

1896

My mother wants to tell me a secret before she dies. She says it is a very big secret. I’m wondering what it’s going to be. How to be invisible, perhaps? How to read other people’s minds? Or how to live forever? I am in the house with her, in her bedroom. We are all here, in the house, at home in Jamaica, but Daddy is staying away from the bedroom.

The huge white pillow under Mama’s head is giving off a strange scent of nutmeg and limes, wafted by the fan that Neville – standing beside her – holds: a whirring sound as he pleats the air, keeping the insects away. Of course, we know she is dying. It has been a long sickness. Daddy knows too. The house is under a great veil of sadness, bigger than any mosquito net. The last few days, she has been like a little animal – a fox, perhaps – retreating to its den, pulling the white sheet up to her chin, refusing even her favourite dish of ackee and salt fish, only taking sips of her drink; her voice weaker and weaker.

So she beckons me, ‘Come close, Pamela’, and begins to whisper the secret in her croaky, soon-to-be-dying voice. She’s awful quiet – and though I’m close I don’t properly hear. It’s just a mumble. I don’t understand!

‘Ma, Ma, what did you say?’ I whisper, and she tries again. I put my face as close to hers as I can. I smell her lime-scented breath on my cheek. I feel her breath touch me as I lean in, and it’s startling, like an unknown hand brushing me.

I step back to fix her a sip of water, but she doesn’t respond to the offer. What, what is the secret? I know it is Important because she told me it was a ‘big secret’, and ‘long overdue’. It is so hard for a person to talk clearly when she is lying on her back, the words directed at the ceiling and fanned quickly away. I glance at Neville, wishing him to leave.

There is a pause, where she is expecting my reaction.

Do I dare to say, again, ‘Mama, I didn’t hear you properly. Please – please can you repeat it?’

The effort has exhausted her. It was so awful mumbly. I look to Neville again, but he really is leaving us alone, going out of the room. A tactful thing, I’m sure, but it means I have no one else to ask. What did she say? What was the Big Secret?

I bow my head, tears gathering like a storm. And to my surprise she adds, in a much clearer voice, one that seems unrelated: ‘Oh! Charles left me alone . . . for too long. I was old. A couple should not be separated for long, Pamela.’

I stand in mute misery. I am a clumsy girl, small and squawking and foolish, and I never say the right thing. Yes, couples should not be separated for too long. What has this to do with anything? Mama’s last breath is not the moment to be angry with her, or to run to find Daddy or Neville or Nurse Delphine, or anyone else for that matter. I reach for Mama’s dry, pale hand and I’m frightened that it feels so cold, in this heat. My own is clammy. I sink heavily onto the cane stool beside the bed, trying to draw some coolness to my face using the silk fan Neville abandoned on her bedside table.

I lean in again and whisper, finally: ‘What? Mama, sorry, I didn’t hear properly . . .’

But she is stubborn. She does not wish to repeat it. Instead, she says – and the words come from her with a great effort – ‘He loved me . . . so well. Your father . . . and he loves . . . you. We both did.’

Something more is here in the room with us. It steps on light toes. The smell of coconut oil and lamp oil and nutmeg, the sweet and sharp, the limes from Mama’s water beside the bed . . . The smells are dizzying me, I’m almost nauseous with the extreme sensations, feelings, in this room. Perhaps it’s the secret tiptoeing in, come to speak itself? The sun is at its height and a lazy heat oozing. I close my eyes to steady myself and the colours behind my lids flood green and gold and purple.

Yesterday, when she was stronger, Mama said: ‘I dreamed that I saw my mother. Your namesake. Pamela. She was wearing your coat. You know, that handsome orange one that you have, with the tassels. And she was beckoning, and the Moon Angel was standing behind her, and I asked her, your grandmother Pamelia – oh, her name was slightly different, we dropped the I with you – I asked her, how is it then, in Heaven? And she said it was great fun. Great fun. That’s nice, isn’t it? She said, have you told Pamela – the Secret? She’s old enough. She’s eighteen. She said to tell you. She said you have such an awful great adventure ahead of you, honey, and not to be afraid. And one day millions of people will know your gifts and what you offer them.’

Now I close my eyes to see if my tears might drum down, but – no. There is only a feeling I have no name for. I hear a lullaby that was once sung to me. Some little hopping steps come closer, almost beside me, almost here. What do I feel right now? I remember Mama’s smooth hand combing my awful tough hair. This is the person who made me. This is the life – the star, the spark, the love – that nurtured my tiny heart and helped its beat to begin. ‘Mama!’ I want to cry in a child’s voice.

I put a hand to my breast in my dark-green cotton dress: but my sturdy heart is still ticking away as normal. So infuriating, this calm of mine! This time, green, gold and silver swirl behind my lids as I press them with my palms.

Hop, hop, a little flutter – something leaps beside us. When I open my eyes, Mama has gone. Flown away with the hopping bird.

In her place on the pillow is the oddest-looking face. The sheet is pulled up to her throat. In death she is just a strange mask with a speckled look, like a waxy egg. Her mouth is a round open O shape. Her eyes are also open and staring. It is nothing like her. Nothing of the woman I’ve known for eighteen years. I have never seen a dead face or body before. Perhaps now I should run for Daddy or for Nurse Delphine but I am stuck, staring too, for a moment longer. Neville appears in the doorway, says, ‘Oh! Mistress!’ and turns on his heel to fetch Daddy.

I do not want to look away. Perhaps this chance to look will never come again. To be brave – as Mama would have wanted – perhaps this is all that’s needed to know the secret? To know, to dare, to will, to keep silent. (Was it my grandmother back in America who once chanted those words to me?) To understand our existence here on this earth. That it is short. That it will always feel short, no matter how long it might be. A gift for any artist! To study assiduously the face of death.

I lean closer. ‘Oh, goodbye, dear Mama, and thank you!’ I mutter a short prayer and a sweet goodbye, trying my best to imagine the journey she is now embarking on. I screw up my eyes and try again. The moon path, lit with silver. A journey all must go on one day: Mama, what can you show me and teach me? But. One big fat Nothing.

