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Introduction





The Case of David Stacton




 





Might David Stacton (1923–68) be the most unjustly neglected American novelist of the post-World War II era? There is a case to be made – beginning, perhaps, with a simple inductive process.


In its issue dated 1 February 1963 Time magazine offered an article that placed Stacton amid ten writers whom the magazine rated as the best to have emerged in American fiction during the previous decade: the others being Richard Condon, Ralph Ellison, Joseph Heller, H. L. Humes, John Knowles, Bernard Malamud, Walker Percy, Philip Roth, and John Updike. It would be fair to say that, over the intervening fifty years, seven of those ten authors have remained solidly in print and in high-level critical regard. As for the other three: the case of H. L. Humes is complex, since after 1963 he never added to the pair of novels he had already published; while John Knowles, though he continued to publish steadily, was always best known for A Separate Peace (1959), which was twice adapted for the screen.


By this accounting, then, I believe we can survey the Time list today and conclude that the stand-out figure is David Stacton – a hugely productive, prodigiously gifted, still regrettably little-known talent and, yes, arguably more deserving of revived attention than any US novelist since 1945.


Across a published career of fifteen years or so Stacton put out fourteen novels (under his name, that is – plus a further raft of pseudonymous genre fiction); many short stories; several collections of poetry; and three compendious works of non-fiction. He was first ‘discovered’ in England, and had to wait several years before making it into print in his homeland. Assessing Stacton’s career at the time of what proved to be his last published novel People of the Book (1965), Dennis Powers of the Oakland Tribune ruefully concluded that Stacton’s was very much ‘the old story of literary virtue unrewarded’. Three years later Stacton was dead.


The rest has been a prolonged silence punctuated by occasional tributes and testaments in learned journals, by fellow writers, and around the literary blogosphere. But in 2011 New York Review Books reissued Stacton’s The Judges of the Secret Court, his eleventh novel and the second in what he saw as a trilogy on American themes. (History, and sequences of titles, were Stacton’s abiding passions.) Now in 2012 Faber Finds is reissuing a selection of seven of Stacton’s novels.


Readers new to the Stacton oeuvre will encounter a novelist of quite phenomenal ambition. The landscapes and epochs into which he transplanted his creative imagination spanned vast distances, and yet the finely wrought Stacton prose style remained fairly distinctive throughout. His deft and delicate gifts of physical description were those of a rare aesthete, but the cumulative effect is both vivid and foursquare. He was, perhaps, less committed to strong narrative through-lines than to erecting a sense of a spiritual universe around his characters; yet he undoubtedly had the power to carry the reader with him from page to page. His protagonists are quite often haunted – if not fixated – figures, temperamentally estranged from their societies. But  whether or not we may find elements of Stacton himself within said protagonists, for sure his own presence is in the books – not least by dint of his incorrigible fondness for apercus, epigrams, pontifications of all kinds.


*


He was born Lionel Kingsley Evans on 27 May 1923, in San Francisco. (His parents had met and married in Dublin then emigrated after the war.) Undoubtedly Northern California shaped his aesthetic sense, though in later years he would disdain the place as an ‘overbuilt sump’, lamenting what he felt had been lost in tones of wistful conservatism. (‘We had founding families, and a few traditions and habits of our own … Above all we had our sensuous and then unspoilt landscape, whose loss has made my generation and sort of westerner a race of restless wanderers.’) Stacton was certainly an exile, but arguably he made himself so, even before California, in his estimation, went to the dogs. In any case his fiction would range far away from his place of birth, for all that his early novels were much informed by it.


Precociously bright, the young Lionel Evans was composing poetry and short stories by his mid-teens, and entered Stanford University in 1941, his studies interrupted by the war (during which he was a conscientious objector). Tall and good-looking, elegant in person as in prose, Evans had by 1942 begun to call himself David Stacton. Stanford was also the place where, as far as we know, he acknowledged his homosexuality – to himself and, to the degree possible in that time, to his peers. He would complete his tertiary education at UC Berkeley, where he met and moved in with a man who became his long-time companion, John Mann Rucker. By 1950 his stories had begun to appear in print, and he toured Europe (what he called ‘the standard year’s travel after college’).


