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A fter I broke my ankle, my mother moved my bed 
downstairs and the front room of our house became 
my private island. Visitors, even my mother, look 

out of place here. I’m used to being with most of them 
somewhere else, and it’s amazing how the setting in which 
you’re accustomed to seeing someone becomes a part of 
them, like an accessory to their dress.

Clare has just left. While she was here she sat on the 
red chair, looking polite, being much quieter than she nor-
mally is. Her hands lay still in her lap, without a pen or a 
pencil to occupy them, and the fact that she wasn’t car-
rying anything except a parcel wrapped in pretty paper 
(which I hoped would turn out to be a present for me) was 
even more unsettling. My image of Clare is of someone 
hung about with papers of one kind or another: little pads, 
huge sheets of sugar paper rolled up and stuck under one 
arm, graph paper crisscrossed with spider lines of ink, all 
sorts—you name it.

“It’s really lovely here,” she said. “What a good idea to 
have the bed up by the window. You can see all the com-
ings and goings.”

“I feel as if I’m marooned,” I answered. “This is my 
island. This lamp is a beacon, and at night it shines out 
over dark water. Over there, where the carpet ends, there 
are waves stretching to the horizon. My mother comes 
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with provisions in a little boat, and I get visitors, of course, 
also in boats.”

“What’s my boat like, then?” Clare smiled. I liked the 
fact that she didn’t think I’d lost my reason entirely.

“Yours is a punt. You’re moored outside my door under 
a willow tree.”

Clare laughed. She has dark hair cut into short spikes 
and was dressed in wide black trousers and a denim jacket, 
but still, there is about her a definite air of long dresses 
in pale colors and wide-brimmed straw hats with roses 
tucked into the satin headbands.

“You’ve got too much imagination,” she said, “which 
is a good thing really, considering the present I’ve bought 
you.”

“Is that for me?” I said, pointing to the parcel.
“You know it is. You’ve known it all along.”
“I hoped . . .  I’ve been trying hard not to look at it. 

What is it?” She came over to my bed and gave it to me.
“Open it and see. I had to buy it. I couldn’t resist it.”
I opened the parcel. Clare’s present (I should have 

guessed) was basically stationery. All bound up in stiff 
covers with a marbled pattern on them like different col-
ors of melted ice cream: vanilla, chocolate, strawberry, 
and pistachio. Nevertheless what it boiled down to was 
paper. I said:

“It’s really beautiful, Clare . . .  but look, they’ve left 
out the words. There’s nothing in here. Could the story 
have fallen out into the paper by accident?” I shook the 
wrapping around. “Come on out, you slippery little 
words . . .  what’s happened to you?”

Clare laughed. “You’re crazy. It’s up to you to put the 
words in. Or the pictures. Whichever you like.”

“This is much too grand for me. You’ve never seen 
the bits and pieces of paper I use. I don’t think I’ve ever 
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written on anything other than the backs of other things, 
except at school. I’d be shy, writing in a book like this.”

“You’ll get over it. Once you’ve covered the first page. 
You’ll see. It’s only paper, after all.”

(My sentiments entirely.)
“But what,” I said, “am I supposed to write about? 

Very little happens here on my island. I just lie about all 
day under the palm trees and listen to the radio (my one 
luxury) and read the Bible and Shakespeare and my big 
encyclopedia and look out there and see the wildlife pass-
ing by . . .”

“Exactly,” Clare said. “You’re bored. Invent some-
thing. Write a story. Write poems. Write a diary. Keep a 
nature notebook. It doesn’t matter.”

“Right,” I said, “I will. And thanks, Clare. I know it’s 
only paper, but it is pretty.”

Clare said: “I’ve got to go now. Mrs. Sandler will won-
der what’s become of me.”

