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One

A slight breeze was rippling the curtains but it brought no air into the room. If she weren’t asleep in ten minutes, Magdalen promised herself, she would get up and open the window wider. She rearranged her pillows, pulled the sheet straight and turned her face away from the clock. The thing was faulty, she decided; last time she had looked at it, the hands appeared to have moved back. After another doze, she would check with her watch. Meanwhile, there was a small area somewhere near her shoulder blade that itched. Unable to reach it, she thought, What’s the word for the section of your back you can’t get at, unless you’re a contortionist? Ac-something. She tried to track it down: accost, accursed, ache, then gave up. Her father would know it; his vocabulary was phenomenal. It was probably the only thing about him she would miss. That is, if her plan succeeded. Her breath left her. By half-past ten she would know.

Somewhere in the town a church clock struck the hour. She counted the chimes: five. It was still night to most people, to those who slept at ease in their beds. Magdalen finally gave up the pretence. Standing by her window, she was reminded of the view from a plane during a night journey, the street lamps threading the valley in a beaded mesh. Perhaps he was sleepless, too, striding along the carpet in his hotel bedroom, as anxious as she was. His pride would be hurt if she didn’t do well. And if she did, if … She gripped the edge of the window sill. If she did get good grades and she carried out her intention, she dared not imagine how he would behave. This morning there was more than her father’s pride at stake.

Across the valley, the moor was fully visible, its crest a dark streak against the pale sky. The town, the moor, the house were silent. It seemed that she was the sole person in the whole country who was awake. Perhaps alive. The only sounds in this dead world were those she made and she was harshly aware of them: dressing, she heard the zip of her jeans creak as she closed it; electricity in her hair crackled through the comb; her feet on the stairs thudded. In the kitchen, the click of a spoon against the lip of the beaker rang out like a summoning bell. Usually before going to bed, checking the windows and doors, she was happy with such noises because they were entirely hers; they emphasised the fact that he was not there. But now, amplified in the quiet of an early morning, they alarmed her and she wished she were not alone.

That’s pathetic, she rebuked herself. The last thing I want is him coming back.

The house was closing in upon her. She had to get out. Stuffing a packet of crisps in her pocket, she rose quickly and left the kitchen. There was a long passage from what had once been the servant quarters and as she walked down it the walls seemed to lean, making it narrower; soon there would be only a slit for her body to push through; then she must get across the hall, through the door, down the long drive to the high beech hedge which shut in the house. She had to get out, but her legs were moving too slowly. She wanted to reach the road where wide lawns ran down to the pavement. Then she would not feel constricted. She would do as she had done many times when her father was absent or still asleep. She would walk under the street lamps which rimed the grass with saffron, shone on the branches of the trees and tinselled the leaves. Away from the lamps, helped by the dawn light, she would take a path, then a flight of steps furred with moss. And when she reached the moor, she would not look at the town glowing below her; she would not even glance in the direction of this house. For a short space she would put it behind her and all that had happened in it.

‘And I shall. For ever,’ she told herself as she entered the hall. ‘If …’ She could not finish the sentence. The possibility of failure washed over her; it took away her strength, her feet stumbled on the thick rugs that lay scattered over the tiled floor and at the door her fingers would not pull back the bolts. So she left it and slowly, like one crippled, she returned to her room.

She could see that on the opposite side of the valley it was now full morning; thin shadows replaced the darkness under trees and walls. A tractor circled farm buildings then chugged up a track. If I don’t get the grades I need, I’ll think of something, Magdalen tried to encourage herself, my ingenuity isn’t used up, it’s only got a bit rusty while he’s been away. But the prospect of failure would not leave her; it fumbled her fingers as she opened the packet of crisps. At the same moment she heard the rumble of a train, then the scrape of its brakes. It was bringing the mail. Take a grip on yourself, she ordered; you have to do better than this when you go into school, meet Gail and the rest of them, read the results pinned on the board. There were crisps on the carpet. Bending to pick them up, she dropped the rest. Anybody seeing me would say I was suffering from a touch of hysteria, she said. And immediately she was looking into her father’s face.

