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Praise for Kansas in August:


‘Patrick Gale, on the strength of this modern, excellent and sympathetic novel, seems to be bound for greatness’ Stephen Fry


‘Patrick Gale is an elegant, witty writer, with an engagingly bizarre imagination’ Sunday Telegraph


‘Gale’s blend of artifice and realism is not quite like anybody else’s’ Observer


‘Patrick Gale’s novels grip tightly, like swaddling clothes, stunning the reader into a state of lolling, contented absorption. How does he do it?’ TLS
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About the Book 


Musical-obsessed Hilary Metcalfe, abandoned by his lover Rufus on his birthday, gets drunk, discovers a baby and brings it home to his flat above a corner shop to provide comfort and company. Rufus, meanwhile, allows himself to be seduced by a frivolous young woman, who is actually Hilary’s professional, high-powered sister, romancing under a pseudonym to escape the reality of her own loneliness.


In this witty, bawdy slice of sex and lies, the trio will find themselves drawn together ever more tightly by the lures of hedonism, self-delusion and the inescapable need to be needed.







 


For Catharine with much love




‘I’m as corny as Kansas in August,


High as a flag on the Fourth of July.


If you’ll excuse


An expression I use:


I’m in love with a wonderful guy!’




from South Pacific: Oscar Hammerstein II






Chapter one


‘Who is it?’


Henry had just woken to thin sunlight and the sound of someone knocking on her surgery door. The knocking continued, almost out of control.


‘Yes?’ shouted Henry. The knocking stopped. A woman’s voice answered.


‘Room service.’ The voice had a Canadian twang which Henry thought she recognized. ‘I have your breakfast here.’


‘What?’ Henry clutched a sheet to her chin and sat up incredulous as the door opened and a young woman in pyjamas, dressing-gown and slippers tripped in. A perky smile was on her face and a tray, empty save for a urine sample, was borne carefully in her hands. ‘Miss McGillis, you’re not allowed up here without an appointment.’


‘There we are,’ said Miss McGillis, impervious. ‘We thought you might not want to get up straight after all you’ve been through, so I fixed you up coffee, orange juice, waffles and a piece or two of French toast. How’s that grab you?’


‘Oh, that’s just perfect,’ said Henry, retching from the ammoniac smell. ‘You can go now.’


‘Be sure to have a nice day.’


‘I’ll try.’ She waited until the door was closed, then lifted the tray and ‘breakfast’ on to the floor before reaching for the telephone. ‘Doctor Metcalfe here, who’s that? … Yes, isn’t it early! Has your Miss McGillis gone missing? The Canadian? … Mmm. Well she should be nearing the bottom of my staircase now if you want to fetch her back where she belongs. Do try not to be so careless. She’s been to the kitchen and might have done herself an injury … Not at all. Good morning.’


She replaced the receiver, then sank back on her pillow with a sigh. A gust of wind shook the open window on its sash cord and rattled the blinds by her desk. Pulling a hand from under the bedding, she picked the yellow bits from the corners of each eye and flicked them on to the lino. She focused on the alarm clock and swore. Bloody McGillis had woken her far too early. She rolled on to her side in an effort to fall asleep once more and came face to face with a pair of navy blue Y-fronts.


Somewhere in the building there stalked an underwearless doctor. Or was he a porter? That’s right. A first-year zoology student moonlighting as a hospital porter to pay off his overdraft, and he was called Rodney. No, David. Geoff, possibly? Anyway, he had been terribly sweet. Henry had worked late on a report (still untyped) and had seen him over her eggs and chips in the canteen. His had been an unfamiliar face among the late-night desperados, so she had smiled in welcome and thereby drawn him to her table and her peculiarly seductive brand of conversation. He had told her of his girl-friend, Trish – Tina? – who was on a kibbutz being shot at by Arabs, and Henry had asked him back to a tot of whisky from her filing cabinet. Terribly sweet. And now sans Y-fronts.


It seemed she had barely drifted off to sleep again when the telephone rang.


‘Henrietta?’


‘Yes?’


‘It’s Candy.’


‘Oh.’


‘Candy. Remember?’


‘Hello, Candy. How are you?’


