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Something pursued her. Dreams – phantoms – woke her in the small hours, driving her from her bed to walk the darkness of the strange English village. She’d thrown a coat over striped pyjamas – what was the likelihood of meeting another person at this late hour on a Thursday night? – and pushed bare feet into the cold men’s brogues she kept by the door for the purpose of these night-time prowls. There was no light in Bridge House, the house behind hers, Bridge Cottage, which meant that the old hag, Mrs Ingham, was not awake at any rate. High, bristling hedges hid her, lining the long road that she now stepped onto, there being no sidewalk here – or, pavement, as the British would call it. This road sliced through the village in a ‘nice bit of straight’, encouraging a fellow to drive on through. Down towards the Victoria bar or up toward the cemetery? A quick glance assured her there was a hunter’s moon and a clean sheet of stars. She chose the cemetery.


A car approached: a soft sound like a waterfall. She quickened her steps in their tap-tapping shiny shoes, and pulled closer to the hedges, tugging her coat collar up to hide her face: was someone following her? The car released her from its beam and slid past, and her thoughts returned to Sam and the Problem. The situation was this: Sam was married. Sam had been married since the age of twenty: for fifteen years. Sam had a child, a girl called Araminta – Minty. Sam would never leave. Love was a kind of madness, not very logical.


The smell of woodsmoke and onions told her that someone was awake, even at this hour, perhaps enjoying a cosy fireside meal. Her stomach contracted. That reminded her: she must chop some wood – perhaps she should offer to chop a pile for Mrs Ingham too. Fall was almost here, the season turning. And Sam was coming to visit for the first time this weekend.


As she reached the cemetery another car appeared, illuminating the gravestones, each with their shock of mossy hair: malevolent trolls. She tensed: two cars in one late evening in a place like this was unusual, she was sure. An inner voice started up immediately: Don’t be silly, he couldn’t possibly find you here, no one knows this place . . . She had barely been at Bridge Cottage a week, half of her boxes were still packed, but she was already sure that for most of the obedient people of Earl Soham, chosen for its anonymity and its proximity to London and to Sam, not much happened after the local bars closed. And in this second car – a white car, she’d noticed, in the moonlight – it wasn’t a man but a young woman. Even so, it had been a woman she’d thought she recognised. Red hair? No, not really possible to see the hair colour, she’d concede that much; she was being dumb. But the shape of the head then, the familiar silhouette made by that particular hairstyle. Something of a Jackie Kennedy swing to it, that image seen over and over on TV screens at the end of last year. Bouffant on top; flicks at the end.


The car rolled out of sight and she realised she was breathing hard, although the walk was short and not uphill. She felt in her coat pockets for the gold Dunhill lighter and the cigarettes she’d brought with her from Paris. The fat white moon looked about ready to pop. There was easily enough light to see the bench, so she sat down and breathed out noisily. It’s all in your head, it’s all in your head. Then, as she flicked the lighter on, she was startled by a noise, a noise as if someone was standing close behind her angrily sucking in their cheeks. She sprang up and crashed down again, her hand trembling as she slipped the lighter back in her pocket and put the cigarette to her lips. Just a branch, rubbing against another. This place had some impressive, old, old trees, well established, like everything here. A rope swinging, squeaking in the breeze. She longed for a bottle of Scotch to go with the cigarettes – why had she not thought to bring that out too?


Tomorrow – Friday – would be the visit from the lousy journalist, at 10 a.m., which didn’t help her mood any. She ought to telephone from the booth outside the cottage and call the whole thing off. Jesus – how could she be anonymous, safe, if people wrote about her and named Bridge Cottage? The earlier conversation, making the arrangement for the interview, had been awkward and no doubt offered a foretaste of how it would be. ‘Matter of fact, I was rather hoping to keep my stay here private, as I’m having a hard time getting to finish a couple of books,’ she had begun, only to be cut off with ‘But it’s sooooo exciting to have a famous crime writer in Earl Soham . . .’


She’d had to explain, for possibly the hundredth time in her career, that she didn’t write crime novels; she wasn’t a crime writer. The damn fool girl had protested by naming some of the best-known novels, as if Pat didn’t know her own work, to which she’d patiently explained: ‘Would you call Dostoevsky a crime writer for writing Crime and Punishment? Edgar Allan Poe? Theodore Dreiser? I don’t happen to care for the label “crime writer”. There is not much detection in my novels. There’s rarely any police involvement at all . . .’


She finished her cigarette and stubbed it out under her shoe. She thought she heard sounds of car tyres popping on gravel near the village hall beside the church. And then she gave in to a powerful compulsion to bend forward and scuff out signs of her smoking with her hand, picking up the cigarette butt and stuffing it into the pocket of her coat, then looking left and right up the street, as if she was in a bad movie, covering up the evidence. She felt as if she watched herself doing this, carefully. She’d had that feeling from childhood. Narrating herself, was how she thought of it. Pat did this, Pat did that: a running commentary that she couldn’t tune out.


As her hand dug into the pocket, she discovered a tiny snail she’d snuck in there yesterday, meaning to return it to its home. She held it close to her face, to examine it in the moonlight. A less-experienced observer might believe the baby snail to have vacated the shell but she knew it was in there, hiding. She had torn off a piece of lettuce and felt the crumpled pieces of it now, inside her pocket, along with the little snail, bouncing in there as she walked, like a lucky pebble.