‘Do you know where that word comes from?’ he had asked her. ‘From the Greek hystera meaning the womb. It’s believed to be responsible for women being unstable and overemotional, particularly without reason. Hysteria’s not your style, Magdalen, is it? Neither of us wants that.’

Magdalen stared at the town below her. The street lamps had been switched off; cars moved along the main thoroughfare; vans, their lights flashing, were parked outside shops; there was the crunch of gravel on her drive, the clink of bottles and a milk float’s wheeze. But Magdalen was aware of none of this, neither was she thinking of examination grades. As the hours passed, her fingers dug into the curtains, her body tensed and her cheeks flinched. She was remembering.



By the time Magdalen walked from the house, the town was busy. Conscientious shoppers were laden; the first tourists had arrived, distinguished by their meandering gait; mothers sighing for the end of the school holidays were herding offspring towards the swimming baths. The sun was out, the sky was cloudless and she was suddenly tweaked by hope. It disappeared as soon as she entered the school and saw the rest of the Sixth excited, chattering, comparing results.

‘Magdalen!’ Gail shouted and strode towards her. ‘We were beginning to wonder where you were.’

‘I’ve had a bad night.’

‘Who hasn’t? But you’d no need to worry.’

Magdalen asked, ‘How have you done?’ She was trying to delay approaching the noticeboard but Gail was steering her to it, saying, ‘I’m all right. Manchester’ll take me.’

Then she was staring at the large square print-out, dragging her eyes down the list, reading each name though she knew they were in alphabetical order and hers would be at the end. Finally she reached it and, opposite, a line of A’s.

She heard, ‘You’ve done brilliantly, Mag.’ Gail’s tone was affectionate, untainted by envy. ‘You have to see Mr Gresham; we’ve all been.’

The headmaster’s hand was large and slightly rough, unlike her father’s. It shook hers briefly, then Mr Gresham remarked that her fingers were cold. ‘You look very pale, Magdalen. You’re not about to be ill?’ He was nervous, checking the distance from his buzzer, and she realised he meant ‘Are you going to throw up?’ because she had done that on the morning he gave out the first paper and he had moaned, ‘This hasn’t happened before in my whole experience.’ Recovering, she had answered, ‘Nor in mine.’

She heard him repeat the question and she shook her head. ‘All I want to know is: will Edinburgh take me?’

‘Most certainly. They have confirmed the provisional offer. I’m very pleased, Magdalen. You deserve these grades; your father has mentioned that you’ve been burning the midnight oil while he’s been abroad.’

She nodded, not bothering to ask how her father had found out.

‘I hope you’ll come back to say goodbye before you begin your course. I’m sure you’re looking forward to it, starting a new life.’ He was still anxious, wishing he had a bowl handy. ‘Now I’ll let you return to the others and I want a word with members of staff. Several have come into school this morning.’



From the window of the staff room Harley Gresham watched the A level candidates walk down the drive. ‘I must be growing sentimental, Melanie,’ he said, addressing a younger teacher, ‘but I’m sorry to see that lot go. How in the world did you and your colleagues prise those grades out of Magdalen Wilde?’

‘They were what we predicted.’

‘Indeed, and I confess that at the time I was astonished by your assessment.’

‘I think she suddenly discovered motivation.’

‘A pity she didn’t do that lower down the school. She was one of those infuriating young things you know has brains but won’t use them. It was a great worry to her father. As was, of course, all that running away.’

‘Did she do that? I didn’t know.’

‘It must have been before your time. How long have you been with us? Two years? Yes, she’d disappear. She’d make for the coast, favoured Northumbria for some reason. Generally, she’d be picked up in the Bamborough area.’

‘It has beautiful sands.’