London (which Stacton considered ‘such a touching city’) was one of the favoured stops on his itinerary and there he made the acquaintance of Basil ‘Sholto’ Mackenzie, the second Baron Amulree, a Liberal peer and distinguished physician. In 1953 Amulree introduced Stacton to Charles Monteith, the brilliant Northern Irish-born editor and director at Faber and Faber. The impression made was clearly favourable, for in 1954 Faber published Dolores, Stacton’s first novel, which Time and Tide would describe as ‘a charming idyll, set in Hollywood, Paris and Rome’.


A Fox Inside followed in 1955, The Self-Enchanted in 1956: noir-inflected Californian tales about money, power and influence; and neurotic men and women locked into marriages made for many complex reasons other than love. In retrospect either novel could conceivably have been a Hollywood film in its day, directed by Nicholas Ray, say, or Douglas Sirk. Though neither book sold spectacularly, together they proved Stacton had a voice worth hearing. In their correspondence Charles Monteith urged Stacton to consider himself ‘a novelist of contemporary society’, and suggested he turn his hand to outright ‘thriller writing’. But Stacton had set upon a different course. ‘These are the last contemporary books I intend to write for several years’, he wrote to Monteith. ‘After them I shall dive into the historical …’


In 1956 Stacton made good on his intimation by delivering to Monteith a long-promised novel about Ludwig II of Bavaria, entitled Remember Me. Monteith had been excited by the prospect of the work, and he admired the ambition of the first draft, but considered it unpublishable at its initial extent. With considerable application Stacton winnowed Remember Me down to a polished form that Faber could work with. Monteith duly renewed his campaign to persuade Stacton toward present-day subject matter. There would be much talk of re-jigging and substituting one proposed book for another already-delivered manuscript, of strategies for ‘building a career’. Stacton was amenable (to a degree) at first, but in the end he made his position clear to Monteith:




I just flatly don’t intend to write any more contemporary books, for several reasons … [M]y talents are melodramatic and a mite grandiose, and this goes down better with historical sauce … I just can’t write about the present any more, that’s all. I haven’t the heart … [F]or those of conservative stamp, this age is the end of everything we have loved … There is nothing to do but hang up more lights. And for me the lights are all in the past.





Monteith, for all his efforts to direct Stacton’s oeuvre, could see he was dealing with an intractable talent; and in April 1957 he wrote to Stacton affirming Faber’s ‘deep and unshaken confidence in your own gift and in your future as a novelist’.


The two novels that followed hard upon Remember Me were highly impressive proofs of Stacton’s intent and accomplishment, which enhanced his reputation both inside Faber and in wider literary-critical circles. On a Balcony told of Akhenaten and Nefertiti in the Egypt of the Eighteenth Dynasty, and Segaki concerned a monk in fourteenth-century Japan. Stacton took the view that these two and the Ludwig novel were in fact a trilogy (‘concerned with various aspects of the religious experience’) which by 1958 he was calling ‘The Invincible Questions’.


And this was but the dawning of a theme: in the following years, as his body of work expanded, Stacton came to characterise it as ‘a series of novels in which history is used to explain the way we live now’ – a series with an ‘order’ and ‘pattern’, for all that each entry was ‘designed to stand independent of the others if need be’. (In 1964 he went so far as to tell Charles Monteith that his entire oeuvre was ‘really one book’.)


Readers discovering this work today might be less persuaded that the interrelation of the novels is as obviously coherent as Stacton contended. There’s an argument that Stacton’s claims say more for the way in which his brilliant mind was just temperamentally inclined toward bold patterns and designs. (A small but telling example of same: in 1954 at the very outset of his relationship with Faber Stacton sent the firm a logotype he had drawn, an artful entwining of his initials, and asked that it be included as standard in the prelims of his novels (‘Can I be humoured about my colophon as a regular practice?’). Faber did indeed oblige him.)


But perhaps Stacton’s most convincing explanation for a connective tissue in his work – given in respect of those first three historical novels but, I think, more broadly applicable – was his admission that the three lives fascinated him on account of his identification with ‘their plight’:




Fellow-feeling would be the proper phrase. Such people are comforting, simply because they have gone before us down the same endless road … [T]hough these people have an answer for us, it is an answer we can discover only by leading parallel lives. Anyone with a taste for history has found himself doing this from time to time …





Perhaps we might say that – just as the celebrated and contemporaneous American acting teacher Lee Strasberg taught students a ‘Method’ to immerse themselves in the imagined emotional and physical lives of scripted characters – Stacton was engaged in a kind of ‘Method writing’ that immersed him by turn in the lives of some of recorded history’s rarest figures.