I hear a loud metallic ting: a bird at the open window. It flits outside, flashing its dazzling green wing and fluttering the long black streamers of its tail as if it were a scarf in the wind. Whirring. A doctor bird – a red-billed streamertail. It disappears in a breath of emerald. The Moon Angel of Mama’s story.

Then it comes: the familiar feeling, the one I sometimes have, that I am shrinking. Tiny, my arms and legs, my little feet: the size of a bird and then smaller still, as small as a thumb, as small as one of my miniature drawings, and about to be blown away by a breeze. Today it passes quickly, though, and soon I am solid and my own size again, and back in the room.

I thanked Mama in my prayer, for the secret she told me, though I wish I had heard or understood it, or knew what to do with it. Perhaps I might talk to my cousin Mary in Brooklyn. She has been raised in the Swedenborg Church too; I sent her a copy of The Garden Behind the Moon. She knows we can see ‘through and beyond’ the literal understanding of the Bible. And she would be interested in what Mama revealed to me so late in the day – and perhaps help me fathom what on earth it was!

Daddy arrives then, and there is noise and commotion and weeping, and I do not care to tell the rest.

***

Later, I am ready for bed in my nightcap (I like to think of it being made of soft green leaves, with a jaunty red feather, but Nurse Delphine has washed it and the feather has wilted and gone droopy) and feeling not really shocked, not really sad, just – as ever – bitterly foolish. Why did I not ask again and admit I hadn’t heard? Why at such important moments am I always such a prize fool?

Wondering if I dare ask Daddy if he knows the secret. I’m scared to ask him – he will surely say that I’m a young lady now, I should not act the goat. I’m afraid of so many things but I guess it’s mostly people. Groups of people. Needing to go and lie down alone in a darkened room to hide the fact that I don’t know what to say, how to stand there and act like I have a sensible thought when my head is full of little white dogs and clouds and golden coins and magic lanterns. Then everyone staring at me, marvelling at how strange I am, how fat, my stiff hair, how silly, the silly things I say, the silly thoughts I have . . .

Now I will never be able to ask Mama what she meant. Such a gigantic, godawful, gone-forever moment.

Is everyone else such an idiot over simple matters? How to say the right thing, even hello to people who are your friends? How to do what other people do so easily: find their way around, get themselves to places, go to a certain building and not get lost. Open their mouths and not have bats fly out. Not lie in a room with coats at a party. Put a knife in the right place, set a table for folk, cook food. Say ‘Can I help you?’ and then do it, once told. How not to hover, waiting outside a room like a ghost, the ground crumbling away, crazy bongo drums going inside your ribcage, wishing to be invisible . . . And then, sometimes, dreading and fearing that you are.

I drape myself in Mama’s favourite gown, the green one, breathing in the smell. The oriental silk is lavishly patterned with gold circles, but now that I look closely I think they’re sand dollars. It’s nice to be dressed like this, the sleeves of my white nightdress poking out underneath, a dog barking yap-yappily somewhere, up on its hind legs, dancing. Trying and trying not to think: why am I such a great big fool?

That night I write my cousin naught but a short note:

July 25th 1896

Dear Mary,

I hoped you would write first. I was going to write some time ago. The Moon Angel visited here – I have not had time. I have not very much to say.

Your loving cousin in Jamaica

Pamela

(Later, I worry that I should have closed Mama’s eyes or mouth before Daddy flew in and saw her; she looked so much like one of those gargoyles on those medieval church buildings back in England, but I found I was a little angry with her, after all, and did not care to touch her face.)

***

There is a fuss about a cup. A blue-and-white cup. It is a very pretty cup – fine china – and with two blue chim-chim birds on it. Daddy is pounding from one room to another, sweating dark patches on his white shirt, flinging open cupboards, peering at shelves, shoving his head deeply into cabinets, saying: ‘Where is it?’

Nurse Delphine runs from room to room, following him, then throwing her apron over her face and wailing, as if he were accusing her.

It was Mama’s favourite cup. It had a fine matching saucer, also with blue chim-chim birds. I remember it, but I can’t remember the last time I saw it. I take my mind there: I close my eyes, I try to picture Mama drinking ice-cold tea – American tea – in it. I can see that, and her soft white hands pinching the fine handle in that rather delicate way. Did it get broken, perhaps?

I try to calm Daddy. He smokes his clay pipe and twirls in the drawing room. He is as tall as a crane, bent and thin, running a hand through his hair, scratching his head in a vulgar way, the way a dog scratches itself.

‘We are returning to New York, after the funeral,’ he announces, out of nowhere, to me and Nurse Delphine. ‘Jamaica is no place for us. You will return to your studies now, to Pratt. Corinne would have wanted it. We have to get away – someone, something . . . wishes us ill. Start packing, Miss Smith.’

Daddy calling me Miss Smith just then, his queer pet name for me, startles me.

‘Daddy! Such silliness! Mama’s blue cup must have been broken. It was pretty, yes, but why would anyone but us want it? I am sure there’s no sinister reason. Perhaps it disappeared long ago . . .’

I have no need of the cup myself. Daddy told me to go through her things and gave me her wedding ring (wrenched from her finger by the doctor and dumped unceremoniously into Daddy’s hand). I put it on my finger, my right hand, and to my surprise it fit perfectly. I would have thought my fingers fatter than her fine ones. It soon felt warm, as if her loving fingers now blended with mine. I looked through her jewellery box – full of long pearl necklaces, brooches, a faded flower garland and carnival-style mask, colourful costume jewellery from her acting days in the drawing rooms of Brooklyn Heights – and helped myself to all of those. I will offer Cousin Mary the long string of violet-grey Tahitian pearls she has always admired. I have not cried since Mama’s death, but then I am not the crying sort. But Daddy’s countenance makes me wonder. What does the cup mean to him? Why is he so agitated?

Nurse Delphine has ceased her crying and now watches us warily. We’re returning to New York. We interrupted my glorious studies at Pratt to come here to Jamaica, and now we are going back. Mistress is dead and we will leave the house and leave Jamaica on a ship and probably never return. She rushes to embrace me, nearly knocking me off my feet.