Her mood lifted as she pictured herself showing the snail – with its beautiful stippled brown and cream shell, its tiny body cautiously extending, its horns flailing inquisitively – to Sam. She picked up speed, striding back towards Bridge Cottage in her brogues, finding her way without a flashlight because the moon drenched everything in milky light – the telephone booth, the allotments, the gas pumps on the little forecourt next to her cottage. Rain threatened, and she didn’t want to get the shiny brogues muddy. The smell of woodsmoke had evaporated. This time no cars passed her. Not one single house in that dull, pleasant place had a light on. She’d forgotten to lock the front door, she realised, as she grabbed the handle, brushing aside a dried-up rose that trailed near her face; another tense moment. What if someone had managed to sneak inside while she was out?


The door gave its customary jerk as she opened it and stepped inside: the living room in darkness, a faded Turkish mat, sludge colours, which had once been red and blue. She sniffed, relaxing her shoulders. No one was here. No one had been following her. Maybe she was half cracked. Ready for the booby hatch. The cottage smelt just as it had when she’d left it: damp, English and ridiculous. Sure, it was exactly as she’d said to herself. Earl Soham wasn’t much of a place. Once again, she’d ended up in the middle of nowhere. It was a lonely neighbourhood. She was hidden, invisible; she wasn’t being watched. It was perfect.


 


In the morning, she fixed herself the breakfast she always had, the one that made her feel terribly British: hardboiled eggs doused in salt. She knew the English actually ate them soft with a spoon in a little cup but she drew the line at that. She drank from the bottle most of the creamy milk she’d found at the front door, which the milkman had left with a note saying that if she wanted more she was to leave him her request along with the empty bottle. The mail arrived – she had not written to Mother since Paris, she remembered – and this bunch was only a letter about a new bank account, a letter from Peggy in London, and one she wasn’t yet ready to read from her agent. She went out back to check the garden before the journalist arrived, taking the walk she did in every new property she rented in whatever country; the one where she imagined the prowler. (‘Having a prowler or being a prowler?’ Sam had teased her.)


The garden was large, wet with dew and unkempt. At the front, trees protected it from the road, and there was also a ghastly, oversized hedge that Pat rather admired for its unruliness. She wouldn’t trim it, she thought. The front lawn was pretty bad. The back lawn was in better shape, and a murky green ribbon of water ran along the bottom. The colours in the garden, in the entire village, were the limited palette of an English autumn. A russet apple. Brown, rusty red, green: the water pulsed with these colours. Upstairs she had her easel set up already and her watercolours and she knew the lozenges of colour that would soon be wet and mucky; knew the exact shade the water would turn in the jam jar, and knew whose portrait was the only one she wanted to paint – Sam’s.


Well, now that she was standing in the back garden – shaking off a damp leaf that had stuck to the toe of one shoe – she wondered whether this little strip of soupy water would more properly be described as a stream or a brook. She imagined the prowler hatless, young, damp hair, tufty like the patchy lawn, face down in the cold water, where she had pushed him, after finding him crouching in the garden casing Bridge Cottage. A bloodied stone lay beside his head where she’d clouted him and pressed his face into the sluggish stream. Brook. A man can drown in a couple of inches of bath water, every schoolchild knows that. Then she remembered that she had no tea; the English journalist could probably use a cup of tea.


It wasn’t that she minded a brisk walk to the village store – putting her coat on over her pyjamas for the second time in twenty-four hours – but that crank Mr Fremlin (Mr Gremlin in her mind) would so want to yak, as if it wasn’t bad enough that she had to gird herself for the intense conversation she was undoubtedly about to have at 10 a.m. with Miss Virginia Smythson-Balby. As a precaution against this, she stuffed some wads of cotton-wool into one cheek, preparing to pantomime and point to her swollen face, implying that she couldn’t talk to the grocer on account of toothache. Matter of fact, now she came to remember it, this was dimly true. She did have some residual aching in one tooth; probably why the idea had suggested itself to her. Perhaps the Earl Soham store stocked tincture of myrrh or clove oil.


It didn’t. It sold Fry’s Chocolate Cream and Gold Cup Jaffa Juice and Limmits cookies and a brand new newspaper, the Sun, which she bought too when the old Gremlin pressed it on her, though privately she thought it looked about as goddamn awful as one might expect. ‘Election soon,’ he’d said. ‘Wilson’s the man for me. We do it differently to you Yanks. Quieter, you know.’


She almost replied, ‘I’m hardly a Yank. I’ve lived in Europe most of my life,’ but the cotton-wool in her cheek prevented it. Infuriating. Of course everyone knew who she was. Hadn’t he even greeted her, as she’d entered, by name? She glanced down at the headline, read its bouncy ‘Good morning! Yes, it’s time for a new newspaper . . .’ swallowed the protest and shook her head, as if in pain. At any rate, one oughtn’t to need to explain that one didn’t think of oneself as American, not really; more of a wandering European. She also picked up a packet of Limmits, orange flavour, as the idea of cookies ‘medically tested and approved’, cookies you could ‘eat to help you slim’ amused her. Perhaps the Smythson-Balby girl would be fat and she could offer her one. Once outside the little store she glanced up and down the street but there was only a man trundling an empty wheelbarrow and whistling; he tipped his cloth cap to her as if they were at a tea-dance. Her stuffed-cheek ruse did the trick and, with one hand cradling the aching jaw, she managed not to speak at all, only to point and wave.