*


Stacton was nurtured as a writer by Faber and Faber, and he was glad of the firm’s and Charles Monteith’s efforts on his behalf, though his concerns were many, perhaps even more so than the usual novelist. Stacton understood he was a special case: not the model of a ‘smart popular writer’ for as long as he lacked prominent critical support and/or decent sales. He posed Faber other challenges, too – being such a peripatetic but extraordinarily productive writer, the business of submission, acquisition and scheduling of his work was a complicated, near-perpetual issue for Monteith. Stacton had the very common writer’s self-delusion that his next project would be relatively ‘short’ and delivered to schedule, but his ambitions simply didn’t tend that way. In January 1956 Monteith mentioned to Stacton’s agent Michael Horniman about his author’s ‘tendency to over-produce’. Faber did not declare an interest in the Western novels Stacton wrote as ‘Carse Boyd’ or in the somewhat lurid stories of aggressive youth (The Power Gods, D For Delinquent, Muscle Boy) for which his nom de plume was ‘Bud Clifton’. But amazingly, even in the midst of these purely commercial undertakings, Stacton always kept one or more grand and enthralling projects on his horizon simultaneously. (In 1963 he mentioned almost off-handedly to Monteith, ‘I thought recently it would be fun to take the Popes on whole, and do a big book about their personal eccentricities …’)


In 1960 Stacton was awarded a Guggenheim fellowship, which he used to travel to Europe before resettling in the US. In 1963 the Time magazine article mentioned above much improved the attention paid to him in his homeland. The books kept coming, each dazzlingly different to what came before, whatever inter-connection Stacton claimed: A Signal Victory, A Dancer in Darkness, The Judges of the Secret Court, Tom Fool, Old Acquaintance, The World on the Last Day, Kali-Yuga, People of the Book.


By the mid-1960s Stacton had begun what he may well have considered his potential magnum opus: Restless Sleep, a manuscript that grew to a million words, concerned in part with Samuel Pepys but above all with the life of Charles II from restoration to death. On paper the ‘Merrie Monarch’ did seem an even better subject for Stacton than the celebrated diarist: as a shrewd and lonely man of complicated emotions holding a seat of contested authority. But this work was never to be truly completed.


In 1966 Stacton’s life was beset by crisis. He was in Copenhagen, Denmark, when he discovered that he had colon cancer, and was hospitalised for several months, undergoing a number of gruelling procedures. (He wrote feelingly to Charles Monteith, ‘[A]fter 48 hours of it (and six weeks of it) I am tired of watching my own intestines on closed circuit TV.’) Recuperating, he returned to the US and moved in once more with John Mann Rucker, their relations having broken down in previous years. But he and Rucker were to break again, and in 1968 Stacton returned to Denmark – to Fredensborg, a town beloved of the Danish royal family – there renting a cottage from Helle Bruhn, a magistrate’s wife whom he had befriended in 1966. It was Mrs Bruhn who, on January 20 1968, called at Stacton’s cottage after she could get no answer from him by telephone, and there found him dead in his bed. The local medical examiner signed off the opinion that Stacton died of a heart attack – unquestionably young, at forty-four, though he had been a heavy smoker, was on medication to assist sleeping, and had been much debilitated by the treatment for his cancer. His body was cremated in Denmark, and the ashes sent to his mother in California, who had them interred in Woodlawn Cemetery, Colma.


From our vantage in 2012, just as many years have passed since Stacton’s untimely death as he enjoyed of life. It is a moment, surely, for a reappraisal that is worthy of the size, scope and attainment of his work. I asked the American novelist, poet and translator David Slavitt – an avowed admirer of Stacton’s – how he would evaluate the legacy, and he wrote to me with the following:




David Stacton is a prime candidate for prominent space in the Tomb of the Unknown Writers. His witty and accomplished novels failed to find an audience even in England, where readers are not put off by dazzle. Had he been British and had he been part of the London literary scene, he might have won some attention for himself and his work in an environment that is more centralised and more coherent than that of the US where it is even easier to fall through the cracks and where success is much more haphazard. I am delighted by these flickers of attention to the wonderful flora of his hothouse talents.