‘I don’t think she took her bucket and spade. I never understood why she did it. It wasn’t that she was in trouble, anything of that kind, and she has a good home background. It was a terrible problem for her father; he and I would discuss it at length. He’s first-rate; a devoted parent. I only wish all our pupils were as fortunate.’ Mr Gresham paused. ‘Good heavens! Do you know, a young chap has appeared and sat bang in the middle of the lawn as bold as brass. He’s not one of ours, either.’

‘No, he’s with me,’ Melanie said, glancing out of the window. ‘I think he’s suggesting he’s ready to go.’

‘Should I know him?’ Harley Gresham asked tentatively. He was never quite sure of his ground nowadays with junior staff when it came to domestic arrangements but this fellow looked several years younger than Melanie.

‘He’s a cousin, staying with me for a few days. He came into school because he knows one or two of the Sixth. I’d better go.’

Outside she told Greg, ‘I got the feeling that Mr Gresham thought you might be my partner.’

They laughed and he asked, ‘Would that be incest?’

‘No, I don’t think so. Anyway, did you manage to arrange a game or was everyone too excited to think of squash?’

‘They were definitely high, but I fixed up to play with Matthew and two of the girls. Also, tomorrow I’m invited to a party.’

‘Where?’

‘At one of the girls’. Magdalen something.’

‘Magdalen Wilde.’

‘Did you teach her?’

‘Yes. Physics. She’ll be going to Edinburgh to read medicine.’

‘She seemed to have no problem about throwing a party. No one else felt up to springing it on parents at such short notice or trying to clear them out.’

‘She hasn’t a mother and when her father’s away presumably she can please herself.’

‘That’s convenient.’



Gail expressed the same sentiment as she and Magdalen walked home. ‘Just being able to throw a party and no hassle! What would I give to be in your shoes!’

‘You must say that, on average, twice a month. It comes round more often than PMT.’

‘I’d give my back teeth,’ Gail declared, having decided upon the level of sacrifice, ‘to have our house to myself. In ours it’s such a crush and everything’s so public. You can’t be in the loo or the bathroom without somebody banging on the door. That’s Peter mostly; he’s into washing his hair. Have you noticed? When I’m going out, Mum always asks where to, and when I’ll be back. It doesn’t matter what I do, at least one of them knows.’

‘I don’t do a lot. But if I did, Dad would find out. He’ll know about the party.’

‘How?’

‘He’s got spies.’

‘Oh, come on!’

‘If you like, you can call them fans, but there’s no difference. They report back. To be honest, I don’t think they do it because they want to sneak on me. It’s an excuse for keeping in touch with him. Like Mrs Dawson across the road. She’s one of his fans. He collects them.’

Gail sighed. ‘I wouldn’t mind being collected.’

‘I thought you’d say that.’

They had reached Magdalen’s house. Looking down the drive, Gail said, ‘That room of yours, not your bedroom, the one on the second floor, I do like it. It’s a half octagon, isn’t it? I always think of it as a turret.’

‘I don’t think about it, Gail. I just work in it.’

‘Yes, you put the time in. Rather you than me. I’m glad I didn’t want to read medicine. I’ll have to be going. I said I’d be back at the café in time to help serve lunch. Are you at the petrol station this afternoon?’

‘Yes.’

‘Oh, there’s something I meant to tell you, about the bloke who was with Matthew.’

‘What bloke?’

‘You should remember, you included him in the invitation to your party.’

‘I didn’t notice him.’

Gail tutted. ‘He’s Greg, a cousin of Miss Howkins, at art college, doing graphics and design. What I thought you’d like, Mag, is that he was off to Armley Gaol.’

‘To visit or turn himself in?’

‘I knew you’d ask that! I wish I had. He’s going because he wants to sketch it. It’s Victorian, he says, and built like a castle and he wants one for a series of illustrations, for a strip cartoon.’

‘What’s the story?’

‘Now that question I did ask, but he shrugged, said he was thinking of some kind of fairy-tale, only modern, up to date. Relevant.’

Magdalen intoned, ‘Relevant!’ and they both laughed.