On the walk home she thought of the portrait she’d begun, from memory, of Sam. Fall colours – muted, soft – apricots and greens – building up to the blonde, the bedazzling blonde of Sam’s hair. It was naturalistic in style and she knew – suspected – Sam would despise that. Realism was something unfashionable these days. But no matter – soon she would be able to work on it again, with the live model.


Just as she reached her own front door, there was Ronnie, leaning on his bike. She registered with mild annoyance the fresh white sports shirt, rolled-up sleeves, the bleached hairs on his forearms; the sense of glowing health and cheer that always emanated from Ronnie. Yesterday he had arrived at the same time, insisting he showed her the great elm at Nayland, which had escaped the plague. Today she was armed against such enthusiasms. She removed the soaked wad of cotton-wool from inside her cheek. ‘I don’t care to sightsee today. I’ve barely unpacked. She’ll be here any minute.’


‘I know. I’ve been snooping around and it seems it’s not just a piece for the Ipswich Star or whatever codswallop she told you. She’s a biographer.’


Ronnie leaned his bike against the dead roses and crisped camellias still lingering at the back door of Bridge Cottage – several shrivelled leaves crumbled to the ground – and followed her into the kitchen. He glanced around the smoky, dark little room: red-tiled floor, low ceiling beams, some old flower-sprig curtains; a faintly fishy smell as if an aquarium bubbled there. On the table there were mugs still wrapped in their newspaper, a shoebox of packed cutlery. He found the kettle inside a cooking pot in one of the packing cases and filled it with water from a spluttering faucet. Taking matches from his back pocket, he lit the stove, began busying himself with unwrapping things for her with the proprietary ease of long familiarity, opening the packages from Mr Fremlin’s and spooning tea into the tea-pot.


‘I brought you more bits of painted boat and driftwood,’ Ronnie said. ‘I’ve popped it in the shed. My dear, there are some excellent pieces of Southwold pier in that little lot. They’ll make a splendid salty blue blaze.’


‘I don’t care to have you here when she arrives,’ she told him. ‘It will look funny. It will find its way into the article. “Miss Highsmith’s gentleman friend, renowned local poet . . .”’


‘I’ll slip out the back. She’ll think I was the grocer’s boy, delivering.’


The kettle screamed at them and Ronnie poured water over the tea-leaves.


‘I’d better put something else on,’ she muttered, and went upstairs to change from the coat and pyjamas into Levi’s and a pressed white shirt.


‘Quit trying to help me,’ she said, buckling her braided lizard-skin belt, when she reappeared.


‘So secretive! Don’t worry, I’m leaving. I’m sure our journalist – did you know she was the Right Honourable Virginia Smythson-Balby? – will assume that a single gentleman like me, living alone and writing all that nature poetry, must be a fairy, wouldn’t you say?’


‘Fix me a Scotch before you go,’ she said, handing him the bottle.


 


‘And how did you find this charming place?’ asked Virginia Smythson-Balby, legs awkwardly crossed, mug of tea perching on the uppermost knee in its pantyhose. The living room was cold; Pat had not fixed the fire. It was dark too, and unfurnished apart from the sofa, a red leather chair that Pat sat on, the boxes, the Turkish rug, and a lamp at such a strange angle that it looked like someone with their head thrown back, laughing. Smythson-Balby – was she really titled or had Ronnie been teasing? – had arrived in such a breathless, over-excited state that Pat had feared the girl was about to have an asthma attack. She had been shaking, as she came in through the kitchen door, and looked horribly as if she had wanted to hug her. Fans! Ghastly. She had worn bright yellow patent knee-high boots, and when Pat suggested she took them off, they were unzipped and abandoned, like peeled banana skins. As the girl stood up, she seemed at last to compose herself.


Good legs, Pat noted. Calves not too muscled, but well-formed. Lacrosse player, she reckoned, or whatever it was that English schoolgirls took seriously, these days. Smythson-Balby had given up on the pen and notebook for the moment. They lay menacingly beside her on the sofa.


‘Friend of mine,’ Pat replied carefully. ‘Ronnie. He knows this village. English quietude. Cottage was rather a good price at three thousand five hundred pounds.’ (Was that crass, she immediately thought. Would a girl of her type think it bad manners to talk about money?) She added quickly: ‘Ronnie said it would be, you know, good for working. I have two books to write: one a novel, one a sort of “how to” book. Matter of fact, three books as I always keep a cahier, a notebook, too . . .’


And none of them going well, she might have added. The back door from the kitchen slammed shut and both women jumped.


‘Delivery boy,’ Pat said, swallowing the Scotch in her tea mug and trying to avoid fidgeting, in case the leather chair she was sitting in made a lewd noise.


Smythson-Balby sipped her tea and suddenly grimaced, obviously finding the sludge of leaves at the bottom (Ronnie had not been able to find a tea-strainer among her boxes, though Pat did possess one). As she leaned forward her silky blouse fell open a little and she clutched distractedly at the neckline.