*


In 1955 Faber had a pair of novels by Stacton in manuscript for their publishing consideration, and on reflection they decided to take them as a pair. ‘[B]oth books’, Sir Geoffrey Faber wrote to Stacton, ‘are evidences of your imaginative power and wide range.’


Stacton was to develop a yet wider range in the years ahead, and A Fox Inside and its successor The Self-Enchanted might be considered as a diptych of sorts. Both novels draw their strength from Stacton’s assured evocations of the landscape and ambience of the western United States. Both feature brooding self-invented men with shadowy pasts, complex private schemes, and obsessively guarded weaknesses. Both of these men marry women they consider passive and pliable, though in this they are mistaken. Both books feature a mother who is monstrous and domineering, a ‘boss lady’ who has an almost vampiric effect on her offspring. And both also have a sort of Nick Carraway figure: one who is implicated in the main drama yet somehow forced to watch it from one remove, unable to wholly influence events or prevent bad things from happening.


Sir Geoffrey Faber did express a couple of small concerns to Stacton in respect of A Fox Inside: firstly that ‘there isn’t a single character in it whom I could bring myself to like’ and secondly that there was ‘perhaps too much promiscuity for our puritanical [English] taste’. Stacton didn’t counter the second objection, perhaps thinking, quite reasonably, that English tastes were in the process of changing; but his response to the second was assured, indeed jaded by experience: ‘The people in A Fox Inside are, alas, the people around me in my teens, and very tiresome they all were too, though not without a certain charm … [But] A Fox Inside does indeed explain why I don’t care for California …’


If the novel does indeed propose that a touch of evil lurks behind the pleasing façades of the San Francisco Bay area, then this is only one of its accomplishments. Reviewing it in 1954 V. S. Pritchett found A Fox Inside ‘mysterious and absorbing’, and asserted that ‘as a mystery story with marked psychological perceptions this one grips and pleases’. It is only the first of Faber Finds’ 2012 Stacton reissues; and mystery stories would be only one of the forms through which Stacton expressed his restless, protean gift. But we hope the reading of it will encourage you to delve deeper inside this quite extraordinary body of work.


Richard T. Kelly


Editor, Faber Finds


April 2012 


Sources and Acknowledgements


This introduction was prepared with kind assistance from Robert Brown, archivist at Faber and Faber, from Robert Nedelkoff, who has done more than anyone to encourage a renewed appreciation of Stacton, and from David R. Slavitt. It was much aided by reference to a biographical article written about Stacton by Joy Martin, his first cousin.



















To J. McC.


who taught me much as a friend


and more as a teacher






















What we steal destroys us. Thus the Spartan boy,


proper without, but with a fox inside.


GERTRUDE BELL



















Contents








Title Page


Introduction


Dedication


Epigraph


I


II


III


IV


V


VI


VII


VIII


IX


X


XI


XII


XIII


XIV


XV


XVI


XVII


XVIII


XIX


XX


XXI


XXII


XXIII


XXIV


Copyright




















I





SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA, 15TH March 1953. The clouds had begun to part, as the louvres of an observatory slowly part, to reveal a cold and sparkling sky. There was a crisp snap in the air, so that if you were at a great height you would have seen the world in its separate compartments. Far to the south, beyond the last barrier hills that protected the city, lay the more opulent suburbs, quiet under their trees. The city itself was a drenched grid of red and yellow lights, inimical and strange. North of the city, across the black waters of the bay, and at the other end of the high-swinging red lacquer bridge, rose the sullen bulk of Mount Tamalpais, a little legendary in that air. Its foothills fell sheer to the dangerous water.


The city seemed to sleep. Only the angry electric eye of the prison island of Alcatraz patrolled the darkness. But to the north, on the other and ocean side of the mountains, the long coastal sandbars were cluttered with week-end shacks. There it was less quiet. Even so, there was merely the restless sobbing of the sea and a few noisy drunks loitering outside the shanty dance pavilions at Stinson Beach. Stinson Beach was lower middle class and sometimes wild.


Farther north, and much more respectable, was the brackish lagoon of Bolinas, the ocean swirling through a breach in its spit to snap at a dissolving cliff which rose from the surrounding marshes. It was a place that seemed somnolent and forgotten. It had the quiet of old age.