She left. Mrs. Sandler is her landlady, but she’s worse 
than any mother, the way she fusses over Clare. Mrs. 
Sandler’s house looks like the cottage Hansel and Gre-
tel found in the wood. There are shutters on the win-
dows with little heart-shaped pieces cut out of them and 
the garden is full of trees: japonica, magnolia, almond, 
even a gigantic pine and a castor-oil tree. When you sit in 
the lounge, you could swear the whole place was under-
water—full fathom five. The light that penetrates is green 
and dim and comes to you from far away. Clare has a 
room right at the top of the house. I went there once or 
twice during the summer. An ocean of greenery lay under 
her window then. Now, I expect it will change as autumn 
comes and some of the leaves begin to fall.

Thinking about Clare and her room reminds me of 
everything that’s happened in the last couple of months. 
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It’s true that in this room, trapped on my island by a bro-
ken ankle, I often have the feeling that everything of any 
significance is happening somewhere else and to other peo-
ple. When I get really low, I begin to think that nothing 
interesting has ever happened to me, but this is nonsense. 
I don’t even really think it. Maybe what gets me down is 
this: The things that have happened to me have happened 
already, and what if nothing remotely like that ever hap-
pens to me again? Remotely like what? Like this past sum-
mer, that’s what. Like being in Three Sisters.

The day before I broke my ankle was the day the set was 
struck and I went to look. I leaned against a wall and 
watched as the men took the flats out of the huge doors 
at the back of the theater, like so much old rubbish. I 
thought: They’ll probably stash them away in a ware-
house somewhere in case another play comes up that calls 
for nineteenth-century Russian-type scenery. There they 
were, those men, bundling up bits and pieces of the Pro-
zorovs’ house and garden (even the avenue of firs, which 
I had helped to paint) into the back of a truck and toss-
ing in a couple of boxes filled with props: the silver sam-
ovar, lamps, rugs, cushions, even the screen from Act III. 
Everything belonging to the three sisters had gone before 
you could say “Anton Chekhov.” It was just as if the whole 
production had never taken place. I found the spectacle so 
depressing that I might even have cried, except that good 
old George kept popping out from his den at the stage 
door to see what was going on, and he nodded and smiled 
at me from time to time, so I stiffened my upper lip and 
convinced myself that what I was seeing wasn’t sad in the 
least, simply a fact of theatrical life. And theatrical life 
was not in any way to be confused with “real” life.
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In the theater, for a little while at least, you could 
travel. Anywhere. Into this time and that place, into the 
silken-scented courts of eastern princes, into stinking pris-
ons, ships, schools, courtrooms, houses (grand and hum-
ble), into space, into prehistory—anywhere. And not only 
could you travel, you could also do what a great many peo-
ple seemed to want to do most dreadfully: You could shed 
the person you were like a dress (“just hang it up behind 
the door as you go in, dear”—that was what Ruby used 
to say about the costumes) and step into someone more 
comfortable. Or more exciting. Or beautiful. Or wicked. 
Whatever. People would keep talking about the magic of 
the theater, and that day, watching the set disintegrate into 
bits of painted plywood and canvas in the back of a truck, 
I understood a little of what they meant. It was magic be-
cause it was ephemeral. Every single production, from the 
humblest to the most magnificent, disappears in the end, 
sliding down into nothing like a house of cards. Even if 
you managed to film a performance, that was what you 
would have at the end: one filmed show only. In the the-
ater, something of the magic is to do with the fact that 
every single performance is unique. For instance, Tues-
day’s show will be different from Wednesday’s because the 
leading lady has a stomachache. During Wednesday’s mat-
inee, a door will fall off its hinges and injure the toe of 
the poor old man playing the grandfather . . .  so on and so 
forth. Nothing in the theater can ever be repeated exactly.

The truck drove away taking with it the last shreds of 
Three Sisters. I thought: No one will ever see it again the 
way we did it. Then I thought: Never mind, the play is still 
there, the words are there, for other people to act out in 
their own way. A couple of rugs and an ottoman thrown 
into some corner and forgotten have no significance at all.