‘Oh no, don’t take my baby – my Pamela, my Pamela!’

The reassuring scent of her, the flowers and the baking and the sweat: the smell of these last three years. The plays, the stories, the sweet-bite air, the cry of the owl, the huge moon shining so bright through the blue mahoe trees, rises up.

Hers is such a firm, strong embrace, and it’s so long since anyone touched me at all that I feel like a big duckunoo being squeezed.

At last – such a relief – she squashes the tears out from me, and they spill over, flowing freely.

***

For the funeral I’m mostly dry-eyed, bewildered. We stand under the Jamaican dogwood trees with Mama lying in that box in the fresh earth and Daddy craning over her grave like a heron searching for a fish.

‘God is love, God is love!’ wails the vicar in his white dress, flinging his arms dramatically. He then glances at the Bible as if remembering himself, adding in more measured tones: ‘John, chapter thirteen: “Love ye one another, as I have loved you.”’

These are words we have heard so many times in church. But Daddy appears unmoved. The hem of the vicar’s white dress trails crumbs of mud, as angels toot their horns and Mama rises from her box to begin her journey along the silver path to the moon. Spots of blue dazzle my eyes, between the sharp green leaves, as I try to catch a glimpse of her. Anger flickers in me, watching Daddy and wishing he would do the same. I touch his arm. All those years in the Swedenborg Church, listening to readings from his Divine Love and Wisdom and so much detail about this – the afterlife and what it is like – and yet here is Daddy (I want to stamp my feet!) morose and sealed up; staring at the trees. He has not one word of God’s comfort for me.

Nurse Delphine is here, and it is she who puts her arms around me, dragging my face to her chest. She does not like the smell of these trees, she says when I lift my head. ‘Fish fuddle, fish poison,’ she says. ‘Come away, little Pamela.’

I did not catch one glimpse of Mama soaring with the Moon Angel. And as we leave, Daddy is still there, earthly as a stake of wood in the ground.

***

I have been on so many long voyages. More than twenty already (I have counted!), back and forth, England, America, Jamaica, over the eighteen years I’ve been alive. And most people I talk to have not taken any – such a rum thing! I have not approached this voyage with joy. My sadness about Mama has nestled into a little part of me and I am constantly aware of it. It comes to me like this: Oh, I feel so worried and anxious and full of dread: what can it be? And then I say to myself, Oh, that is not it at all, it has already happened. And other times a voice comes to me in my head, just like my speaking one, and says: It’s you one day. You will die too – isn’t that the secret that no one believes, nobody wants to know?

We embark at 6 p.m. Nurse Delphine and many of the staff from the West India Improvement Company (Daddy’s colleagues and friends, formally attired) are assembled to wave us off. Although it’s hard to know if it is friendly or not, I feel as if some of them are waving rather frantically and perhaps running and shouting to catch Daddy’s attention, which is a strange thought. He does not pause nor wave back, turning and hurrying to the first-floor deck, and so I do the same. I’ve already endured from Nurse Delphine another blustery hug, with her weeping into my new lace collar, and I do not wish to prolong the feeling. I know that once I am able to stand on the deck and gaze out at the sea, I’ll feel better: calmed.

But as we sail out, it’s a grey sea, drenched in moonlight, almost silver. It is not as calm as one might hope: there’s a swelling wave. The more I stare at it, the more it feels as if an animal – the giant heaving form of a humpback whale – is about to rise from beneath it. I gaze for a long time, my hands wet and pink as they hold the rail; twice, some kindly young crew member passes me and enquires if the mistress is all right, does she need anything? They are right to be worried: I am thinking of what it might feel like to slip into the water beside a humpback whale, like an insect on the flank of a cow, watching its great wide eye slide past me, wrinkled and wise like the eye of God himself.

‘Oh, I’m fine!’ I reply merrily. And, once said, it is closer to being true.

After these thoughts of whales and oceans have grown and grown, they are so big that they push out or pound down all the other drearier ones, and I retire to my cabin at once to draw. (I have recommended many times to my cousin Mary this technique for reducing fears and consoling oneself in times of dire distress.) I have only a poor-quality sketchbook to hand but I manage – in pencil – a whale with a pleasing flow of line, and a woman who looks like she might be mermaid or serpent, with great foamy waves behind her. On a fresh page I draw the face of Mama as herself, Corinne, young and beautiful, ‘a great drawing-room actress’ as she was when the Brooklyn newspapers described her – and beside her another woman, a dark sister, lying in the sea, sleeping atop the waves.

Daddy is still dining with the captain, so I am deliciously alone.

I shall do such things, what they are yet I know not . . .

And one day millions of people will know your gifts and what you have to offer them.

I doodle my signature. I have a new pot of deep-green ink, like sea blood. I am perfecting it: the three initials of my name: P, C and S, but hidden.

***

Brooklyn, New York

1897

The first thing I want to do in New York is visit the Green-Wood Cemetery. Mama’s parents are there and if we had not ended up in Jamaica it would have been her home too. It feels the right thing to do, to visit the relatives and mark the significance of Mama’s leaving us (and we are abandoning her, in Jamaica), but Daddy says I’m being ghoulish or, worse (in his view), sentimental. ‘Corinne is not there,’ he says, and wandering around graves and carved angels or other ‘monstrosities’ will not bring comfort, nor any other redeeming virtues. It will only contribute to bad taste.

Since the funeral I have felt a painful doubt about Daddy’s real beliefs, the ones they both instilled in me about Heaven and the New Church. I am sure he loved Mama very much but he speaks nothing of his grief. There is nought that he is willing to share with his only daughter.

I go to the cemetery anyway. I persuade Mary to accompany me. It is so good to see Mary again. She is as kind and true as ever, with her large beaming face, her vivid yellow scarf a pretty contrast to her dark curls. Her arched eyebrows in their puzzled expression please me as they always did. And as we greet one another I breathe in her familiar scent, taking me at once to the old art room at Pratt, three years ago. Us in rows together, leaning against our easels in that building with its pumpkin-pie colours. Outside, steam rising from the giant incinerator that gave the Pratt campus such a curious, misty air. The smell of inks and warm paper, of rosewood desks in summer, dust motes floating. Oh, I cannot wait, I cannot wait to be back there, bent over my easel with Professor Dow, arms behind his back, sniffing and smiling and walking among us, as I dab that first fresh note to the page, that says: ‘I’m back! Your youngest-ever student – the one and only – I’m back!’

