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HEADLINE: Mum, do you think I'm her father? Definitely;
In 1974, Martin Amis had a brief but passionate affair with a married woman. Later he learned she had had a child and subsequently committed suicide. In the second exclusive extract from his memoir Experience, he describes how two decades on he met that child his daughter for the first time

BODY:
When my father was 33, he was fronting a family of five. My mother was my mother when she was 21. This was the pattern of their generation. The pattern of mine was to marry late, have children late . . . there was an awful lot of bachelorhood to be swum through . . . Ardour dwindled. Three months, six months, 12 months, with the affairs tending to elide. Tina Brown, pointing to a lacuna in my emotional repertoire, would later say that I had never had my heart broken. And I can now recognise that I somewhere harboured an unconscious distrust of love. But at the time it just felt like a process, increasingly familiar and inexorable. Ardour, then diminishing ardour, and constantly starting again.

One of the briefest of these affairs, one of the most condensed in time, caused me to pay a visit to my mother in 1977. I said I had a story I wanted to tell her. And a photograph I wanted to show her.

Yes, dear.

Nearly three years ago, I said, I had an affair with a young woman called Lamorna. She had been and still was married to a rather older man, Patrick, whom I had known, slightly, for some time. 

Yes, dear.

I said that Lamorna and I were still friends and that I had recently had lunch with her . . . I did not go on to tell my mother that Lamorna had impressed me with her general bearing and burnish her beauty, her sanity. Lamorna suffered from manic depression, a condition once frivolously but memorably described by a psychologist as the Arnold Schwarzenegger of mental illnesses.

I had seen her, and would again see her, in a state of tranquillised agitation, disorganised in thought, and seemingly beset by small fears, small enemies. That day at lunch it was I who was agitated (a current matter of the heart); and I remember Lamorna suggesting that I order something nonmonolithic, like a stew or a fricassee, rather than face the edifice of a steak or a chop. She knew about agitation . . . I thought she had never seemed stronger or happier. I thought she had found equilibrium. And I was wrong.

She talked about her daughter. And then there was the photograph, Mum. She gave me the photograph.

Yes, dear.

It was ready in my pocket. It showed a two-year-old girl in a dark flower dress, smocked at the chest, with short, puffed sleeves and pink trim. She had fine blonde hair. Her smile was demure: pleased, but quietly pleased.

My mother snatched it from my hand.

Lamorna says I'm her father. What do you think, Mum?

She held the photograph at various distances from her eyes. Without looking up she said,

Definitely.

What should I do?

Nothing. Don't do anything, dear.

In late spring 1995, I had just returned from a three-week book tour of north America . . .

My plane had arrived four or five hours late. The apres book tour condition, I think, would be indistinguishable from extreme jet lag, with or without the extreme jet lag that usually accompanies it. Alone in the studio apartment, I went through my mail. One letter caused me to sit down suddenly when I was halfway through its first sentence. This, I might have murmured to my ghost, is probably for you . . .

That night, carrying the letter in my chest pocket, I escorted Isabel to the Coronet in Notting Hill Gate, where we saw An Awfully Big Adventure the screen adaptation of Beryl Bainbridge's novel. And I'm very sorry, Beryl, but I slept through most of it, and then walked out. We regrouped for dinner at that pizza/pasta place just down the street. I took the letter from my jacket and passed it across the table.

Isabel finished reading it and said,

. . . Good.

There isn't any reason, is there, why this shouldn't be a great thing?

None.

I rang my mother in the morning and sent her mind back almost 20 years. She said immediately,

I've still got the photograph.

Do you think you could dig it out, Mum?

It's here on the dressing table, she said.

And now it's on the shelf in the study, within arm's reach of my desk.

I felt it was important to tell the story in the simplest possible terms. My interlocutors, after all, were aged 11 and 10: number one son, Louis, and number two son, Jacob. What I was about to reveal to them was a family matter, a private matter, but I knew it couldn't remain private. There was a feeling among my intimates that I should wait, that 'the boys weren't ready' for the news. But it seemed to me that I didn't have a choice. The Fourth Estate wasn't going to care whether or not the boys were ready. Over and above this, though, I thought that the boys were ready, had always been ready. I trusted the morality of my sons.

I said, I'm going to tell a story. There was once a little girl called Delilah. She had a brother and a mother and a father. When she was two years old her mother died. Her mother killed herself. She hanged herself. Delilah grew up with her brother, raised by her father, who remarried. Then when she was 18, it was revealed that her father wasn't her real father. And so suddenly it seemed that she had no parents at all.

Louis and Jacob spoke in one voice. They had a habit, that night, of speaking in one voice.

Poor her, they said.

Well, boys, the real father . . . is me.