‘Well, the Rombalds Snackerie calls,’ Gail said. ‘I wish it smelt like this.’ She leant over the gate and inhaled strenuously. ‘Which do you like best? The scent of roses or this new-mown grass?’

‘It’s one of Mr Hustler’s days to do the garden.’ Magdalen chose not to answer the question. The fragrance rising from the lawns and the great blooms nauseated her.

‘My sense of smell stopped functioning in childhood,’ she murmured to herself as she took a path through shrubberies to the back of the house. ‘No, it didn’t stop functioning; it was distorted, twisted, screwed up.’


Two

On the kitchen table there was a note propped against a plant. Both the note and the plant had been left by Mrs Brook who came to clean and manage the house. ‘I dropped in to wish you luck, I’m sorry I missed you,’ she had written. ‘I’ve left Eddie Rutter repairing the hall light. Please don’t water this hibiscus, I’ve seen to it. Keeping my fingers crossed! C. Brook.’

In the hall, Eddie Rutter was standing on a plank that bridged two ladders. Wires drooped from the ceiling. He greeted her with: ‘Hi, there! A pity you weren’t home half an hour since. I could’ve done with another pair of hands.’

‘I was going to look at it myself. I enjoy jobs like that.’

‘I wish I did. Clara Brook told me it’s the great day. How did you do? Or shouldn’t I ask?’

‘I did all right.’ She smiled back at him, at last able to acknowledge her success. Any moment, she thought, I’ll make an exhibition of myself, give myself a hernia laughing, yell: I’ve done it!

‘I’m hungry,’ she said.

‘The electricity for the cooker and such isn’t off. They’re on a different circuit.’

‘I know.’

‘Doing yourself a toasted sandwich to celebrate?’

‘Something like that.’

He doesn’t know what I have to celebrate, Magdalen thought as she strode back to the kitchen. He thinks it’s for getting good grades. Everyone else will, too: the right grades and into university – what I set my mind on. And they’re right, but that’s not the half of it. I’ll say I’ve something to celebrate! And it’s a lot more than they think.

She grabbed the telephone on the dresser and dialled rapidly. ‘I’d like a re-style, wash and dry. Could you fit me in? Like in half an hour? Who? Oh, Magdalen Wilde.’ She tapped the handset impatiently while the appointments book was consulted, then: ‘Thanks. That’s fine. I have to be back at work for half-one. No, I’m not going anywhere. I just feel like a new look.’

That makes a start, she congratulated herself. It’s not exactly revolutionary but it’s early days yet. ‘You’ll be looking forward to Edinburgh, starting a new life,’ Mr Gresham said. Right again, but he doesn’t know it all. In fact, he hasn’t the first idea. You have to know what the old life’s been like before you can say a new one is starting.

She sawed at a loaf, the knife jerking as she laughed. I’ve hit my target: escape. No compromise, no weakening. Final, total escape. She spooned peanut butter on to the bread. She was ravenous. All she had eaten that day was a few dusty crisps.

Since then, her hopes had been realised. Freedom was guaranteed. Soon she would leave this house. Leave him.

Years before, when she had run away, she had always been caught and brought back. She was too young and ignorant to win against him, Lindsay Wilde with his easy contacts, position and power. He could pay people to find her. So, despairing, she had given up.

She was no more optimistic several years later, though by then she could have left home; like Paul Driffield. Because, he said, his parents were Nazis. Compared with hers, with her father, Paul’s were a couple of saints. As far as I know, Magdalen added, sombre. However, she had not followed Paul’s example. Hopeless, she had thought: There’s no point. Having my own place won’t keep Dad out of it. He’ll come after me, give me no peace. I’d never be free of him that way.

Then, this year, he had been obliged to work abroad and for eight glorious months she had been beyond his control. She had led her own life; he had been unable to take charge. This was the stuff of dreams. She felt as if for years she had been clamped in a vice, but suddenly it had loosened. She was allowed to stretch; the oxygen could course through her blood, flexing the muscles and brain.