HappyEndings_Pass2.indd   5 8/18/16   4:27 PM



"  6

The next day, like a bloody fool, I decided to pretend I 
was a tightrope walker, didn’t I? And used the newly built 
wall outside the theater to practice on. The rest, as they 
say, is history.

Now the waves crash and roar and break all round my lit-
tle lounge island. Life is ebbing and flowing like a sea and 
stopping at my door. But I’ve started. See? Clare was right. 
I’ve written all these lovely little black words—flung out a 
net and brought in all this and put it down. I could do it 
again. I could get it down, bit by bit. Fish about. Arrange 
thoughts and feelings. Describe. Imagine. Make judg-
ments. Stick them all together on this paper, scrapbook 
fashion: my memories and thoughts about the summer. In 
between the melted ice-cream covers. Tell it like it was. 
Like I think it was.

It began in the kitchen. Almost everything begins in the 
kitchen. My mother said:

“No, but seriously, Mel, are you listening?”
“I haven’t much choice, have I?” I said. “Not when you 

start. No sooner do you open your mouth than I see them: 
the audience. You always sound, when you talk, as if you 
think there’s a crowd of people just lined up over by the 
nearest wall, ready to applaud. It’s only me, you know.”

“You,” said my mother, scraping zucchini into a pot of 
something or other, and peering at me through the steam, 
“are lucky.”

And you, I thought to myself, look like the flipping 
queen of the gypsies—gold earrings, silk headscarf, the 
works. I said:

“Why?”
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“Most mothers don’t talk to their daughters at all. Did 
you know that? There’s what’s called a communication 
problem. It’s the generation gap . . .”

“I should be so lucky . . . ,” I muttered.
“. . . but I’ve always made a special point of it. Talk-

ing to you, I mean, and this . . .  well, this is something . . .  
I call it providential. As far as I’m concerned, it couldn’t 
have come at a better time.”

“What couldn’t?”
“There, you see. I knew you weren’t really listening. So 

now, pay attention. Project Theater is holding auditions 
tomorrow for Three Sisters. They’re putting on what they 
call ‘a young people’s production.’ Rehearsals going on all 
through the summer holidays and the show opening for 
four performances the first week in September. Couldn’t 
be more convenient, now, could it, not if they’d designed it 
for you specially. And I can tell you another thing. It’ll be 
a great weight off my mind, thinking you’re happily occu-
pied in the theater all day while I’m at work.”

“Mum, I’m sixteen. I’m quite capable of looking after 
myself, you know. And anyway, you don’t know they’ll 
want me, do you? I don’t really need this theatrical holi-
day camp.”

“You think you don’t,” my mother said, “but you do. 
Otherwise, I know exactly what’ll happen: sleeping till 
eleven, stereo on all day, and hours and hours of what 
you’re so good at—inspired milling around, with or with-
out company.”

“Without,” I said. “Everybody’s away. Everybody I 
like.”

“There you are then,” said my mother, stirring more 
chopped-up thingummies into the pot. Bubble, bubble, 
toil and trouble. “All the more reason for you to get in-
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volved in this production. You’ll meet new people, find 
something both useful and pleasant to do with your sum-
mer. And what nonsense you talk. Naturally they’ll want 
you. Also, I refuse, absolutely, to feel guilty about not giv-
ing you a summer holiday. I’m a one-parent family with a 
dress shop to run . . .”

“I’m not asking for a summer holiday.”
“Good.”
“But I don’t see why you’re trying to dragoon me into 

the theater just because you go all nostalgic and Judy Gar-
landish thinking of the greasepaint and stuff.”

“I thought you wanted your name in lights. I can just 
see it: Melusine Herbert.”

“Mel, for heaven’s sake, Mum. No one could afford the 
electricity for a stupid bloody name like Melusine. And 
you’d need the front of the theater to be a mile wide, just 
to fit all the letters in. Honestly, my father and his brilliant 
ideas . . .”