‘So, this will be your – tenth crime novel, is that correct? And you had been living in . . . New York and then travelling in Venice and Paris, Europe for many years, is that right, but wanted to set this one in England?’


‘Suspense novel. One of the books I’m writing here is called Plotting and Writing Suspense Fiction. Not crime. Not detective fiction. As I mentioned on the telephone, I don’t happen to like the term “crime fiction”. Dostoevsky wrote suspense stories – that is, stories where there is felt to be a threat of imminent violence or danger. I don’t feel ashamed of the category.’


Smythson-Balby smiled, but she did not apologise.


‘Is the one you’re writing now your tenth novel, then, or the eleventh? I like to get these things right,’ the young woman said.


‘Tenth,’ Pat replied, but warily. What was behind the question? Was the girl smarter than she looked?


‘It seems safe to say – I hope you won’t be offended – that you’re better known in Europe, rather than your native America. Any thoughts on why your books might sell better in Europe, Miss Highsmith?’


‘None whatsoever.’


Next she’ll be asking me where I get my ideas from.


Smythson-Balby had her notebook open and was now reading from it.


‘A lady called Margaret Marshall called your work “unpleasant, unnatural and unsavoury”. She says that your criminals often get away with the crimes they commit and there is rather too much – too much relish on your part in describing their thoughts of murder, the deviant things your protagonists want to do. She even suggested in her last review that perhaps you admire your famous anti-hero rather too much . . . and the policemen in your novels, the forces of law and order, are always depicted as weak and toothless. Evil, she says, prevails in the novels of Patricia Highsmith. What would you say to this, Miss Highsmith?’


‘I’m sure Miss Marshall is a fan of Miss Christie and Ngaio Marsh. Let her go ahead and read their novels.’


Smythson-Balby looked at her keenly, as if expecting more.


‘I don’t happen to – I don’t care to read the implausible fantasies of simpering ladies where everyone in the parlour is equally capable of committing a deadly murder, whether an eighty-year-old duchess or a sweet-natured stable boy.’


‘“Implausible fantasies of simpering ladies” . . .’ Smythson-Balby murmured as she wrote, using the squiggles of shorthand. To disguise what was really being written?


‘Not a fan, I take it? Of the Golden Age writers, I mean?’ she asked.


‘I’ve sworn off them.’ Pat hoped this might deflect her, but no, Smythson-Balby was waiting for a full reply.


Pat took a slug of whisky. ‘They’re nothing great. The only thing Agatha Christie did that interests me is go missing for a few days. Fake her own death. She obviously planned to punish Archie – her husband – since he was the one who would get turned in for it and he’d been playing around. But then she decides to duck out and get herself discovered in Harrogate. That’s the closest she’s come to conjuring up a real crime in her life.’


There was a pause while Smythson-Balby wrote this down.


‘Matter of fact, I don’t happen to give two hoots for Miss Christie.’ Pat took another swig of the Scotch, longing to be able to shut up.


She was aware of a quickened heartbeat and a strange feeling, as if someone was trying to peel away her skin, edging a little palette knife between her and the outside world. This always happened in interviews. Despite what the interviewer thought – she was invariably described afterwards as taciturn or difficult – she was unable to be anything other than bracingly truthful: to say whatever came into her head. She could feel the words as they surfaced and the simultaneous instruction: Jesus, don’t say that! But the necessary filter was not there and say it she would, as if in defiance of herself. A curious, tragic honesty and one she was sure no one appreciated. And, at any rate, the devil with Smythson-Balby! Imagine repeating that Margaret Marshall quote to her and expecting no reaction.


‘Do you happen to know how many murders actually occur in English villages?’ Pat found herself saying. ‘Wait – I had figures somewhere for ’sixty-three, let me look . . .’ She fiddled through her scribbled notes, under the craning gooseneck lamp.


‘Approximately three hundred. I’ve counted them, using newspaper reports . . .’ She sat back down and nodded towards another of her opened boxes beside the sofa, where the newspapers were stashed; the notes in her hand she had recovered from the top of the box. ‘Not that many, is it? And how many of the murderers were beautiful middle-class ladies, or old ladies using poison, or educated gentlemen killing for complex and puzzlingly well planned “motives”? Hey, guess what – not one!’


She could feel herself growing a little swimmy with the whisky but she couldn’t cut it out. ‘Violence is not an act, it’s a feeling. Some people give in to it – others never feel it. Most of the murders committed here in England last year were as they are every year, everywhere – sordid, spontaneous, ugly. Often not planned at all. Hoodlums. Young bums. Punks, child molesters, creeps. And who do they kill? You think we’re all equally likely to be the victim of a murder? Think again. Murder comes from places of intense hatred and anger, not “cold-blooded calculation”. Cold-blooded! The favourite phrase of crime writers, who know nothing.’


Smythson-Balby continued with her brisk smile.


‘Most victims are known to their killers. Most are wives, girlfriends, children or buddies. Not everyone is capable of murder, not at all. That’s a phoney idea. Capable of thinking of it, wanting to, of course. But doing it? That’s something else. The ultimate crime, a boundary very few people cross, and yet if you read Christie or Ngaio Marsh and the rest, you’d believe all were capable of it with impunity. That’s the lie being pulled. And I object to it.’