As a township Bolinas was small, being a cluster of weathered wooden villas sprawled along two vacant streets. On the top of the bluff that protected the town from the sea mangy pines contended with the spray. On the land side grey eucalyptus trees rustled, swayed, and dripped with a steady precipitation of ocean fog that fell always on the same disintegrating, knife-shaped leaves, rotten in the heavy suffocation of damp eucalyptus oil. The red and yellow blossoms, like ragged sea anemones, lay wilted on the ground.


An outsider named Shannon had built a summer house along the edge of the cliff, to the right of where the arroyo sloped down to the beach proper. He never bothered to speak to the townspeople, and since he had thrown a high brick wall round the town front of his property, there wasn’t much they could find out about him. He never gave parties and his house was always idle. Only the cold glow of the floodlights in his garden shone over the top of the wall. And those were out now, for it was late at night.


That is what you would have seen if you were at a great height, but Maggie was not at a great height.


*


She was at Bolinas. She turned and went swiftly out into the yard. The gravel path cracked and exploded underfoot, and over that sound she could hear now the steady drip of water from the trees and the snarl of the surf as it lashed at the lagoon on the other side of the cliff. She did not know anything about Bolinas, and that made these noises ominous to her. She heard them all too well. She went down the drive, whose gravel hurt her bare feet, and stepped over the low chain that held the entrance driveway private.


She did not look round, for she knew that the house lay low and quiet behind her. It seemed to sleep, like the rest of the town. Only on the beach the faint patterns cast by the dimly lighted windows trickled out across the sand. But she did not think that there would be anybody on the beach. Of course she should not have left the lights on, but she had no intention of forcing herself to go back to turn them off, either. She did not dare to push herself that far.


Because the arroyo was narrow and she would have made too much noise backing the car, she had left it up the road a piece, parked in a clump of bushes under the trees. The street she had to walk up was banked by closed-up Victorian cottages, their wood blistered ash-grey by the corrosion of the ocean air. She went by them rapidly, having no way of knowing whether or not, from behind their windows, someone might be watching her. She hunched slightly forward, ducking her head, concentrating on getting to the car. By the time she reached the clump of bushes she was fighting down the panic to run. As it was she overshot the mark and had some difficulty in finding the car. It was an open convertible and even while she had been away a few of the scythe-shaped eucalyptus leaves had dwindled down into the front seat. Cautiously she threw them over the side, and then, closing the door softly, she leaned back in the driver’s seat and tried to pull herself together.


At last she turned on the engine and eased the car out of the shrubs towards the highway. In the silence of the night the sound of the engine was frighteningly loud, but to her surprise nobody stopped her and the car was built for quiet speed. Speed was something that luxury could understand.


She raced down the deserted road beside the lagoon, in a hurry to get safely past Stinson Beach. She need not have worried. The town was quiet now. Only one or two lights in a kitchen window shone out across the sand. Stinson Beach was a temporary town: anyone might come and go there, and yet not be observed.


As she climbed the mountain she rattled over a cattle guard. At the top, before the last pull, the road reversed so that she could look down through the darkness far into the distance. Even in bright sunshine there was something eerie and inhuman about that strip of shore. It was too savage and too dry. At night it was all the worse. It had been like Charles to go hide himself there. She could only hope that he would remain hidden a while longer.


It did not occur to her to wonder where she was going. She was too eager to get away for that. She wanted to become lost in the back roads and suburban alleys of the mountain, under the steady drip of the pines and the redwood trees. It seemed to her that every moment she lingered was a bit of her future in jeopardy. She put her head into the wind, to let the fog-laden air clear it, but nothing seemed to clear it.


When she came out of the yellow adobe tunnel, lined with concrete, and faced the approach to the Golden Gate Bridge, she was doing fifty. It was a windy night and high above the water, under the criminal glare of the vapour lamps, the bridge swayed alarmingly. She had to stop while her toll money was taken. It was another danger of being identified. Resentfully, afraid to turn her face away, but also afraid to show it, she drew the car up and fumbled in her purse for a dollar bill. Beside her, on the floor, she could see a paper bag.


The attendant wore a black leather jacket with a fur collar, breeches and boots and a visored cap. He creaked as he moved, and the fog made the stench of leather all the stronger. He took the bill and said good night, but the car had stalled. She got it started again soon enough, but by that time she was shaking. She began to realize she could not get through with this alone. Even if the attendants, huddled up against the fog and impersonal and bored, noticed nothing, she would have to get help before someone did notice something. And she did not know where or how to get it. Charles had always shut her off from any help.