“He was a romantic.”
“He was crazy. I know it doesn’t do to speak ill of the 

dead, even if you have never met them. Specially not your 
own flesh and blood, but it’s my belief that he’d no idea at 
all. He’d clearly totally forgotten what kids are like.”

“But I agreed with him. At the time. We both thought 
it a beautiful, flowerlike name.”

“You were both probably high on pot, lying around in 
long skirts on the grass, swapping daffodils and dreaming 
about San Francisco or the Himalayas. The sixties. You 
realize, don’t you, the tremendous amount of harm they’ve 
done to my generation. We’re all going gray keeping our 
parents under some kind of control. I’ve got my hands full 
with you, you know. Middle-aged hippie.”

“Nevertheless,” said my mother calmly (hadn’t she even 
been listening?), “you will go, won’t you? Just go and see. 
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It wouldn’t hurt just to go and see what kind of a setup 
they’ve got there . . .  and I don’t care what you say, you’ve 
got talent.”

“But I want to direct. If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you 
a thousand times. I don’t just want to act. Any old fool 
who’s not embarrassed by looking ridiculous can spout 
the words out. It’s directing . . .  that’s where you can . . .  I 
don’t know . . .  shape things.”

My mother sighed.
“That just shows how much you know. Firstly, it’s not 

true that any old fool can spout the words. You’re only 
able to say that because you find it so easy. And acting’s 
more than that, anyway. It’s a hell of a lot more than dress-
ing up and pretending, and you’d find that out if you ever 
did any properly. Secondly, you’ve got to start somewhere. 
Probably at the very bottom, sweeping the stage or some-
thing. Nobody, but nobody is going to come up to you at 
the bus stop and say: ‘My goodness, it’s the wonderful Mel 
Herbert. You are clearly just the person we’re looking for 
to direct Hamlet at the National . . .’”

“Oh, Mum, don’t be so silly. I know all that. I know 
I’ve got to start small. But honestly, how can I go all on 
my own to some theater and just stand up there and say: ‘I 
want a part in your play.’”

“How?” My mother smiled. “Just go, that’s all. If you 
really want to, that’s what you’ll do. If you really want to, 
you won’t let anything in the world stop you.”

“But I don’t know the play. How can I read for a part 
in a play I know nothing about?”

“I know it. I’ll tell you all about it. I’ve even got a copy 
somewhere you can look at. It’s about these three young 
women. They’re all longing to get to Moscow. They never 
do, of course.”

“It sounds,” I said, “a giggle a minute.”
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“Read it,” said my mother. “Read it and then see what 
you think.”

Hours later I put down my mother’s copy of Three Sis-
ters and sat up on my bed to look out of the window. I’m 
not really crying, I told myself, not really, as I wiped my 
eyes to clear them of the tears that seemed (how, I had 
no idea) to have sprung up there. I stared at the monkey-
puzzle tree that was the glory of the small, square garden 
behind our house. It was an oddity, out of place among 
the staid rhododendrons and ladylike puffs of hydrangea, 
a foreign-looking tree, spiky and dark and strange: exotic. 
I thought of the three sisters, out of place, too, in that dull 
little northern town, far from the lights and society of the 
city, of Moscow. I felt for them. I understood their predic-
ament perfectly. All my life, it seemed, had been a harking 
back to something lost, something wonderful I had once 
had, and to somewhere else.