‘You speak as if murder were an accomplishment,’ Smythson-Balby said, with a bright stare.


Pat took a breath. ‘A murderer is cursed with aloneness. Forever. Once he’s committed this – ultimate anti-social act, he’s condemned to a lifetime spent in terror of being found out. But perhaps he longs to tell all, to boast, because his crime took some kind of courage or daring – certainly a lack of care for convention. Not everyone is capable of murder because most people are not brave and are afraid of breaking society’s rules. What goes on in the mind of a man who has killed somebody? Matter of fact, I am interested in that.’


She cursed herself again. Why couldn’t she hold her tongue? The Scotch was probably not helping but she craved a top-up just now and the mug was empty. She stood up to fetch her cigarettes from the kitchen table. Pausing before offering the packet to her, Pat noticed as she came back into the room how the girl gave off a powerful perfume, musky and nervous, and the smell of newly washed hair. Her hair was long, silky and the colour of horse-chestnuts, snatched up into a ponytail high on her head, leaving her neck exposed, the backs of her ear-lobes presenting little tips of gold pierced earrings. Her blouse was rusty-red silk and must have shrunk, or been bought too small: there were spaces gaping between buttons that seemed to make the girl self-conscious. An extravagant bosom that aimed at her, like two juggernauts. The young woman accepted a cigarette from the packet, and Pat hesitated before going to light it for her. Instead she gave her the gold lighter, too, and sat back down in the leather armchair.


After a quick pull on the cigarette the girl handed back the lighter and said, in a slightly smoky, warmer voice: ‘You said man just then. I’ve noticed the women don’t commit murders in your novels. Are women incapable of murder?’


‘They’re capable. Ha! But they have fewer opportunities. And they have – well, most of them do – the nuisance of their sensitivity to others. This ability to feel sorry for whoever would be on the receiving end. Empathy. Sensitivity. Imagination. Whatever. They can’t stay in their own feelings long enough to go through with it . . .’


The young woman smoked thoughtfully, then wondered what to do with her ash. Pat leaped forward, sweeping some snails out of a saucer to offer it to her. She pocketed the snails. She knew Smythson-Balby had seen her do that, but tactfully pretended to be scribbling.


‘Miss Marshall says you don’t like women much. Your women characters might not commit the murders but they all come to a grisly end. I believe she called you a . . . misogynist.’


‘Ha! Miss Marshall is a women’s libber, then? A bra-less wonder. The men in my novels rarely fare better.’


Smythson-Balby smiled then. A full mouth and a little gap at the front between the teeth. She finished her cigarette and screwed the end into the saucer.


‘May I ask you about your working habits? How about describing for me an average day?’


The day was bleeding away, and all these hours talking about writing when she could be doing it. Pat drew on her cigarette, then sighed in a showy way and said nothing.


‘And what is it that you’re writing while you’re here?’


‘It’s bad luck to talk about the novel one is writing. Like opening the oven on a soufflé. Pouf. It’s gone.’


‘Just a hint?’ The frisky ponytail swung optimistically.


‘It’s about a woman who believes she’s being followed. A prowler of some sort. A voyeur. Perhaps a rejected lover. Someone from her past. She might be a little paranoid about it. Perhaps she’s imagining it . . . she can’t be sure. She receives letters from him, not threatening but meaningless, troubling. She’s afraid . . .’


This wasn’t the novel she was working on. It was a lie. She trailed off, finished her cigarette, drained a tiny dreg of Scotch in her mug. At last the young visitor seemed to get her point, and suddenly sat up, alert, glancing at her watch.


‘Well, that’s terrifically helpful, thank you,’ Smythson-Balby said, snapping the cap on her fountain pen. ‘I’ve enough to be going on with.’ She stood up.


Ronnie’s comment suddenly came back to her. Was the damned girl a biographer, really, writing a longer piece for some other publication, not the short article for the local paper they’d agreed? There was a sizzle in the room. Smythson-Balby’s pupils were dilated and her cheeks a little flushed as she tugged at the rust-coloured blouse, re-tucking it into the waistband of her skirt. Either she was nervous, or excited, or it was something else; Pat couldn’t tell. She remembered the feeling yesterday, and it wasn’t the first time, either, of being watched. And although the girl was in front of her, and fooling around, pretending to be putting fountain-pen and notebook into a small, schoolgirl kind of satchel, Pat had exactly the same feeling again now.


Christine Keeler, Pat thought suddenly. That’s who she looks like, or would do, if she were a darker brunette, naked, with booted legs astride a chair.


‘You don’t have a television set?’ the younger woman asked, nodding towards the empty wall beside Pat’s leather chair – faded rosebud wallpaper, yellow on blue, lightly stained by smoke. Pat had gone to fetch Smythson-Balby’s short fur coat from the chair in the kitchen.


‘I plan to rent one. In Ipswich.’


The ponytail swung free of the fur collar of the coat: an expensive-looking black jacket that was rather conservative, a little too old for her, compared to the yellow boots and silky blouse. ‘Oh, perhaps I could offer you a lift? I have my car here and I noticed there wasn’t one parked outside . . .’