‘Fine. Are you awake?’


‘Yes.’


‘Good. You weren’t at home last night, so I assumed you were working late on something. I’ve just got in. Do you want to meet me for breakfast? I’m not on till nine.’


‘OK. Just let me have a bath.’


‘Half an hour?’


‘Lovely. See you there.’


Candy was an acquaintance from school who had resurfaced, without fair warning, as a psychiatric nurse with a husband and two children. Gently growling, Henry got up, wrapped her white coat about her and tottered along the chill tiled corridor to the nearest bathroom. The only good – well, one of the good – things about spending the night at work was the unlimited supply of extremely hot water that awaited one on waking.


She dressed in yesterday’s slacks and one of the clean shirts she kept in the bottom drawer of her desk, gave her short hair a fierce brushing, made her bed and then sat at her desk with the navy blue Y-fronts on the blotter before her. Whistling through her teeth, she thumbed through the books on the shelf beside her and found the Directory of Old Girls from Saint Catherine’s, Selmbury. This was dusky pink, with ‘Henrietta Metcalfe’ inscribed in a schoolma’amish hand on one corner of the cover. Under a bogus crest it read ‘Lest We Forget’ in Gothic print. Henry flicked through it in search of a suitably hated name, then addressed a large brown envelope to one Unity Pope in a house called Little Spark in a suburb of Newbury. She slid the Y-fronts, lovingly folded, inside and left the sealed package in her post tray.




Ensconced in the steamiest corner of the canteeen for warmth, she attacked a full cooked breakfast while Candy, who had naturally curly hair and the sort of disposition most kindly described as sunny, toyed with a cup of tea and a round of dry toast.


‘But how are you really?’ asked Candy. ‘Are you still happy?’


‘Yes,’ said Henry, ‘I suppose so. Reasonably.’


‘I don’t know how you manage. I was saying to Derek only the other day that if he wasn’t there and all I had was my work, I’d go mad.’


‘Yes,’ said Henry, smiling at the forbidden epithet and stabbing a badly grilled tomato.


‘But there’s nobody special at the moment?’


‘No. You know me,’ said Henry, reflecting that Candy didn’t know the half of her. They had barely known each other at school – Candy having been the ‘Outdoor Type’ – but Candy seemed to feel that their shared education constituted sufficient common ground for a friendship.


‘How’s that brother of yours?’ asked Candy.


‘Hilary?’


‘Yes. Is he still acting?’


‘Well, he’s teaching at the moment. But I think he still wants to be an actor.’ Henry had told her all this last time they shared breakfast. Candy had a short-term memory. ‘He likes dancing and singing,’ she added.


‘Oh, I love musicals!’


‘I loathe them.’


‘Does he look like you?’


‘Apparently very. He’s slightly less blond, though. He’s the spitting image of my mother,’ said Henry and thought suddenly of a squeaky-clean grave beneath a palm tree. Damn Candy for making her remember that.


‘And how’s your father?’


‘Still in Paris.’


‘It must be lovely to live there. Do you and Hilary visit him often?’


‘Once a year, usually. Hilary’s too poor and I don’t get off for long enough.’


‘Of course you don’t.’ There was a pause during which Henry finished her second rasher of bacon and Candy crumbled her last crust of toast. Predictably it was Candy who was the first to call out over the mounting clatter of plates and conversation. ‘I just don’t know how you manage. I suppose if you’re a brainbox like you are, it makes it much easier to do without … well, things.’


‘I’m not a “brainbox”.’


‘Yes you are. You’re much brighter than me, anyway.’


‘All right. I am.’


Candy laughed, reassured of the happy natural order of things, and patted the nurse’s cap atop her natural curls.


(‘You’re so inane I could bite you,’ thought Henry.)


As she excused herself for work and walked back along the corridors of shuffling, pyjama-trapped patients and starchy-trotting guardians, she pondered the question of friendship. She considered it odd that she found the woman whom any outside observer would assume to be one of her only friends, so utterly abhorrent.