Mary has grown a little stout since I saw her last, less girlish, broader in the beam, as if gravity now tugs her closer to the earth and she does not float above it untethered as she used to. It suits her.

We wander, holding hands, in our fur-lined boots. Picking our way between graves and grass and tumbling pots of flowers. It is spring now, and delicate pink primroses are popping up among the weeds. A robin pipes out a merry, relentless tune. Mary, I know, is rather startled by my chatter. She imagined me crushed. We can hear a gardener with his snip-snip-snipping clippers and the crickets nearby chirruping. All noisy and alive in this dead place. We trip along among the graves, our toes nudging the nodding heads of snowdrops. Every way we look, marble angels are outdoing one another in scale and showiness.

‘Did you ask your father . . . about the secret your mother began to tell you?’ Mary ventures when she can get a word in. Curiously we are passing at that moment a gravestone covered in lichen with a monkey carved on it. A monkey! And now that we have stopped, I see that one of the angels to my left, sitting atop another crumbling stone, looks rather saucy, scantily clad as she is. The soft sunlight falls across her breast like a hand and gives her face a seductive look. I reach for my sketchbook and pencil, to try to capture her. Then I realise Mary, dark puzzled eyes wide, is waiting for my answer.

‘Oh, I think now is not the time. I will ask him, but . . . you know how buttoned-up he is. I called him by his old nickname the other day and he looked as if he had no idea who he was.’

‘It is very soon,’ Mary says. And then, delicately: ‘Does it feel peculiar – is that why you wanted to come? Your dear mother not being here, with her family?’

‘I don’t know. I thought so until just a moment ago. But Mama loved Jamaica. Maybe it is right that she’s there.’

Mary gives me a knowing look and a little Aha. She puts her hand on mine and I have a powerful desire to shake it off. I cannot stand being babied!

To change the subject, I ask her: ‘Did you read the book by Howard Pyle – The Garden Behind the Moon?’

‘Oh, it was a lovely fairy story. For children. Didn’t he write it because his own son died and he wanted to imagine him still alive, in the Moon Garden . . .’

‘What a rompy spook thing to say! No one ever appreciates Pyle, do they? I hope to meet him again when we return to Pratt this year . . . It’s not at all intended for children. It is an interesting truth about the world that only a few can possibly know. Ah! Here it is!’

At that moment we reach the top of a modest hill. The cemetery is so vast that I take a moment to stare out across the green and the trees, all the way in the distance to the horizon and the tiny statue with her crown, on the grey strip of river, holding aloft her torch. I have been looking for something, without quite knowing that I was. It is a headstone I remember drawing once, sitting here with Mary, when we first started our studies at Pratt.

The robin ceases and relief makes the air sharp, clear.

To live in hearts we leave behind is not to die. A headstone for a dead person called Mary Clasing. Yes. That is more like it.

‘Were you awful lonely in Jamaica after all our excitements at Pratt?’ Mary asks.

‘No, of course not! I – I had a hundred little pirates and dragonflies and Henry Morgan the governor of Jamaica himself to keep me company – well, a floppy paper version with wooden supports, of course.’

Mary laughs. I wonder if she is remembering the performance of Henry Morgan I gave in Brooklyn for the Christmas social, and how for weeks afterwards people came up to me to comment on its tremendous success. How charming my little figures were! The sets! The painted scenery! The way the figures moved with their little strings and grooves, so exquisite!

I suddenly remember that Mama was always telling me that ‘boasting’ is wrong, especially in a girl, so I must stop these thrilling thoughts.

‘It is very strange to lose a mother at eighteen,’ I say, attempting to change the mood with a grave expression. Mary nods. ‘Just when I’m becoming a – woman,’ I add.

‘Why, you look about eight. No one would ever mistake you for a woman!’

This makes us laugh again. We start running. We run past all the bully things: the saucy wench and the monkey and the fierce watching angels, the primroses and the disapproving gardener and the heads-bowed sad mourners, and spring juice flows in my veins and we are soon whooping and leaping and holding one another, shrieking like banshees.

***

Later, Daddy and I eat dinner in a private room at Delmonico’s on Beaver Street with Mary. Daddy’s older brother Theodore – Uncle Teddy – joins us. Mary being a cousin on my mother’s side (I’ve forgotten how long ago her parents died, or what of, we were so young), she doesn’t know Daddy’s side of the family well. She is perhaps a little afraid of Uncle Teddy: he is so big and so loud. All talk is about the feature written about me in the Pratt Institute Monthly, which Daddy conveniently has in his leather bag, producing it with a flourish so that it knocks his pipe from the table. The waiter appears instantly to retrieve it.

‘My daughter is a prodigy!’ Daddy shouts, and I rush to silence him. He continues to read out from the article: ‘Such wonderful elements of difference . . . harmonised with elements of unity . . . the comprehension of form in line and design . . .’ Daddy lifts his eyes from the page to beam at us, pointing to my ‘School-girl Song of Spring’, with all the little girls in their white dresses singing and carrying lilies, walking two by two. Mary takes the magazine from Daddy to study it. If she is envious – no other student has already received a commission for ten dollars! Nor had the honour of being featured at such length in the college magazine – she is much too sweet to show it.

‘I love their different shades of skin colour! The super tall one at the back, with the dark curly hair, who is not singing at all but making sure the little one beside her is keeping up . . .’

‘“The super tall one”! That’s you, dear cousin,’ I say, beaming. (I am sure she knew that. Her modesty prevents her from assuming.)

Uncle Teddy – a merchant who Daddy says knows nothing about art – puffs out his big chest. ‘What clever girls you both are,’ he claims, and that’s an end to it; that’s as far as his interest in us as artists or students goes.