Before going down the wide, barricaded ramp and through the military Presidio, under more of those glaring yellow lights, she stared helpless at the shadowy and silent city, closed against her on its hills. She had had friends once. She did not have them now. She had lived here most of her life, but there was no one left for her to turn to. She did not know, she never had known, she now thought bitterly, anyone that she could trust.


From force of habit she turned the car up the Vallejo street hill, angrily shifting gears when the car stalled half-way, and stopped in front of the Barnes-Shannon house. She even started bleakly to get out of the car. But there was no point in going in. She looked at the shaded windows. She could not use the telephone there, for telephone calls could be traced. And worse than that, the servants had all been chosen by Charles. If they were loyal to anybody, it was not to her. She had not so clearly realized before how even this house was not really hers.


She swung the car down through the wet spaces of the Italian district and into the deserted financial section of the city. In front of the building in which Charles had his office she passed a water truck, slowly spraying the street and sidewalk with a constant hissing of dirty water. There was an all-night Western Union office down there. It was not until she drew up near it that she remembered that if telephones could be traced, a telegram was that much worse. Nor could she linger where she was, for cars were rare in that district at night and a patrolman might stop to ask her questions. She shivered in the fog that smelled of dust and iodine. It was then she thought of Lily. There was no affection between them, but at least Lily was her mother. She always did have to go back to Lily in the end, and Lily, she knew, preferred that it should be that way and liked it so. This time, she thought grimly, she might not like it so much.


With a crooked smile she swung out of the canyon of high buildings and over the slough bridges of the factory districts to get on to the express highway going south, which was the quickest, if also the most dangerous, means of reaching her mother, who lived forty miles away, in the suburbs of Atherton.


It was only then, because of the smell of heated rubber and of hot dust near the tubes behind the instrument panel, rather than because she heard anything, that she realized that all this time the radio had been going full blast. She could not remember having turned it on. It was playing the national anthem as the station closed down for the night. She did not turn it off, not even after the three long dots that were followed by a crackling, troubled silence on the disused air. Playing the radio full blast in the car had been Charles’s trick. He liked to turn the radio on full and then go about sixty or seventy, on those rare occasions when they had driven together in her car. And it was her car. After two years of marriage it was the only thing she owned outright, and it was five years old. She had lied to her mother to buy it. She had had to have some means of escaping and had known that even in those days.


Escaping in cars ran in the family. Their cars were their life line. Lily had the station wagon and the Cadillac, and Charles had a grey Jaguar, because it was smart; and she had the Ford with the Mercury engine. She had it because when she was at college that was the car to buy. She had bought it second-hand out of her trousseau money and now it had to save her neck.



















II





LILY BARNES LIVED IN ATHERTON. She always had, or at any rate so she pretended. She felt there was magic in that name and for that reason she lived there. Of all the suburbs of any city that ebb and flow through fashion, there is always one that manages to hold its own through pride of place. For San Francisco, Atherton was that suburb. Through the years its grandeur may have been whittled down to ostentation, but it was grandeur all the same, if you so considered it. And Lily Barnes did so consider it, deliberately.


Once it had been nothing but a sandy waste of tidal land, yellow with straw and brown with dusty oaks. But in the 1850s, when the city had grown rich on fraudulent merchandise, those people who elsewhere were to be called robber barons had built for themselves to the south of San Francisco great wooden houses furnished from France and set in gardens which were without a fountain, despite the dry heat. That was Atherton and it was not without its glamour.


Lily Barnes was born and raised a snob, but she had few illusions about her own status. Magic to her had always been glamour in the next room. Perhaps this was because she had been born in the Palace Hotel, had spent her childhood in hotels, and when she married, had married  out of an hotel, in that luxurious and squalid way of the American transient rich. Even as a child, far below her, six stories down in the palm-clogged carriage court, she must have heard the dancing and the laughter. And that was how she always heard it.


To marry Jerome Barnes and move to his house was the closest she could get to reality. But the suburb changed. The houses built in her time became discreetly smaller, if no less expensive, just as the site of her own house had been carved out of the old Flood estate. She did not remove. She never thought of removing. Atherton was her ambition, and to live there was her accomplishment. It was what she had married to achieve. To leave it would have been to leave herself. She enjoyed it. There was nothing about it that she did not know. She felt safe there.


Maggie did not.