Chapter two


Something stopped. Rufus opened his eyes and saw that it was the rain. His half-gummed stare crawled from the unfamiliar basement window across the near-empty bed-sit to the reassuring contour of the left arm on which his waking head rested. He dragged a hand along the floorboards beside the mattress and brought it back, black with dust, clutching a watch. Ten-thirty. The first lesson was at half-past twelve. Two hours to get home from wherever he was now, to change, grab some breakfast and his music case and get to … to … to wherever he had to be in two hours. Somewhere West. He let the watch fall to the sweat-creased sheet and tried to move his right arm, which had lost all feeling. Frowning with the effort, he raised his chin and swung his head to face the other way.


A girl – at least he assumed that that was what she was – was lying on her stomach, trapping his arm. She held her hands at her thighs, her face full in the pillow. It looked as though she had died some hours ago in a narrow space and been carried, board-stiff, to this resting place. The only evidence that, if dead, she had lied in situ were the sky-blue skid marks where her stained hair had been rubbed around on the pillow.


As he stared at his arm disappearing beneath her moon-white form, Rufus found dim memories of a girl in blue leathers with a Mohican hairstyle to match, leaning aggressively against a night-club bar, and of a death-defying ride on her motorbike. The hair was now crushed in an unkempt mat over one shaved side of her skull. He couldn’t remember her face. He pulled gently on his arm, to no avail. She gave no sign of waking, so he pulled harder and freed himself. Still she lay, arms at her sides, face in the pillow.


He strapped his watch about his wrist and stood with a mute yawn and a shiver. The basement felt damp. He glanced about for his clothes. His boxer shorts – a Christmas present from Hilary – were hanging out from under the duvet. He tugged them on and, finding his tee-shirt, pulled on that. His jeans lay on the other side of the mattress, entwined with the blue leather biking gear which he now saw to be plastic. As he started towards them, something cracked and sent a jab of pain through one foot. He stumbled – cursing in whispers – against a clammy wall and gingerly raised the wounded limb to inspect the damage. A used syringe lay crushed on the floor. He picked a jagged piece of its plastic from his sole and hobbled on towards his jeans.


Minutes later, as he let himself out and limped through puddles to a bus-stop in what turned out to be Lambeth, he remembered that he had bought an unaffordable present for his lover’s twenty-fifth birthday. Patting his jacket pockets, he realized he had left it behind with the Mohican squaw. She was comatose however, and the bus was here and he had only two hours to get to wherever.


‘Oxford Street, please,’ he said and imagined his azure-topped hostess’s doped dismay when she found he had left her a first edition of Private Lives.




‘Wherever’, as he remembered by the time he was leaving home in Spanish Place, was an army camp in the semi-industrial wilderness which battened on the prone flesh of Western suburbia. Near-deserted car parks, scrawny cherry trees and serried ranks of whitewashed fifties bungalows. Beyond the residential sector, a second fence marked the perimeter of an inner high security area which remained a mystery to Rufus. Most of the bungalows and certainly the tattered Nissen huts seemed deserted. There were never any troops in evidence; only patrol guards and a sprinkling of officers, purposeful in jeeps.


Mrs Phillips greeted him as limply as ever. Her dark roots were showing to such an extent that the lock which she kept flicking off her eyes was coloured half and half. One cuff of her housecoat appeared to have been scraped over the butter-dish during breakfast. She locked the front door again.


‘Coffee,’ she said dully, stubbing out her cigarette.


‘No,’ he said, ‘Thank you.’


‘Tom’s still away,’ she replied. As she passed him on her way to the sitting room she let the fingers of one hand slowly brush his thigh. He moved so as to return the pressure faintly, causing her to turn in the doorway and reach up to kiss him. Doubtless she had dabbed on her husband’s favourite scent on rising, but there was strong tea on her breath.


‘No. Play to me first.’


‘All right,’ she said.


There was a silver-framed photograph of her husband’s regiment over the piano and a cluster of vivid pink hyacinths grew in a bowl on a nearby table. The comfortable, sagging armchairs, a fine rug and a Davenport-ish desk spoke of a prosperous county past and complained of the drear bungaloid present.