I see Daddy making that gesture he has these days, scratching vigorously, pushing his glasses onto his nose. He clearly feels he wants to say something more, some kindness in support of me, for which I’m intensely grateful. I put a hand on his sleeve to show him that I know and that there is no need.

A waiter arrives with our steaks, and a lobster Newburg for Uncle Teddy. His eyes gleam. ‘Best rib-eye in town, Charles – no fussy sauces here! Just an honest steak and a glaze to make your mouth water . . .’

‘Why did you choose lobster if you love it so much, Uncle Teddy?’ I pipe up. Mary digs me in the ribs, giggling.

‘Well, you know, my dear, I have to watch my waistline . . . Lobster is a slimming food . . .’

The enormous creature fills up the whole of Uncle Teddy’s plate, claws springing out like one big explosion. But Uncle Teddy has always had a devotion to slimming, and rather mistaken beliefs in what will help him achieve the fabled waistline. So unfair that Teddy, who loves food, has to restrict it so much, while his brother, who pushes it around his plate, is naturally wiry and could probably gain a few pounds without any ill effect.

Now I’m studying him, Daddy does look dangerously thin and pale. Everything is buried with Daddy but not his pride in me, which he wears like a shining badge. He had his own dreams of being an artist, Mama told me that, but I did not learn it from him.

‘A shame. Pamela is such an original talent. A shame she won’t be resuming her studies at Pratt after all,’ Uncle Teddy remarks.

I am about to open my mouth to a huge piece of steak. I put my fork down. ‘What?’

‘I’m so sorry, Charles! You mentioned it in a letter . . . What a blundering idiot I am.’

My face must be as red as a beetroot. I open my mouth to say something – ‘What? Not going to Pratt? Then why did we come back to New York?’ – but all I can feel is my heart clanging against my ribs while rage pours upwards from my belly. The fork I just laid down bounces from the table to the floor, landing with a huge clang. The other diners turn towards us, and a waiter quickly provides a clean one.

Mary is staring at me.

Teddy’s eyes flit from me to Daddy, a flush rising over my uncle’s cheeks. ‘In all the rush of moving back to Brooklyn Heights, I’m sure . . . your father meant to tell you, and has been waiting for the opportunity.’

I turn towards Daddy, fastening a deadly snake’s gaze on him.

Daddy lowers his eyes and sips his wine. He does the mad scratching thing again and then swallows and mutters: ‘Yes, I’m so sorry . . .’

He does not dare to raise his eyes to me. Coward, coward! ‘Why could you not have told me, or discussed it with me?’ I want to say. The restaurant resumes its chatter and noise. The world of fine dining is unmoved. Daddy was ever – compared to Mama – weak. I always knew he did not have her strength.

I can imagine Mama saying, ‘But, darling, his pride in you is such a touching thing, and so unusual for a daughter to find in a father . . .’

It is for Mama, then, and for Mary and for propriety that I manage at last to bring myself under control. It must have been some financial consideration. Everything always seems to boil down to that. Nothing that we can discuss in front of cousins and uncles.

I take a few breaths. The turmoil in my stomach seems to quell and my heartbeat settles. I force myself to smile. ‘Maybe the principal felt that when I left Pratt for Jamaica my artistic education was complete.’

Mary’s eyes are still fixed on me. She no doubt feels Uncle Teddy has been a perfect booby. ‘Oh, but that means you won’t – graduate. That can’t be right?’

Daddy at last gathers himself, coughs and addresses me firmly: ‘We will discuss this at home, Pamela. My sincerest apologies. It does not reflect . . . It goes without saying . . .’

His distress is painful to observe. I force myself to put my hand on his trembling one. ‘Daddy – Mr Smith. Piggie-wig! All is well, you shall see.’

I added in the little nickname to make him smile, and it works. It lightens the mood at the table. Soon the waiter is back, bringing brimming glasses from the cellar. Uncle Teddy resumes eating, and Mary, after a moment, removes her worried gaze from me. We pick up forks and glasses and eat and drink merrily as if nothing at all has happened. My life has just taken a new and perfectly horrible direction. No more Pratt! No resumed studies! No graduation! Why did we come back to New York so quickly, if not for that? No doubt some selfish whim of Daddy’s that he did not trouble to share with me. I could scream. Mama gone and everything untethered. I am like a tiny being, sitting on a leaf as it twirls down a stream: here snatched up in an eddy, here picked out by a nincompoop of a heron with its damn stupid beak.

It takes me five deep breaths to get a hold of my temper, the way Nurse Delphine showed me. After a good long time I achieve it, as she promised I would.

***

In the carriage on the way home, after waving goodbye to Mary and Uncle Teddy, Daddy tries to explain or to apologise. At least, I think that is his intention. He makes several false starts, coughs, scratches, crosses his legs. ‘The principal at Pratt . . .’ he begins.

I tire of his weakness and turn to him angrily. ‘Pooh! Who cares about Pratt? I shall write a book. I’ve been thinking of it. Jamaican stories. Folklore. Illustrate it myself. Do we still have money for . . . inks and suchlike?’

‘Yes, yes, of course,’ Daddy says, his eyes brightening and everything else too; he is sitting up taller. We jog along. It is a bumpy route, or else the horse is a jumpy one.

‘I’ll start tomorrow. I want to capture the voice in my head – the voice I hear of the northern part of the island and of Nurse Delphine and Neville – before it’s too late.’

Daddy nods. He is examining me, rather too close for comfort. It is a little dark in the carriage and smells of hay and cigar smoke and faded velvet cushions. He puts a hand out and strokes my arm. ‘You know, my dear little Miss Smith – the nickname is a warning, he’s going to say something sentimental – ‘you know, it’s perfectly all right to grieve. To show your feelings. To cry, once in a while.’

I stare at him. A fine one to talk!

‘It will be a book about Annancy. The trickster. And chim-chim birds. I’ll start with my favourite: Annancy and how he fools death. I can see him now, big ears, half spider, half— And I will show it to . . .’

Daddy sighs, and then his sigh turns into a deep cough, and eventually a sort of laugh.