Good, they said.

The meeting was set for seven o'clock in the bar of a Knightsbridge hotel. I arrived 20 minutes early, accompanied by an indispensable Isabel. My hands were shaking. We sat on a sofa among lamps and low tables, doilies, antimacassars. I watched the door. She knew what I looked like. And I knew that she was 19 and would arrive on the very stroke of the hour.

This time the day before, in the same bar of the same hotel, I had had a long conversation with Delilah's father, or co-father, Patrick Seale. He was the author of several books; he was also the author of the letter in my jacket pocket. Patrick told me that his original plan had been to tell Delilah everything when she turned 21. Family politics had intervened (there was the stepmother, and two further children), and now Delilah knew. She had known for some months.

And how had she reacted? Patrick described a process that began in grief and had since moved on towards something more resilient. In his super-evolved fashion, he had given Delilah a box of my books (a kind of kit) plus a video cassette of an hour-long interview. I would be coming at her partly as a mediated being, mediated by myself and others: Delilah would presumably be aware that I had abandoned my sons to go and live with an heiress in New York, the better to squander my advances on a Liberace smile . . .

But this was a secondary or tertiary matter. At the moment of revelation, she must have been wholly indifferent to my identity (and never mind its carapace). When I tried to imagine it, I saw her aswim in a panic of lost connection. The connection with her father, her brother seemed lost, but it wasn't. And here was another connection waiting to be made. I thought, too, of the courage she would need on this summer evening as she mounted the steps and opened the door.

She entered.

It's you, said Isabel.

Then hugs and kisses for the girl with my face.

'I'm very pleased and proud that you've taken it this way,' I told the boys. And again the eerie unison, with the frowning duo saying: 'Why would we not?' Yes, exactly. Why would you not? And when a day or two afterwards Delilah came to dinner for the first time, the boys leapt to the sound of the buzzer and ran upstairs to open the door and let her in.

All the press coverage wore an indulgent smile: it beamed fondly on us. No doubt it was Delilah's youth her manifest innocence and vulnerability that softened the mood. I was very glad that they hadn't tried to hurt her. But I sat through it all in the way that one tolerates (counting one's immediate blessings) the tearful interlude of a notoriously violent drunk. Our story did the rounds of the dailies and was picked up for more thoughtful treatment at the weekend. Then came another revelation.

In his essay on The Old Curiosity Shop, GK Chesterton talks about the kind of criticism or commentary that makes a writer 'jump out of his boots'. Such an occurrence is vanishingly rare. Nine out of 10 writers, I imagine, get through life without once experiencing it. But it does happen, and it happened to me. In the Observer, the novelist Maureen Freely staged a straightforward retrospective of my fiction and noted the punctual arrival just in time for my third novel, Success (1978) of a stream of lost or wandering daughters and putative or fugitive fathers, and that these figures recurred, with variations, in every subsequent book.

There was nothing I could do about this diagnosis. It chimed with something Patrick had said during our first talk on the telephone: 'I expect it's been in the back of your mind.' Yes, exactly: in the back of my mind. Your writing comes from the back of your mind, where thoughts are unformulated and anxiety is silent. I felt there was something almost embarrassing about the neatness and obviousness of the Freely interpretation. But it also sharply consoled me, because it meant that I had been with Delilah in spirit far more than I knew.

Delilah was a two-year-old standing on the stairs. Her older brother Orlando, who led the way, could see the hanging body. And it was Patrick who had to go in and 'take her down'. That void world up there is, of course, the central fact behind Delilah's origin and evolution, and not the little mystery of the lost-found father, which is good, good, only good. No mother, but more than one father, now and much else. It does go on. When the revelation came, Delilah forfeited technical consanguinity with her half-brother and half -sister. But there were two more, a half-brother and another half-brother, waiting, like a team, just as they wait for the sound of the buzzer and then run upstairs to let her in.

I had always wanted a girl and suddenly there she was, like a mirror. For 17 years I had been worrying about her, in the back of my mind. Time, thus affronted (I thought), would give us work to do; but it hasn't been like that. Love flowed (and was soon declared). And now she and I can say the words in unison: why would it not?

Although I now had Delilah, I had not raised Delilah. And I wanted to raise a girl. I was desperate to see how the other half lived. (On November 8 1997, Fernanda Amis was born at St Mary's Hospital, Paddington.)

Our first visitor the next day was Delilah Seale. On her way up, she had stopped at the in-house florist's on the ground floor. She said,

When she was wrapping the flowers, the woman asked me, Nephew or niece?

What did you tell her?

Delilah's words made me happy, but they also made me realise how many days and nights I had spent on the planet.

No, sister, I said. Sister. 
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