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I had grown up in a big, overblown red-brick inn built 

originally for commercial travellers plying the coastal 

resorts of the north-east. Mum and Dad had bought the 

business for well below the market rate when the bypass 

was announced. They had imagined that, with the road 

relieved and an uninterrupted view of water meadows 

under low chalk hills, city people would come and visit 

them for a bit of easily-accessed rural quiet. But even with 

the bulk of the traffic drawn away, the road was always 

too noisy to be ignored, and only a few years after their 

purchase the water meadows were grubbed up to make a 

housing estate.

When I was a child, I used to pretend to myself that I 

was growing up in the country. Once the water meadows 

were sold to developers, I had to come to terms with 
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the fact that we lived in this weird, free-floating, light- 

industrial suburbia, unable to guess which of several 

nearby towns would swallow us first. 

I never liked the housing estate. I tried to avoid it. I 

tried to avoid even looking at it. I rehearsed constantly 

the look and feel of how things had been. Buttercup 

games. Nettle stings. Mum’s impatience (‘You should 

have had a drink before we came out.’). The roil and bark 

of dogs someone had let off the lead to go snuffling after 

water rats. Sometimes there had been horses, their pad-

docks marked out with lazy fences – a couple of strings of 

barbed wire on rickety grey posts jammed in the ground. 

Mum would wrap a bit of old fruitcake in silver foil and 

let me feed the horses. When I closed my eyes, screwed 

them up tight, concentrated, these memories would 

parade past, always in the same order, as though, rather 

than naturally remembering, I was tuning into the same 

reassuring story, again and again. 

Whenever I had to walk through the estate, I could feel 

my childhood recollections falling away from me, the 

way dreams fall away on waking.

My mum, whose name was Sara, poured everything she 

had inherited from her family into the hotel, then spent 

her whole life struggling to ‘recover her financial inde-

pendence’. She had no idea – none – how to make money. 

I remember one spring I kept catching colds because I had 

to keep my bedroom window open all the time to get rid 

of the stench of clary sage – one of the more obnoxious 

essential oils she  had convinced herself she could sell 

in industrial quantities to her friends. She even included 

that muck in her food sometimes – self-medicating again. 
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Fancy bathroom goods. Headscarves. Distressed furni-

ture. Modern antiques. She set up business after business. 

She had cards printed. Often these featured figures from 

the Tarot. The hotel paid for all this, of course. Materials 

she never unwrapped, solvents and pigments she never 

used, brushes she never cleaned. Though she never made 

money, an entire self-contained apartment on the hotel’s 

top floor was given over to her experiments in commerce. 

There was a room for dress-making, a room with a sink 

where she made her own cosmetics and toiletries, and a 

room you could barely get into, piled with hand-made 

paper, stacked with boxes of ribbon, easels, unopened 

acrylic paints and business cards by the boxful. Days 

went by and Dad and I did not see her. She had a little 

kitchen up there. A sofa bed. She spent weeks at a time 

designing and making her own clothing. The sweet roast 

scent of her coconut, honey and beeswax facial scrub 

wafted every so often through the corridors of the hotel, 

down the stairs, sometimes as far as the dining room and 

the bar. 

Each of her businesses followed the same arc. Each 

began with a market research trip to her preferred 

department store, reached the top of its curve with the 

arrival of a box of business cards, and came to earth with 

the rearrangement and further filling of the glass-fronted 

cabinet next to the check-in desk. The cabinet was not so 

much a point-of-sale as a small museum of wasted effort. 

Once in the middle of the night I came downstairs to find 

her trying to wrestle it off the wall.

‘Help me.’

‘Mum. There are guests.’

‘Help me get rid of this stupid thing.’ 
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‘Mum, you need to put some clothes on.’

I remember, near the end, Mum turned the whole of her 

apartment into a Bedouin marquee, every straight line 

softened with a piece of hanging fabric as she chopped 

her way through hundreds of pounds-worth of silk and 

brocade for home-designed wedding dresses. She had me 

come upstairs to model them. I was her maquette. 

In the room she kept for dress-making, and opposite 

her little sofa bed, sat the mirrored dressing table. She’d 

dress me up and turn me this way and that in front of the 

mirrors, asking me what I thought. I said to her, ‘I think 

you need to clean the mirrors.’ 

Bit by bit she made that apartment her private world. 

She painted everything white. She got rid of the sturdy 

red carpeting that ran through the rest of the hotel and 

left the floorboards bare and unvarnished. Come the 

evening, when we were doing our own thing and not just 

eating from the hotel kitchen, I had to go and stand at 

the foot of the stairs and call her down for meals. 

‘I think I’ll eat up here.’

‘You could have said before. It’s chops.’

‘I’m fine up here.’

‘Do you want a glass of wine?’

‘I’m fine.’

For all Dad and I knew she had bottles of her own up 

there.

In vain the doctors explained to us that she was not 

going to get any better; her highs were only going to get 

higher, her lows more abyssal. Mum had a horror of what 

she called, with aplomb, ‘iatrogenic medicine’. She had, 

in other words, a terror of pills. She wouldn’t even take 
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aspirin for a headache. When required, she self-medicated 

with alcohol and cigarettes and managed to disguise her 

despair very well, right up until the time I found her in 

the boot of our car with a plastic bag over her head.