‘. . . What is the name of that friend of yours?’ I continue determinedly. ‘Mr Russell? Fairy stories, folklore. I’m perfecting my signature. I’ll show you! Annancy Stories. Isn’t it the sort of thing Mr Russell publishes?’ Then: ‘Daddy, why are you laughing?’

He pats my hand and the bumpy, strange journey – the night I discover Pratt no longer wants me and that the life I pictured will not be my future – jogs on.

I belt upstairs and set to work on my book the moment we arrive home, flinging my hat on the chair and then forgetting and sitting on it. It will be hard to remember the voice if I don’t capture it.

In a long before time dere was a Queen who was bery wicked; an’ she was an Obeah woman, an her name was Five . . .

Once, in bery hungry times, Annancy him go out walkin’ in de bush, fe fine tings fe eat.

At midnight I hear the grandfather clock chiming outside Daddy’s study and finally rescue the squashed hat from under my bottom and push the sheets of drawings and scribblings under a book to keep them nice. Drawing Annancy is harder than I thought. In my mind he is a spider, but he keeps developing ears and a devilish, skinny-goblin kind of look. His personality keeps changing too. Of course, I’m mostly remembering stories Nurse Delphine told me. But the details have already shifted and got muddled with other things I’ve heard and read: Aesop’s Fables. Brer Rabbit. My eyes are sore, my hand cramped, and my head spinning with the little fellow grinning and running about in there.

I get myself undressed and under the sheets to sip at the tea that the housekeeper Elsie has left me, which of course is now tepid and rotten-tasting. In New York no one ever leaves out cakes or sweet things to eat and drink.

Daddy is wrong, I think. Silly man! With his white hair and his blue eyes and his worried mouth and his dog-scratching ways! My heart twists picturing him, how tender he is, how kind – and how guilty, I know, about his various financial shenanigans. Of course I know about them. What kind of fool does he take me for?

But he is wrong. Weak people are always wrong about strong ones. I am grieving, but in my own way. I have that courage that Mama spoke of, the courage to look at bad things. I spend a great deal of time alone, after all, peering into places where Daddy and Mary and others I know would not care to go. My grief comes like damp splotches of rain on a dry pavement. In these moments I know not just that Mama has gone but also that I will go too one day, and like her be reduced to a few letters, some Tahitian pearls and a blue chim-chim cup. And perhaps some books, and some drawings. That is all. Some means of speaking to the world, after I have left it.

When my eyes close, I know Mama will come to me in a dream. Last night we were dancing together in a way that we never did in real life, our arms raised and swaying, she little and sweet, young, I much bigger, older, more grown-up. The night before, I was cutting flowers with her in the garden, English flowers, not island ones. Lavender and hyacinths – lilac and purple and sweetly scented – and choosing a vase (I think we were in Manchester, then, at the wool factory, one of Daddy’s other ventures), and I woke thinking, I must remember to take that favourite vase from her windowsill, and then remembering, Oh, we are here, in Brooklyn Heights, and Jamaica – Jamaica is now just a story to me. ‘Annancy, is you comin’ down?’ Creatures and characters filling my head – I must try to write them down exactly as I heard them from Nurse and from many different people in different parts of the island . . .

The saddest of things in this world is how every single experience, good and bad, comes to an end, never to repeat itself.

Mama is gone. I received a letter from a woman whom I’d never met but oftentimes heard about, her childhood friend.

Thank you, Pamela, for your kind note telling me about the funeral service in Jamaica. Such sorrow for me that I was not able to be there. I’ve read your letter many times, read of the hymns, prayers and the order of service. My life with Corinne was all before me – playing in the streets with her when we were young, the pear trees in blossom. I remember the steps to the houses with their newspapers flung there by the paper boy and how we dared one another to steal one! We were always in trouble, the two of us, most times for talking too much . . . marriages, bridesmaids, parents, the Swedenborg Church . . . a lifetime of happy memories together . . .

The woman’s name is Miriam. She is a friend from Grace Street in Brooklyn Heights. It seems she knows plenty about Mama. It strikes me that the friendship between women is much the closest and most honest of relationships, quite unlike any other. It gives me pause to reread the letter and to think this Miriam knows my mother in ways that I never did (and never will). She knew her before my father did. She knew her before she became a mother. How different this letter is to any other condolences I have received: it is almost alive in my hand, like a bird.

Then I wonder: should I let Daddy know Mama tried to tell me some important secret before she died? A rum thought floats up: Let us go on as normal. See how long it might take Daddy to ask me or mention it, if ever he does. His little punishment for not having told me things is that I know something he does not know I know.

My lovely Mama is gone. That part of my life is gone. Now Pratt too and a glorious graduation and the life of an art student that I pictured for myself. And I am certain sure that I will never, in this lifetime, go back to Jamaica again.

My little self on my little green boat just tumbled right over a waterfall into the foamy mysteries below.
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THE MAGICIAN

And so I begin, raising my nib above a chalice of flames.

A white tunic, a red cloak, red berries and fruit bushes overhead.

I do have everything I need: fire, earth, air and water. (Where is the water? I have forgotten the water!) My plain face is small but determined: made of dashes and dots like a code.

Thoughts sprout from my head, longer, richer, darker. Thoughts become things. The me who manifests things.

At my feet a sea of flowers and berries to walk on: I can do anything, I am magnificent!

Daddy does not look well. He says that I am fussing. We go round in circles. His habit of scratching compulsively is producing red spots in his white hair and on his bald patch; he is giving himself a kind of nervous scurvy. He tells me not to mind, what can he do, he finds scratching satisfying.

He is full of contrition about Pratt and says he will introduce me to a friend with a gallery. An excruciating occasion ensues where he and the gallery owner discuss me as if I weren’t present: ‘Yes, Pamela was the only student to have work in the Pratt Institute Monthly . . . Matter of fact, I’ll show you’ – and surprise! Daddy produces a giant portfolio and the two of them stride towards an office, forgetting about me entirely. A door finally creaks open and the smoke of a thousand pipes and a thousand male minds billows out from it.