As she took her seat at the baby grand and found her music, a smile broke out briefly. Every week she played to him before she led him to the bed she had shared with her husband until his departure all those months ago. She selected the piece with care; different each week, invariably sad. He stood beside the piano, which needed tuning, and watched the nervous play of her lips and her sudden darts to turn a page. He suspected that this preliminary recital was the part she liked best; what she paid him for. Perhaps Tom, her husband, was deaf. Perhaps he was dead. Today it was a Beethoven slow movement. She was a far better pianist than Rufus; this was sad, because her talent was wasted, but funny, because she had never heard him play.


He had twice flunked suicide and once come close to being in love. The first attempt on his life was in his last year at a harsh grammar school in Liverpool. He had been knocked out of a prestigious television competition for young musicians, one round too early to have appeared on television, and his father had made him an appointment with an army careers officer. He had started to cut his wrists, but had forgotten to lock the bathroom door and so was messily, farcically interrupted. The second time was only a year ago. Having failed his teaching diploma at the Guildhall School of Music, he had retaken it in secret. When the news of a second failure came through he had let himself into Hilary’s flat, climbed into bed and drained a bottle of valium. Hilary came back from an unexpected weekend with relations in France and thought nothing of finding his lover asleep. Stirring – the bottle had not been full – Rufus had listened to the inevitable Rodgers and Hammerstein record, watched him clear his desk and turn it into a dining-table, answered his jibes and chatter where necessary. After the terrible, weak blank of narcotic sleep, Hilary’s warm domesticity and unquestioning affection had seemed unutterably lovely. That was the nearest Rufus had come to falling in love.


As Mrs Phillips neared the end he felt, as he did every week, the tide of panic and disgrace lapping at his chest and when she stood and walked unbuttoning to the bedroom, as she did every week, he rose and followed.









Chapter three


Hilary looked up from his marking. The King and I had just finished. Having poured out the last of the half-bottle of Scotch, he walked unsteadily across the room to change the record. South Pacific was the only one of the pile still unplayed this evening; he had saved his favourite until last. As the overture rang out, he tottered back to his desk, took a gulp of spirit and then fumbled for his red biro.


‘Lady Macbeth is a wicked lady and this is why she has to go mad. She can’t cope with the problums of trying to be Queen of Glasgow, and a good wife and not let anyone know what she feels like.’


‘Too simple by half,’ Hilary began to scribble in the margin of the child’s exercise book. ‘Why is she wicked? You rush on too fast; her wickedness needs at least a paragraph to itself. The same goes for her “wifely” qualities (was she a mother? etc.) Beware of writing can’t, don’t, shan’t etc. as these are both inelegant to read and unlikely to be accepted by the examiners. You cannot always write in the way that you speak. There is no “u” in problems.’


He read on, inflicting red ink lacerations with barely a frown. This was the twenty-fifth version of What are the reasons, if any, for Lady Macbeth’s insanity? which he had read that day. 15B were short on originality, even when it came to making mistakes.


The gas-fire was hissing softly and the windows were cloudy with an evening’s condensation. Above the fireplace there hung a large, framed photograph of Mary Martin dancing in an oversized sailor suit. This was mirrored by a long, narrow photograph of the finale ensemble from A Chorus Line. A handful of small parcels lay in a bed of unopened envelopes beside the telephone. A half-eaten Chinese takeaway for two lay beside the desk. Rufus was four hours late and Hilary had been drinking conscientiously for three of them.


The telephone rang. He glanced at his watch and saw that it had just gone midnight. Dad and Marie-Claude calling from Paris. He downed the last half-inch of whisky and turned up the volume of There is Nothing Like a Dame before lifting the receiver.


‘Hello?’


‘’Appy birsday to you! ’Appy birsday to you! ’Appy birs …’


‘Hang on, Marie-Claude. There are a lot of people. I’ll just …’ He turned down the volume and returned to the receiver. ‘Hi.’


‘’Appy birsday, darling. Quarter of a century; what a big boy!’


‘Yes. Thank you. Sweet.’


‘I ’and you to your father.’


‘OK.’


‘Au ’voir.’


‘’Bye.’


‘Happy birthday, Hil.’


‘Thanks, Dad.’


‘Did you get our parcel?’


‘Yes. It’s right here. I’ll open it in a sec.’


‘Good. Got a lot of people there?’


‘Quite a lot, yes.’