It was just an excuse, Pat knew, for Smythson-Balby to question her further, to get more unguarded comments out of her while they pretended to be idly chatting, both staring straight ahead at a dead squirrel on the road or the wobbling ass of a village mailman passing on his bicycle. The scrutiny wasn’t yet over: she should refuse. But it had started to have possible compensations – she could use a ride, and Ronnie could never offer her one since he’d refused to learn to drive – and as she watched Smythson-Balby fasten her furry jacket around that pointed English bosom, she wondered at what point, if any, the younger woman might begin to suspect what the compensations were.


‘Yes, a ride, thank you . . .’ she conceded, and Smythson-Balby finished sweetly with ‘And we can continue chatting in the car.’


Pat checked the snails before she left. A couple had escaped along the window ledge; she would need to find lids for the containers. She felt like a heel as she had to keep putting them back, but they were getting the message. There were two more, bigger, snails on a saucer upstairs in her bedroom; bought in a market in France and smuggled in in her suitcase. The snails liked to eat – come out – only when unobserved. The fact that they seemed to know when they weren’t being watched amused her. There was a new snail in the bedroom too, and she didn’t know how it had got there. She hadn’t been nettled, only amused. A paranoid person would say someone had put it there: it was a big one, with bits of dried grass stuck to its shell and its horns out exploringly, sitting on her pillowcase. She picked it up and watched its grey underbelly flute and flower, just like an anemone, as it tried to orient itself. Bubbles of silver formed at its mouth. Then she felt sorry for it, and put it back, careful to place it in the right direction along its own jewelled trail. How simple that it had told her exactly where it was going. Sam would hate to find it there. A smile then at the thought of it: Sam’s head would rest on the pillow in only a few days’ time.


The car was a white Anglia. Not for Smythson-Balby the three-box-shaped Ford that everyone else drove, no, this was quite the stylish number: small rear fins, chrome bumper with over-riders, chrome side-trim and hooded headlights. Touch of the 1958 Lincoln Continental about it. The cop cars round here were Ford Anglias with contrasting panels of blue or black and white; she’d heard them called ‘Pandas’ by locals. Next to the cottage was the only gas pump and village garage for miles and the car was parked on the forecourt.


The car last night had been white, too. She asked the young woman if she’d been in the village the night before, perhaps looking for Bridge Cottage. Smythson-Balby seemed unsurprised by this question – she was putting on large black-plastic-framed sunglasses to drive, the light being bright, though the October day was cold. She said she hadn’t; Pat couldn’t see her eyes.


The inside of the car smelt of cigarette smoke and orange peel, the strange padded-plastic fascia covers on the dashboard, and the perfume Smythson-Balby wore, which must have been very liberally applied. The bright yellow toes in her shiny boots pressed on the pedals as if it was the sexiest thing in the world to be doing, driving this foolish little car.


They didn’t pass a mailman, only Ronnie, cycling towards the cottage. Pat hunkered down in her seat, hoping he hadn’t seen her. His silly grin seemed to suggest he had but was playing along. His sandy fair hair flapped away from his forehead, like the crest of a waxwing. The Suffolk countryside was full of waxwings, Ronnie had said, showing her a rather fine sketch he’d done, using coloured pencils to show the black mask around the eye, the pretty rusty-red of its plumage, the yellow-tipped tail. Looked like a girl she once knew, who frequented the L bar in Greenwich Village dressed in those colours. She was disappointed that she hadn’t seen a gaudy bird or a girl like that in the tasteful Suffolk countryside. Until now.


 


After a few miles Pat regretted accepting the ride. She’d promised to ring Sam at six o’clock from the telephone booth outside the cottage; what if she wasn’t back in time? She didn’t actually know how far Ipswich was from Earl Soham; perhaps it would take longer than she’d assumed. Virginia Smythson-Balby was, at any rate, a rookie driver for all her confidence. She was cocky, jerky with the gear changes, giddily swerving a couple of times on the spidery lanes and tight bends. The journalist was trying to keep up a conversation – ‘And Mr Hitchcock made a film of one of your earliest novels. What did you make of that?’ – but kept breaking off, saying, ‘Sorry, oh!’ as another driver appeared around a sweep in the road and she had to cut sharply left to pass. It wasn’t a squashed squirrel but the huge grey rump of a badger that they saw bloody and upturned at the side of the road, and as they flew past it, Pat had an unpleasant mental image of herself meeting a similar fate under Smythson-Balby’s wheel. She began to shake and fidget in her seat, the Scotch sloshing around her stomach, and at last the younger woman noticed and slowed down.


They had passed Ronnie’s village – Debach (it wasn’t on the way but Smythson-Balby had no sense of direction and had to turn around in a tight lane) – and Pat had managed not to give herself away over it. She counted this as a small victory: if she could keep her friendship with Ronnie to herself, perhaps she could learn continence on other matters of importance, too. Her thoughts kept returning to Sam. She’d noticed that during the day when she was writing she could keep these things at bay, but as the afternoon wore on and the hour when she would speak to Sam again, hear Sam’s voice, drew closer, the thoughts loomed up more vividly. Last night there had been a dream, a horrible dream, in which she had drowned a naked Sam in the pond. But as Sam stepped out, arms dripping water and green weeds, just as Pat thought, I’ve killed her, she saw that it wasn’t Sam at all, but Pat herself who stood there.