The outcome is this: here we are in Mr William Macbeth’s gallery on Fifth Avenue one evening several months later, at a private-view event, and four of my watercolours are on display. Four! My work, the gallery owner commented, might be suitable for ‘connoisseurs who have fine private collections’. They are not my favourite four watercolours, but my joy at Mr Macbeth choosing them is undimmed.

I would like to sing and dance and jump – and most of all I would like to tell Mama and hear her say, in her croaky American drawl, ‘Honey, you’re on your way!’ To make her proud of me, to let her know how my life is taking all the shapes she wanted for me – that is what I long for, and it cuts like a knife to the heart.

The gallery is jam-packed with rummy creatures, sipping wine and talking in solemn tones. A winter night in New York; their coats and hats snow-spattered and damp. Uncle Teddy is not here – thankfully, as he would embarrass me – and though Cousin Mary is here she is awed, silent indeed. I do not know if that is because of the fine ladies in their silk dresses once their coats have been discarded to the hat-check girl, or else a discomfort of some other sort. Mary did not return to her studies at Pratt either, resuming her life as a dutiful daughter, but unlike me she seems not in the least to mind.

‘Have you noticed how much Daddy scratches?’ I whisper to her. ‘His skin looks like a tortoise’s. Could it be worry – money, perhaps – would worry make someone fade like that?’

Mary knits her brow, considering, but is interrupted then by the sight of someone staring at one of my paintings: a Jamaican scene. She loses all decorum and nudges me fiercely in the ribs. ‘They’re buying it, look!’ she squeaks. ‘They’re buying The Wind! A red dot!’

My painting of Nurse Delphine hanging out washing on a windy day in Jamaica, her long spotted skirt, the chicken at her feet.

‘Oh my! Twenty-five dollars!’ I feel like my face is on fire. ‘What luck. Shall I go and say hello? Explain that I’m Miss Colman Smith?’

But before I can decide, Daddy is somehow there, talking to the gentleman and Mr Macbeth, who has his back to me, partially blocking me from their view. Some words drift over about the subject, the realism, the character in the coloured woman’s face. A strong feeling descends on me. Shyness. Even shame. The shame of being singled out, of being pleased, or the shame of money. I don’t know which it is, but it’s very powerful.

And as if that weren’t bad enough, I suddenly hear a tall woman who looks like a long grey worm saying: ‘She’s just so charming . . . Is she Japanese?’ At first I think she is – stupidly – commenting on the painting, and then I realise: she means me. I immediately picture myself exactly thus: in a kimono, legs folded, strange sandals. I’d understand it if they were looking at my woodcuts, at my Japanese-style ukiyo-e work, but these are watercolours, all showing Jamaican scenes. Still, the Worm Lady’s companion soon puts her right: ‘More Negro than Japanese, I’d say . . . What an odd-looking creature!’

Mr Macbeth turns around and I see – with horror! – that he and Daddy are heading our way, and mean to introduce the wormy guests to us. Hearing only Daddy’s ‘Yes, not yet twenty years old!’ I grab Mary, spin her around and bolt, to the sounds of their laughter, and their ‘My, my!’

We find ourselves outside the gallery, in the street near the textiles building. It’s cold and the trees are exhausted and spindly, with a soft fall of damp snow on them. The only comfort from the sludgy pavements is the row of candles in the window of a candy store nearby. I brush the snow from the bottom rungs of a fire escape with my gloves, and indicate to Mary that we should sit there. She snuggles in beside me.

‘What a piece of Christmas luck!’ I shout. ‘I saw someone in a huge fur coat looking at Fruits and Flowers too, and that one is one hundred dollars!’

I feel like I could drink an awful big glass of champagne. Daddy has never yet let me try one. Earning my own money – huge sums! – is ridiculously pleasing, though I try to block out some of the things I heard. (Perfectly horrible to hear discussed, as if I’m not in the room, my technical ability or lack of it, comparing me unfavourably with Beardsley; one particularly ugly man, a crow in his long black cloak, saying firmly that that my work is pure imagination and that’s the trouble with the art of most women, their unfettered, untutored nature; being described one minute as a child prodigy, the next as ‘crude, naïve, not much of a draughtswoman’, ‘too much like the children’s illustrator Walter Crane’ – I soon grew tired of overhearing and trying to be invisible.) I had not expected to feel quite so . . . exposed and pinned to the wall myself, like an insect in a glass cabinet, wings prised apart. A dragonfly.

The feeling of shrinking, of becoming tiny, comes again to me. I glance down and here I am in my long green dress, my grey hat – which so many have commented on, and not in a complimentary way – and I’m as little as that pinned dragonfly. No, I’m smaller: a beetle, scurrying at the skirts of others. I’m running at Mary’s feet. I see her shoes, her boots, the toes capped with snow.

When I once tried to describe this troubling sensation to Nurse Delphine – I think I must have been seven or eight, and I assumed all people felt the same in times of crisis – her eyes widened and she did not, as I’d expected, laugh. She turned her back to me. She was shaking, and muttering. When she looked at me again, she spoke in her own dialect, fast, as if it was a prayer or a spell, and I could not catch the words. Obeah, I thought. Some terrible magic or a curse. I learned never to mention it again, to anyone, but instead to contain the feeling, wait it out. It is a little like migraine: a headache precedes it and it feels – well, how to describe it? I feel as if I am in a dream, and yet awake and under a spell. I feel tiny enough to ride on the back of a swallow, like Thumbelina in my favourite bedtime story – the longed-for little girl who grew from a grain of barley given to her mother by a witch. Nurse Delphine would offer me a drink, a lovely warming nutmeg drink, and tell me to take deep breaths, and again not to mention it to anyone. The curious, dizzying sensation did usually pass quickly.

Remembering this now, I take a few slow breaths. I bend over and touch my teeny-tiny cold wet face with both hands, my icy little nose; I take more breaths.

‘Pamela – are you sick?’ Mary asks. ‘You don’t feel happy? Will your daddy not allow you to keep the money?’