Invigorated, she had looked at herself and said, ‘This is me. I’m not waggling at the end of his string. This is what it’s like to be by myself.’

And she had thought: Why can’t it be like this always? Why must it stop when he returns home? Until one day she had told herself: This doesn’t have to stop when he comes back. It can go on. I shan’t let him take me over. Never again. I shan’t let him rule me. Bold with the possibility of permanent freedom, she declared: ‘I don’t care when he comes back. It doesn’t matter because I shall clear out.’

As she said this, she felt the final twist of the vice give way. Released at last, she danced round the house, stood in every room and passage, and shouted, ‘I shan’t be here!’

The way to achieve this was to go to university. It was foolproof. People would not see it as running away but as a legitimate reason to leave home and her father would accept it. He had always wished her to excel and it would not occur to him that he could lose her; he would plan to visit her, organise expensive holidays and look forward to the long vacations when she was at home. What he would not suspect was that she held a trump card: she would be living in a Hall of Residence or a Student House.

In either of these Magdalen calculated she would be safe. When he came to see her she would not be alone, there would be plenty of people about and she could make sure that he never entered her room. On the campus and in a Hall or University lodging, Magdalen considered that she would be protected. Invulnerable.

The kind of accommodation she needed was reserved, provided that she applied for it by the first of next month and, deciding to look in the prospectus to check procedure, Magdalen left the kitchen. As she walked through the hall, the telephone rang.

‘If that’s Roy,’ Eddie Rutter said, ‘d’you mind telling him I’ve about done?’ Poised with a screwdriver, he waited until she had lifted the handset and mouthed: Not for you.

The voice that greeted her was strong, resonant with loving. ‘Oh, Magdalen! What wonderful news! You’ve done splendidly.’

‘Thanks.’ She wished she could have avoided giving him this satisfaction. ‘How do you know?’

‘I called Harley Gresham before lunch. I imagine you’ve been trying to get through. Unfortunately, these lines have been busy all morning.’

‘I haven’t had a minute.’

‘I’m sure. Harley tells me that all his candidates have done well this year but your results were outstanding. We talked for some time.’

I bet. ‘I’ll be in at Edinburgh.’

‘Yes. That was something else we discussed and, thinking it over, I’ve decided to come home. It will give us a chance to celebrate as well.’

‘When?’ The handset was shaking.

‘When should we celebrate? Tomorrow. I’ve asked Jean to book a table at The King’s.’

‘I meant, when will you be arriving?’

‘Not until the last flight this evening, I’m afraid. I have to ensure that Andrew’s fully briefed.’

She could see that Eddie was watching her. With a great effort she steadied her hand and smiled into the mouthpiece. ‘Do you want me to get you a meal?’

‘I’d love that, but I’d better say no. There’ll be food of sorts on the plane and it won’t do any harm to starve a little before our celebratory feast. I look forward to being with you. And, precious, how is my rose?’

‘Much the same as usual.’

‘I’ve missed it.’

Duly she continued this code between them. ‘Aren’t there any in Holland?’

‘Not the sort I like.’

As she put down the handset, Eddie asked, ‘Who’s your boy-friend, then, Mag?’


Three

Returning home from the petrol station in the late afternoon, Magdalen went through the back gates and pushed her cycle into the garage. Her father’s car had been washed and the bodywork meticulously waxed. So Mr Hustler had received a message that her father was coming home. The car gleamed, smug, immaculate, soon to be claimed by its owner. Agitated, Magdalen hunched her shoulders like someone who hoped to avoid detection, crept between greenhouses and round a neat pond. Reaching the house door, she opened it carefully, knowing the exact angle before it would creak. In the hall she tiptoed from rug to muffling rug so that her heels would not tap on the stone. When she heard footsteps outside, she leapt for the stairs. But the only sound that followed was the rattle of the letter-box and the thud of a newspaper on the mat.