Now, as she drove rapidly through the unobservant streets, she felt that old heavy dread of appearances that had always been her emotion there. She also felt a sense of safety, however, in the defensive discretion of the rich, who know just how much they should not see and so have a mutual agreement to go through the world unwatched. She was grateful for that.


But if what was behind her bothered her, it did not bother her half so much as the thought of the next half hour. She circled the block once, and then went slowly up the drive, afraid of the gravel popping under the tyres in that still air. The moon had gone down but the stars were bright. They were too bright. She stopped the car and sat for a moment in the cool air, gazing across the lawn towards the to her somehow dangerous bulk of the house. She had always dreaded coming back to it, and she did not dread it any the less now. Somewhere up there Lily was asleep, and she had reason to know that the night thoughts of her mother were sometimes treacherous. She knew this house and this garden with the clarity of childhood. She knew it too well. And of course she had been married from this house; she was self-possessed enough to know the irony in that.


She got out of the car and stood waiting. She was afraid that the sound of the shutting car door would make a light spring up in the servants’ attic. Then, slim and furtive, she slipped out of the night and into the shadows of the porte-cochère. She got the door unlatched, but was baffled by the night chain being on. It took her a moment to remember the trick of that chain; sliding one hand painfully through the opening, she found, as she recalled, that it was just possible to loosen the fastening by lengthening her fingers. The chain fell with a rusty clank. She closed the door behind her and stood in the cluttered darkness of the hall.


It was difficult to see. The downstairs doors, open on each side of her, gave into shadowy wastes haunted by furniture, with dim light from windows in the distance. The floor was wood, it smelled of too much polish, and it cracked underfoot. More from knowing where it was than from being able to see it she made her way to the foot of the stairs and began to mount them, keeping, as she had done in childhood, to the outer edge of each tread, where the noise would be least. It took her a long time to go up that way, but she did not want to rouse anybody. Lily’s maid on the floor above was deaf, but she was not that deaf. She pretended to herself that once she reached her mother she would be safe. She had pretended it before when anything went wrong. She knew it wasn’t true, but it helped.


She gained the landing. The transverse corridor was open to the hall for the length of the far wall, protected from space by a thin ornamental balustrade. In front of her was the room, almost never used unless someone important was staying in the house, in which her father had once slept. To her it had always been a mysterious, sad place that seemed to be waiting for someone. Behind the other doors were rooms almost as empty, for Lily no longer had any love of guests. She did not like to be seen too constantly or too close.


Lily’s rooms were to the left. Hesitantly Maggie turned the knob and let herself into the small sitting-room. She stood there, just inside the door, blinking and somehow wishing she had not come. Feeling her way across the rug she passed under the open archway into Lily’s bedroom and faced what she imagined to be the place where the bed was.


“Mother,” she called. The act of speech somehow destroyed that false calm that had held her together. “Mother.”


There was no answer and she could not bring herself to speak again. She did not like to call Lily “Mother”. But as she stood there Lily, sensing someone in the room, moved uneasily in the darkness and with a heavy rustle of bedclothes came up to consciousness. The room smelled heavily of powder and perfume. The air was thick with it and had an uneasy odour. At first she did not speak. When she did speak her voice was calm and level, the fear in it kept under, as the fear in it always was. She did not seem surprised and she did not ask who it was. She asked, “What is it?” as though her daughter’s voice was unfamiliar to her. Probably she knew perfectly well who it was, but she always treated her daughter like that, as a matter of policy.


Maggie cleared her throat. “It’s me,” she said. “Don’t turn on the light.”


“Why on earth shouldn’t I?” demanded Lily. She was using her sensible voice, the one she always used to make objections, as though making an objection tied the situation down. She sat up in bed. Maggie could hear her doing it, but couldn’t yet see her. She did not, however, turn on the light. She was silent and then asked again, “What is it?” in a voice that was curiously low, as though she knew what it was.


Maggie could not speak.


“Well,” said Lily. Her voice was drowsy and slightly unpleasant. It was also vigilant. She reached out, a barely definable bulk, and Maggie caught sight of her pale face in the glow of the lighter, as she lit a cigarette. She saw her mother’s eyes, staring inquisitively into the darkness, and knew that Lily would not understand.


Out of some other self than her own self, impersonally, she said, “Charles is dead.”


The room became very quiet. Nothing happened, and she repeated the sentence, like a child at school, by rote, her hands clasped in front of her. Now she had said it, it was not her problem any more. Her mother could take care of it. “Charles is dead,” she said.