Smythson-Balby was chattering away about the character of Earl Soham, a place she held in contempt. ‘You ask them, “What do you make of Vietnam?” They’ve been listening to the radio, reading the paper, but they only say: “Oh, it’s a place far away.” Vietnam’s not in East Anglia. That’s as far as their imagination will travel . . .’ The countryside, she gathered, held few charms for Smythson-Balby. It was clear from hints that she’d travelled a great deal and hoped to do plenty more. At any rate, it was easier to imagine the girl in those yellow patent boots in a night-club in London, or perhaps Eve’s bar in Munich (a place Pat knew well), eyes sandbagged in mascara and giggling over a martini with a man on her arm. Or even – here she let herself go a little further – on a spotlit stage with a mike in hand, in a floor-sweeping halter-neck dress, singing ‘An Englishman Needs Time’. Had she seen her in such a role somewhere? Different hair, perhaps, rigged up differently – younger? A show-girl: that fitted. That was where the Christine Keeler thought had floated from. This girl pretended to be a bouncy fresh thing, with no ulterior motives. Pat knew the type. ‘I was just having a good time,’ she would protest. Could it really be her fault if people kept getting the wrong idea?


Ipswich was a town gearing up for something. Small groups of girls and boys formed lines outside the Savoy ballroom on St Nicholas Street, and they were also at the railway station. The boys were smoking and polishing the toes of their shoes with their handkerchiefs, the girls laughing and shrieking in white gloves and courts and fur coats. Smythson-Balby was not impressed. ‘Joe Loss. Cyril Gold and His Pieces of Eight. Not my thing,’ she sneered, as Pat’s eyes followed the young women with their bouffant curls. No, Pat thought. She could picture Smythson-Balby doing a much more extravagant sort of dancing than the ballroom kind.


‘We used to call girls like that round-heels. I guess you don’t know that word any more,’ Pat murmured.


Smythson-Balby remained silent.


Of course, she should turn the tables, hammer Smythson-Balby with a few questions of her own. ‘Who are you, really? A friend of mine claims you have other . . . biographical, book-length intentions, not just an article . . . Matter of fact, would you mind declaring yourself now because I’d like to know what it is I’m confessing to?’ but something prevented her. She believed it impolite to ask personal questions, despite having to endure them so often herself. She wouldn’t dream of voicing them. She found herself wondering over the name ‘Smythson’. Hadn’t she heard it somewhere, mooted as one of the mysterious backers of the Great Train Robbery last summer? The trial was still going on, and the English newspapers’ obsession with the hopelessly bungled crime was undimmed. She puzzled, too, about the state Smythson-Balby had been in when she’d first arrived. What had provoked it? Such a prickle around her, such an overwrought, giddy little drama?


Strange, sickening, really, how other people never thought it rude to ask her those kinds of things and make cracks at her, then had the nerve to complain afterwards about her unwillingness to answer. And they would offer her spiteful quotes and comments on her work and watch to see if she got rattled. And, yes, she was still smarting about the Margaret Marshall quote and who wouldn’t be? Her characters deviant, her work unnatural. Sure, yes, she’d always understood the insinuation. Damn them – did they think she was a fool?


At last Smythson-Balby lurched to a squealing halt in a parking lot and pulled up the brake with a flourish. She explained – slightly breathlessly – where Ipswich High Street was and where she’d find the store that arranged television-set rentals. They rolled up the windows of the car, which had been opened an inch so that they could smoke, and stepped out. The fur collar on Smythson-Balby’s coat was tugged up around her chin; her bright dark eyes seemed to be smiling and she’d pushed the sunglasses onto her head, but her mouth was covered. The young journalist danced from foot to foot, clapping cold hands together. For the first time her brisk summer-camp-leader persona deserted her and she glanced at her watch a little shyly, saying: ‘I could meet you back here in an hour. Unless you would like me to . . .’


‘No, that’s swell, thank you. See you back here at five?’ 


Pat strode away from the car with an absurd fear that Smythson-Balby might follow her. Perhaps she would never now shake her off. It wasn’t the first time she had had that thought about a younger woman. ‘You have a new fan,’ Ronnie would say, if he was there. Ronnie was always vigilant. He liked to remind her of how attractive she was, take the glass from her hand, refresh it for her, tell her gently as he gave it back: ‘This will ruin your looks.’ Ronnie. She could have been chopping wood in the garden of Bridge Cottage just now, in fierce fall sunshine, Ronnie with his sleeves rolled up, sharpening the axe.


 


At ten minutes to six she was installed at Bridge Cottage, a fire chuntering in the grate, a whole pile of chopped logs stacked by the back door and a Scotch in hand. The television set was fixed up and being delivered next week. So she wouldn’t be able to watch it with Sam, but no matter, there would be other occasions, other weekends. This thought, the real reason behind her moving to Suffolk, gave her a jolt of pleasure so strong that she paused, in the kitchen, and noticed it, and wrapped her arms around herself.