As she waited for her breathing to quieten, Magdalen thought: Talk about being conditioned! I only need to see his car ready for him and I take fright. Even though he’s been home only three week-ends this year, a total of one hundred and eight hours. He won’t stay more than a couple of nights. And in less than two months, I shall have gone.

She climbed up to the room which had progressed from her toy store to her work place. From the window-seat she could see Mr Hustler straightening the edges of a lawn. He was staying late to prepare the garden ready for inspection. That was unnecessary; it always was. She watched him chop his spade into the grass and slice away slim turfs. He had been there as long as she could remember. ‘Come and smell,’ he had invited and lifted her up until her face was close to a bloom but, wanting Panda to smell it, she had pushed his snout into the petals. ‘Now you stop that!’ Mr Hustler had reprimanded. ‘I don’t want that rose damaging.’ But she had slapped at it, made it swing on its stalk before he had lowered her on to the grass. ‘If I were your father,’ he had threatened. Frightened, she had run away, across the lawn, through the kitchen, along the passage, up two flights of stairs and into the attic.

Magdalen found she was leaning into the curtain, gripping the fabric in a tight fist. He won’t be home before twenty-one twenty, she soothed herself.

In the garden Mr Hustler had reached a path exactly where her father used to stand. He used to look up, see her at the window and wave. Hang on to that, she urged herself. Think of the good times. He would wave. Then he’d do his hat trick.

Despite the frowns of Mr Hustler, her father would toss his hat into the air and catch it on his head, wave to her again, and throw a leg over an imaginary horse. Then he would flick the reins and canter to the back gate. He had given her a tricycle for Christmas, the favourite of all her toys. Mr Hustler didn’t approve of it. He would follow the marks of the tyres to where she was hidden behind the greenhouse and snarl, his teeth nicotine brown, ‘You stay off the lawns. I can’t keep them decent if you take that thing over them. I’ll tell your father if you don’t do as I say.’

Fifteen years later Magdalen looked at Mr Hustler drive his spade into the soil and creak upright. An old, tired man.

And fifteen years later she had determined to write it all down. She had wanted to get it straight before she moved on. She had said, Move on, keeping her fingers crossed that her plan would succeed and increasing her studying hours. If I can describe it, she had thought, it will be finished with; I can leave it behind me. Yet she had not begun.

‘It’s all such a jumble,’ she murmured. ‘It flies in every direction or just comes back to me in bits. I’m not sure when a lot of the bits happened. They flip out of sequence. I don’t like that; it prevents me from getting things clear. I’d rather have everything in the right order.’ But these were not science A levels. They were memories.

‘I’m making excuses for not starting,’ she admitted. ‘I promised myself I’d begin as soon as the examinations were over, then after I’d had a rest, then when I’d got the results. But now Dad’s coming.’

She paused, her eyes on the creases she had made in the curtain. At last she said, ‘If I postpone getting down to it because he’ll be here tonight, I’ll never have the guts to do anything else.’

Magdalen left the window-seat, crossed to the table, switched on her word processor, put the start disk through and inserted one already formatted. Creating a document, she wrote in a title: Autobiography. Then she regarded the word. Her life, so far. She had kept it all in her head for so long that she had feared her hold would slip and something would snap. But nothing’s snapped, I’m sane, she tapped out. Though Dad once said that I could be locked up. One of his nastier threats.

She wiped the screen then it stared at her, its emptiness accusing; her fingers would not move again across the keyboard and she was very hot. The great wedge of window was never turned away from the sun but that did not explain why her lungs would soon stop working, why her throat was closing up. She risked that whenever she allowed the memories to come back. She must find a way of overcoming these sensations. Work out a strategy.

She looked round the room. Gail had called it a turret and, her thoughts wandering to Melanie Howkins’ cousin – what was he called? Greg – she remembered Gail telling her: ‘He’s off to Armley Gaol … it’s built like a castle … doing a series of illustrations … some kind of fairy-tale … only he wants it to be modern.’
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