I stare down at the footprints we have made in the snow. They are normal-sized. Gentlewomen’s footprints, made by black, fur-lined boots with a neat heel. A flake falls on my nose. I suddenly straighten and feel a rush to my head. My Lilliputian hallucinations have disappeared. I am myself again. What do I feel? I would love to dance and twirl, but the ground is sludgy and slippery, and Mary now looks worried at my fast-changing moods.

She says we must calm ourselves and go back inside. We both stand up from our damp seat and brush the snow from our skirts with our wet gloves.

I turn to Mary. ‘It’s very strange when people talk about you as if you are not there. They must know I am there and it’s me! I’m so odd, apparently. I’m so odd-looking. Am I odd-looking, Mary?’ Mary begins to answer but I continue heatedly: ‘I heard myself whispered about and called a “Japanese”! Or a “Negro”. I did not realise until this evening quite how much my looks draw attention. Have I changed? Why now? When we were at Pratt I didn’t feel it. Mama always told me I was pretty. Now I’m not so sure.’

‘Of course you’re not odd. Your looks are . . . well. These are very silly and rude people, unused to a girl of nineteen being a talented artist. That is what the problem is. You’re not a tall man in a black hat and that’s the only kind of artist they know.’

Kind Mary. She is not a beauty herself, her gangling height, her frizzy hair, her high forehead, her individual features all rather large and easy to caricature, but because she is sweet in nature, together they do form a pleasing whole, a feminine countenance, more acceptable than mine. She is staring at me worriedly and so I shake off the disturbing feelings and grab her arm.

‘Twenty-five dollars! Maybe seventy-five. Can you imagine such a bully sum? I will buy so many paints and canvases, and I will buy you a new fur muffler for your hands! And I need a frame because I’m making a new theatre for my latest show . . .’

Mary settles my arm rather less forcefully on hers, and shepherds me back up the steps and inside the gallery. The warmth and the noise engulf us. Mr Macbeth spies us – he seems to have been looking for me – and rushes through the throng.

‘Miss Smith! Another watercolour sold!’ he whispers, pointing to the buyers, a couple swathed in grey pelts, the lady I saw earlier looking at Fruits and Flowers. They nod politely, their eyes flicking over me. ‘We must talk about . . . Would you be interested in selling some prints and suchlike at the gallery? I can see how popular they would be.’

Daddy is soon beside us, beaming with pride, and once again their discussions about money begin. They turn their backs as politely as they can, and I return to my talk with Mary.

Vulgar to talk about money, I’m told. And yet the men talk of nothing else.

***

At home I ask Daddy, ‘How much did I make?’ And the answer comes: ‘Pamela! You sold four watercolours, and the total sum is one hundred and seventy-five dollars.’ Daddy is almost shouting. A mood I’ve seen many times. His cheeks are a little pink. His eyes glitter. He pulls out of his top pocket the piece of paper on which Mr Macbeth has scribbled the details, and spreads it out on a side table to show me. Next to each painting sold, a star in blue ink, a scribbled figure and a name.

Daddy pours himself a huge glass of brandy and tries to lower his voice to a normal level. After a moment’s consideration – and leaping up with a curious movement as if he is jumping over a hurdle – he reaches for a second glass to pour me one too, and when I pick mine up he clinks his against it.

‘My word!’ he says. We both stare at the names for a while. The Wind. Fruits and Flowers. Then Daddy sees my expression and quickly folds the paper. ‘Unseemly, of course, to concern yourself with money, my dear.’

Here we go again. I study him closely. That glitter and excitement. The moods: one minute leaping, the next plunging. He – a good man – wants me to share the glory. He is proud of me. He has already told me on the cab ride across Brooklyn Bridge – dangling in that snow-iced cobweb so high above the river – that that Mr Macbeth was thrilled with the reception, and he is suggesting prints and cards to sell at his gallery. By me! My mind immediately fills with the images I want to draw. My miniature theatre with all the extensive characters and pirates from the Henry Morgan show, or little figures from Annancy, the girls in their white spring dresses, arms around one another, playing at recess; the figures going to the fair, the little toads . . . Oh, my mind is full, full as if a vivid flavourful dream is playing out, full of rummy critters! And as I’m taking this in and smiling, Daddy suddenly grows grave.

He puts a hand on mine, coughs once before announcing: ‘We do have some bills, of course. Our rent here. Elsie’s wages. We will receive the cheques in the post from Mr Macbeth and – well, I see no problem in my taking you to the bank with me, to teach you how such matters stand.’ He considers me. ‘If you were a boy, I would do that, without thought.’ He looks uncomfortable then. ‘No, perhaps not. Perhaps it would be . . . Oh, if only Corinne were here. She would be so proud of you!’

And then a kiss, smack on my cheek, and the squashiest of hugs, and I breathe in Daddy with his brandy breath and the scratchiness of his beard, and his sudden mention of Mama has frightened me; it feels like a warning of some kind.

Moments later, he has forgotten any promise of taking me with him to the bank on Fifth Avenue, and instead has a new plan. ‘We can buy our fare with this money! We can go to England now, and there are people there . . . There are other important men you must meet, Pamela. We must capitalise on your extraordinary success! Of course, my . . . The money due to me from Jamaica, from the West Indies rail company . . . that will come soon, of course, but before then, what about a trip?’

I sip my brandy; the hot strange taste of it prickles in my throat. Another long sail. The sea, with the moon flowing silver on it, then rising pink; the portholes. The sea, the sea, every day the sea. My mind is full of the little figures I want to draw, my miniature theatre. I can’t wait to return to my room to work on them again and so I blurt out –

‘Perhaps I could bring Henry Morgan? Perform it on the ship?’

‘A capital plan, my dear.’

‘But – Daddy. Some people . . . I heard some awful funny stuff said about me.’

He does not ask me what ‘stuff’, and this tells me he heard it too.

‘You are only nineteen and – you sold four paintings! Your show was a success.’ He strokes my black hair, tied in its two red ribbons, and pats me absent-mindedly. ‘You’re all I have in the world, little Miss Smith,’ he says, and his eyes are watery, and then: ‘What an extraordinary child you are. What a blessing it was when you . . . came so unexpectedly into our lives.’

When he has gone I will light the candle and return to making more of my theatre creatures.
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