She had marked the Scotch bottle, scoring it with pencil at the point she felt she should drink to today, but the visit earlier meant it was almost empty. On the kitchen table two fat steaks lolled. She’d bought them from a butcher in Ipswich (taking care to conceal them from Smythson-Balby: she didn’t want questions about weekend visitors). There was also a fresh lettuce and three tomatoes in a brown bag and some strongly vinegary salad dressing she’d made up in a pickle jar. There was a new warm loaf of bread. The kitchen curtains were tugged closed, but they were a little short of meeting in the middle: there was always a gap with a slit of dark sky in it. The telephone booth across the road loomed in her mind with supernaturally vivid presence. She had not heard Sam’s voice since Paris, since she’d arrived in England, as they’d both thought it risky.


Moments later she stood in the booth, inhaling the faint smell of cat urine and cigarette smoke, her heart pattering as if she had been running.


‘So, what time will you arrive tonight?’ Pat asked. Hearing Sam, she immediately pictured her exactly as she was painting her. She had decided to change from fall colours to a background of intense cobalt blue and red. Sam, the figure of Sam, stretching through those colours like a white orchid (she would put an orchid in the painting, too, she decided) or a swan. Naked, her neck outstretched, winding a strand of her white-blonde hair in one finger. To Pat, Sam had the look of a Modigliani painting, though she couldn’t remember ever seeing a blonde one. Almond eyes, heart-shaped face. Elegant neck, a little longer than is common. And, curiously, this portrait Pat was making of her – unfinished though it was – was easier to conjure up just now than the real Sam.


Sam’s voice was somehow wobbly on the line. A crackle and then a loud, hacking cough. 


‘I don’t feel so chipper,’ Sam said, when she recovered. ‘And there’s another problem, darling. Minty’s home for the weekend. She has a fever and the school sent her home. I can hardly leave her here with Gerald.’


Pat groaned and didn’t trouble to disguise it. ‘Gerald is perfectly capable of looking after his eight-year-old daughter by himself for one night, isn’t he?’


‘Yes, but it will look odd. Fair enough, I might go for a weekend by the sea with some old girlfriends from work, but not when my daughter is poorly. It would look . . . strange.’


‘But I’ve been waiting and waiting!’ Pat exploded. ‘I’ve been here days already. Does that mean I have to wait a whole other week?’


‘Well, if Minty’s better tomorrow I might manage Sunday afternoon. Afternoon tea at Aldeburgh and a walk by the sea, and then drive back? Don’t be angry, darling.’


Pat was angry. The Smythson-Balby girl had nettled her, the day’s routine was spoiled and she hadn’t written a single word of her novel. Worse, she felt an appalling dread that Sam’s resolve was fading. If she mentioned this, Sam would prickle and sulk and nothing would be achieved, so she couldn’t think, just at that moment, what to say at all.


‘I – rented a television set,’ she mumbled, her hand cupping the receiver. That was her last coin being eaten up. Mrs Ingham passed the phone booth, head wrapped in a red scarf like the Queen, walking her terrier in the soft, drizzling rain. Mrs Ingham spied her and waved cheerily.


‘I bought two very nice rump steaks,’ Pat said. The line went dead before she could say: I love you. Would she have said it? She wasn’t sure. She stared at the little black shelf, the fat telephone directory, the sign saying Earl Soham, Woodbridge 6852. What was the point of anything? Sam wasn’t the demonstrative type and in Pat’s experience such lovers needed careful handling if they weren’t to feel too overwhelmed, too ‘smothered’ (as her girlfriend, Ginnie, another cool type, had once witheringly put it).


She tried to slam the phone booth door behind her but it was on some kind of powerful hinge and closed in its own sweet time, so she stomped back to the house, reaching for the new bottle of Scotch before she’d even taken her coat off. The fire – so lively only a short while ago – was now completely out, the logs powdering to soft grey ash that a poke wouldn’t ignite. She gave it a kick and a cloud of pale dust billowed. The room was pretty chilly; Pat’s habit of keeping the curtains closed against nosy neighbours also prevented any sunlight warming it during the day, so she took herself upstairs with the drink to the bedroom, facing out over the back garden – looking onto Mrs Ingham’s house, in fact. The room was north-facing too and wasn’t any warmer. There was the portrait Allela had done of her, glowering, scowling, facing the bed.


She was about to fling herself under the covers when she noticed the two snails on their saucer on the window ledge. They were moving, swaying. Pat bent close and studied them. Now they were kissing. There could be no other word for it.


The Scotch bottle in her hand, she poured a generous shot into the tooth-mug she found herself holding. The entranced creatures in the saucer fascinated her. Look at that, she longed to say to Sam, who was a keen gardener and bird watcher. (She pictured Sam as she thought it, kneeling in front of a flowerbed, her slim spine curved over, wearing something blazing in peacock-blue and red, sunlight surrounding her in a frill of golden light.) She needed to get a book from the library about snails. That was her last thought before she tumbled into a bottomless pit of sleep, slipping under the top counterpane, still dressed in her jeans and shirt.


 


Thumping at the back door woke her. She glanced at her travel clock beside the bed at the green numbers: 3 a.m. Crazed, frantic banging, from a fist, Pat thought, small and desperate, like a child’s. And then a voice, a woman’s voice, calling. Pat felt for her pyjamas under her pillow. She didn’t want whoever it was to think her ready to go out, or just arrived home, at this hour. If it was Sam, she had some crazy jealous thoughts sometimes. She took a second to step into the pyjamas before hurrying downstairs – banging her head on the low ceiling – and rushing to the kitchen door.
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