‘Henry?’


‘No. I expect I’ll hear from her tomorrow.’


‘Ah.’


‘How’s everything with you?’


‘Marvellous. Great. How about you? How’s school?’


‘OK. Bearing up. Looks as though I might be kept on for another year.’


‘Oh, that’s good. No more singing and dancing, then?’


‘Well, no. It doesn’t seem so. Not for the moment. Dad, you must go. This’ll be costing …’


‘Rubbish. It’s good to talk to you. Marie-Claude says, when are you coming to stay again?’


‘Soon. I promise. Maybe Easter.’


‘What’s that?’


‘I said, maybe Easter.’


‘Great. You do that.’


‘Well look, thanks for ringing, Dad.’


‘Not at all. Happy birthday. Here’s M – C again.’


‘Marie-Claude?’


‘’Appy birsday to Hil,’ she sang once more and laughed.


‘Thanks a lot, Marie-Claude. Sweet of you to ring. ‘Bye.’


‘Au ’voir, chéri. If the present’s no good, they’ll change it at ‘Arrods.’


‘Fine. ‘Bye.’


Hilary replaced the receiver. He fiddled with the dial for a few seconds then, failing to tuck the receiver under his chin, dialled a London number. It rang nearly twenty times before a woman’s voice answered, faintly. He started apologetically.


‘Hello? … Oh, look, I’m terribly sorry to wake you … I didn’t? Oh good … Yes, I wonder, is Rufus Barbour there, please? … Thanks.’ He waited while she went to look. Muted, Mary Martin was washing her man right out of her hair and sending him on his way. ‘Hello? … Thanks a lot anyway … No, no message. Thanks. ‘Bye.’


Hilary raised himself back onto his feet and sauntered back to the desk. Leaning over the chair, he took up the red biro once more and scribbled at the foot of the last essay.


‘23/50. Only fair. You have clearly read the play and grasped the gist of the story, but your essay lacks all argumentative thread. See me.’ He flipped the exercise book shut and tossed it on top of the others in his briefcase. Then, turning the music up once more, he sat down to celebrate his quarter century.


He opened the cards first. Three of them turned out to be gift tokens from clinging aunts. There were several to ‘Mr Metcalfe’, bought by parents and grudgingly signed by pupils. There was one of Marlene Dietrich ‘with loads of affec. and admiration from Brij xxx’ and one of Vivien Leigh as Scarlett O’Hara from Richard, with a joke about ‘never ever have a birthday again’. The last was from his sister, Henry – a funny card which he had seen before, with a ‘P.S. Prezzy following soon’. Pat Casals, a fellow teacher, had bought him a nasty tie. Marie-Claude also had sent him a nasty tie, presumably bought after careful browsing in the last ‘Arrods sale. His father had given him a Rolex watch. This was generous; it was a beautiful one, remarkably similar to the beautiful Rolex watch he had sent the year before last. Rufus had sent nothing.




Rufus Barbour, twenty-seven, undiscovered concert pianist never in at midnight. He taught the piano at Hilary’s school one day a week. A year and a half of undying love and half-hearted hunting for two-bedroom flats. Alternatively, eighteen months of climactic rows and botched reconciliations, or nearly two years of misplaced gratitude and sweet insecurity. Hilary sat staring at the gas-fire, feeling his jersey overheat and twisting the nasty ties around the Rolex box. Suddenly he fairly jumped to his feet. Lights, music and fire were extinguished in seconds and soon he was scarved and coated and out on the street. If Rufus had sent nothing, and wasn’t in his flat, then naturally he was on his way to deliver his present in person. Despising himself for being so mistrustful, Hilary pulled the door shut.


He lived in a cramped flat over the Shiva Late-Nite Deli on North Pole Road. The school where he taught and Wormwood Scrubbs prison were within four minutes’ bicycle ride. The street was aptly named, for the area had a feeling of extremity about it; the combined effects of lying beyond the Westway, being dissected by heavy twenty-four-hour traffic that was always hurrying somewhere else, and being surrounded by wide open but peculiarly lifeless spaces like the greater and lesser Scrubbs and the Latimer School playing fields. Directed simply to ‘the North Pole’, most taxi drivers knew exactly where to go. Just as Hilary had taken on a temporary teaching post while masterminding his career as the new Fred Astaire and had stayed three years, so had taken emergency lodgings over the Sharmas’ shop and had proceeded to put down roots there.