This lost dream of a place was better than here, bet-
ter than a little suburban house (three up, two down, red-
painted front door and obedient flowers in little cutout 
circles of flower bed) in a straight suburban street lined 
with trees, but it was distant in my memory. I’d last seen 
it the summer before my grandmother died, which was 
twelve years ago. I was four. It’s possible I’ve remembered 
it all wrong: the long field at the back of the house, climb-
ing all the way up the hill, the tall grasses heavy with 
mauve and yellow flowers, the stream running down the 
hill and past the house and sparkling and chattering and 
bickering down the valley just as Tennyson’s poem called 
“The Brook” said it did. It pleased me then that a poem 
could be so strictly accurate, and I still feel a satisfaction 
I cannot quite explain at the rightness of it, the pleasant 
truth of all the words, although it had been somewhat of a 
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disappointment to discover that “haunts of coot and hern” 
meant only “where the birds lived” (coot and hern were 
species of bird, apparently) and not, as I’d thought then, a 
place haunted by two mysterious spirits with funny names. 
The house beside the stream, under the hill, among the tall 
grasses, the house where you could hide in twenty differ-
ent rooms and attics and cellars and cubbyholes and sheds, 
had been sold years ago. The only physical reminder was 
the dolls’ house. I think my grandfather made it for my 
mother. Once upon a time, I used to play with it, in my 
grandmother’s house, and when she died, it came to this 
house and I had it in my room for years. At first I liked 
it and kept it neat and clean, but gradually I became less 
interested and the rooms grew dusty and neglected, little 
dolls were lost, or removed from their comfortable home 
to participate in other games, and the furniture broke, 
or disappeared and in the end, the shell of the house was 
taken up to the attic. I didn’t miss it at all at first, but in 
the last few months I’ve thought about it more and more 
often, and wondered whether I shouldn’t ask my mother 
to bring it downstairs so that I can set about restoring it 
to what it used to be. Perhaps I could turn it into the Pro-
zorovs’ old house in Moscow, the one the three sisters are 
longing to go back to.

As for my grandmother’s house, the one to which I 
always return in my imaginings, my mother and I keep 
memories of it alive by talking about it, and by telling 
one another lies about how one day we will go and find 
it again. Are Olga, Masha, and Irina aware that they are 
dealing in comforting dreams? By the end of the play per-
haps they know that Moscow is an impossibility, and 
indeed that it is only the fact that it is so unattainable that 
makes it desirable. Vershinin says: “Nor will you notice 
Moscow once you are living in it. Happiness is not for us 
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and never can be. All we can do is long for it.” He also tells 
the story of a man in prison, writing with delight about 
the birds he can see from the window of his cell. Once he 
is free, of course, he ceases to notice them . . .  Vershinin 
had known the girls’ mother, now long dead. That means 
he must be much older than Masha, or quite a bit older. 
Perhaps he was very young when he met the three little 
girls, their hair braided and ribboned, all of them cluster-
ing around their pretty mother on the chaise longue, with 
their brave and handsome father leaning against the man-
telpiece. They must have been smiling, all of them, living 
in Moscow and having such a wonderful life . . .

I imagine Vershinin looking like my father. I may not 
have known my father to speak to, but I most certainly 
know what he looked like. He must have been tremen-
dously vain. There are photos of him in piles and bun-
dles and envelopes and albums all over the house, plus 
the large portrait in a frame that Mum still keeps on her 
dressing table. It reassures me to see it there. Its disap-
pearance would mean a serious man in my mother’s life, 
and  although stepfathers haven’t had such terrible press 
as stepmothers, there are still a couple of dreadful ones 
around in books.

I do think, though, that my father might have passed 
on a little more of his good looks to his only child. Repro-
duced himself a bit. I had a dishy dad and a mother who 
can pass with a kick and a shove in a flattering light, and 
look at me. I am no beauty. I am not ugly. I am not homely. 
I wouldn’t describe myself as striking, or cuddly, or cute, 
or attractive, or sexy. I would describe myself as: okay. 
That’s all. Plain, in the sense of not ornate. Undecorated. 
Tallish, not fat, not thin, hair brown, eyes brown, nose 
brown, mouth brown . . .  well, all right, not really, but 
they might just as well be. Start again. Nose—straight. 
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Mouth—six and a half out of ten. Teeth—well, yes, good, 
even, white UTTERLY BORING teeth. Who can get het 
up over teeth? Darling, your teeth send me into paroxysms 
of ecstasy . . .  just one glimpse of her ivory  canines filled 
him with such powerful surges of desire . . .  ugh! And 
then there’s the name. Melusine. I have fought all my life 
to be plain Mel, and I’ve succeeded so well that only at 
times of painful self-examination do I actually remember 
the namby-pamby, prissy-missy name my parents saddled 
me with at birth. On my first day at secondary school, a 
couple of unfortunate boys started a chant of “Mel-u-sine! 
Mel-u-sine!” during the lunch break. They were unaware, 
poor creatures, of three facts:

 1. I’m not scared of anyone.
 2. I have a wide vocabulary of words both long and 

rude and a loud voice to shout them in.
 3. I’m very handy with my pointy-toed shoes (kick-

ing) and my book-laden schoolbag (flailing out).

I had aimed a kick at Boy One while leveling my satchel 
at Boy Two’s head, shouting obscenities and imprecations 
at the top of my voice. When the quailing lads were what 
I considered to be sufficiently cowed, I faced them where 
they stood, draped shivering beside a radiator. Nobly I re-
sisted the temptation to hold them up by the lapels of their 
blazers. I said only:

“You two little pieces of putrid excrement get this 
straight: My name is Mel. Call me anything else and you’ll 
find yourselves wearing a necklace of your very own teeth!”

I have been Mel to everyone ever since. Tomorrow at 
the audition, I thought, I’ll lie outright. It’s perfectly easy.

“Name, please,” they’d say.
“Mel Herbert.”
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“Mel . . .  is that short for anything?”
“No . . .  just Mel.”
“Mel . . .  how unusual!”
Smiles all round. Simplicity itself. I shall never be Mel-

usine again if I can help it.
I decided to try for Olga. She’s the plain one, the eldest, 

the teacher, the one who looks after . . .  who tries, at least, 
to look after the others. I have a lot in common with her. It 
isn’t so much that I look after my mother. It’s more that I 
organize myself, my image, to be pleasing to her, because I 
regard it as my duty to make my mother, if not happy, then 
at least not miserable on my account. So, I join in every-
thing at school (choir, debating society, drama club) and 
even enjoy most of the activities while I’m actually doing 
them. I have friends, of course, but no one before this sum-
mer to whom I revealed what I like to think of as my in-
nermost thoughts, picturing them as a flock of iridescent 
dragonflies locked up in an old wooden treasure chest, 
ready to fly out and flood the air with the shimmering col-
ors of their wings, if only the right person comes along.

Before this summer, I’d found a distance springing up 
between myself and some of those girls I used to think 
were closest to me over the matter of boys. Quite suddenly, 
the thought uppermost in many minds was how to ensnare 
the attentions and affections of John/Pete/Fred, and never 
mind if John/Pete/Fred are nothing but callow youths with 
their minds mostly fixed on kung fu and football. I had 
not yet met a boy who made my heart beat faster, and had 
even sometimes secretly worried that I might be abnormal 
in some way. At other times, thinking of certain film stars 
or fictional heroes (Vershinin, for instance, in his lovely 
uniform), I knew beyond question that I was capable of 
great feelings of love and passion, if only someone, some-
one possible, came along. Partly I wanted this to happen 
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for my mother’s sake. She had never said anything, but 
I had the feeling she was being deliberately tactful so as 
not to hurt me. I visualized her applying vitamin-E skin 
cream in front of her triple mirror every night and saying 
to my father’s portrait: “Oh, darling, where have I gone 
wrong? Why is Mel not sweeping young men off the door-
step in droves? Why is she still so immature? What have 
I done to deserve a daughter who spends every Saturday 
night with me, instead of living it up at discos?” And so on 
and so forth.

The question was: Would the Project Theater audi-
tion flush them out of the undergrowth, these handsome 
and sensitive young men I dreamed of, or would Vershinin 
and Tusenbach and Solyony have to be played by gangling, 
spotty, bedraggled kids? My mind boggled and continued 
boggling as I turned my attention to the problem of what 
to wear.
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