He walked along the treeless reaches of Wood Lane. The wind was so cold that it burned his lips and it was beginning to snow. He waited in the shadow of the Westway for the lights to change. The flow of cars off the flyover was steady. There was a subway, but he never used it for fear of being mugged. He crossed the road and walked on towards White City station. Passing the subway entrance he fancied he heard a high-pitched wailing, like a baby’s cry, coming from the dank tiled passage. He paused. The lights had changed, however, and the renewed roar of traffic deafened him. A snatch of car radio, perhaps.


On the wasteland to his left, where gypsies camped in summer, stood the Unigate Dairies building, a lone white citadel executed in a shade of Los Angeles cream. By the jaundiced glare of the street-lamps he could make out the fading Pepsi cans and dolls’ arms which the wind had rolled through the sickly grass to come to rest against the chicken-wire barricade. To his right, the stadium was half demolished. Workmen had begun work last week, flattening the place with iron balls and bulldozers. One of the children had marched proudly into class bearing a yellow plastic ‘W’ which she had poached from the site on the previous night. Some of the old women in the post office had heard a rumour that a smart shopping precinct was to take its place, but most seemed less optimistic. Another patch of soulless nowhere; somewhere for people to throw broken radios. And dolls’ limbs.


‘When’s the last West-bound train due in, please?’


‘It says on the notice over there.’


‘You don’t know, off-hand?’


‘We’re not allowed to give out that brand of information in case we get it wrong. It says over there.’ Impassive, the black woman waved a slow hand towards the entrance.


‘Thanks,’ said Hilary and went to look. The train was due in in five minutes. He walked about in the entrance, blowing on his hands. It was snowing in earnest now: large flakes flying, almost horizontal, on the wind. He read the posters, paced a bit more, saw a plaque he had never seen before which proclaimed the station a Festival of Britain prizewinner, and stopped to blow again on his chilled fingers.


There was a distant clatter and the train came in. As he heard the first footsteps on the stairs, Hilary prepared his face and wondered what to say. Were Rufus clutching a parcel or even an envelope and looking suitably crestfallen, he would be all smiles and would say something about having had a mound of marking to do in any case. As the meagre crowd filed through the barrier, he stood well back. Rufus loathed public display.


Hilary tried to still his excitement. He thought back to Tuesday night. It would be like that again. Rufus would be drunk and sarcastic; having disgorged a cruelly inflated argument against their continued intimacy, he would vomit in the kitchen sink and fall sound asleep without brushing his teeth. There would certainly be no present. Oh no. No such token of even a passing affection.


There was no Rufus. An old man with a stick emerged from the stairwell and hobbled past the ticket collector, fingering his travel permit. Hilary stood a little longer, to watch the light go out in the ticket office and the ticket collector lock up her draughty booth, then turned out into the snow. As he overtook the old man and traced the chicken-wire back towards the flyover, he rehearsed the commonplace of his complaint.


Here walked he, good-looking – well, not bad – twenty-five – which isn’t so very old, and certainly younger than some people – with a job that was only slightly soul-destroying and not unreasonably paid. Here walked he, who could do tap, soft-shoe, jazz, ballet (when he could fit in the classes) and sing like a … well, sing. Here he was, letting some failure of a pianist, who could only find a job teaching elementary classics one day a week, walk over his promising life. Rufus Barbour was a fully-qualified shit. Not only was he selfish and pig-headed, he was greedy, obstinate, morose, anti-social, parasitic and promiscuous. He delighted, as much as well-meaning friends, in dropping veiled references to his impulsive one-night-stands. What kind of mind is it that can’t cope with steady affection, love indeed, but has to glean thrills from a succession of puny conquests? He was probably riddled with disease. Frankly, who wants to share their lover with half the trash and social misfits of Charing Cross?


Frankly, thought Hilary, as he kicked an adventurous doll’s arm into the path of an oncoming lorry, I wouldn’t half mind.
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