Lily did not immediately answer. Instead, leaning over, she rapidly flicked on and off the night light. This frightened Maggie, who had been facing the wrong way and in that instant saw that her mother’s bed had been moved, so that Lily saw her sideways. The light went on and off so fast it was like being struck. And the darkness was then deeper than ever.


“What am I to do?” she asked suddenly. “What am I to do?”


Lily grunted, but in the darkness her cigarette wobbled, so her hand must be shaking. “What do you mean, dead?” she asked. “I thought he was at Bolinas.”


“He was.’


“What were you doing up there?”


“I drove up.”


“Of course you drove up. I didn’t think you walked,” snapped Lily. She seemed to be thinking hard. When she spoke again her voice was weary. “What time is it?”


“I think about three.”


Lily lay back in the bed. Maggie could begin to see better now in the darkness, but she could not imagine what her mother’s expression was, not, at any rate, by the sound of her.


“How long ago?” asked Lily after a while.


“I don’t know. I came right here.”


“I was asleep,” said Lily, as though taking part in some other private and necessary conversation. She turned on the light again and this time left it on. “Come over here,” she said, not looking directly at her daughter, but with a sly glance that Maggie had always feared far worse. “You’d better have a cigarette and sit down.” Leaning out of bed, she fumbled clumsily with her cigarette case, gave up, and threw it to her daughter. Her eyes looked not at Maggie, but at the familiar details of the room. She sighed deeply.


“Did you kill him?” she asked. Her voice was bland.


“No.” Maggie was startled not by what was said, but by her mother’s expression. “No. At least, I don’t know. I can’t remember.”


“On yes you can.”


“I can’t.”


Lily dragged herself up in the bed and reached for her bed jacket. “He’s dead,” she said. “I believe he’s dead. And even if you didn’t kill him, you wanted to. What I want to know is, how bad a mess did you make of it?”


“He fell against the coal scuttle.” She hesitated. “I went up to Bolinas to ask him for a divorce. He just laughed at me. Then he fell down. He was drunk.”


Lily shrugged and dabbed at her eyes with an edge of her bed jacket. “They’ll think you killed him,” she said. She thought about it. “Why should I help you?”


“No reason.” Maggie tried not to flinch. “I wanted to phone Luke. I didn’t dare. I thought they could trace the call or something. I couldn’t think of anybody else to come to. There isn’t anybody else I can trust.”


“No,” said Lily. “I don’t suppose there is. But I won’t have Luke here. It wouldn’t look right.”


“That isn’t why you won’t have him here, though.”


“That may be true,” admitted Lily calmly.


“If you won’t wire him, I will,” said Maggie. “And I don’t care what happens.”


“You will, though.” Lily watched her avidly. It was not the sort of watching that was easy to bear. She seemed to forget about both Luke and her daughter. “I suppose you followed him there?”


“I went to see him.”


“And hid the car under a tree. What were you planning to kill him with?”


“I didn’t kill him. I told him I would, but I didn’t.”


“But you did tell him you would? And if you had, though of course you didn’t, how would you have done it?” It was not exactly sarcasm; it was something else.


“I just said it. I didn’t mean it.”


“But you thought about it,” said Lily. She threw back the covers of the bed, showing that she was wearing a nightgown of pale blue nylon that hugged her big body in uncomfortable places. Slowly she pulled herself up and gathered the bed jacket around her, as though it gave her assurance.


Maggie watched her uncertainly. “What are you going to do?” she asked.


Lily did not answer. She went into the bathroom and closed the door behind her. Maggie stood where she was looking futilely at the rumpled bed. When it seemed that her mother was not coming back the door unclicked and Lily came out again, apparently calm, but with her fingers twitching. She had changed into a robe; it must have been hanging on the bathroom door. The robe made her look larger than ever, but less clumsy. She was carrying a glass of water and two pills.


“Very well. You’ll sleep here,” she said. She stamped her foot. “Maggie, wake up.” She took her daughter’s arm, though Maggie flinched away from the grasp, and led her out into the dark and now very cold hall. “You didn’t wake the maid?” she asked.


Maggie shook her head and Lily looked relieved. “Ethel’s deaf as a post. I’ll say you came down late last night.”


Maggie could not speak. She wondered uneasily which room she would be put in. It had been so long since she had stayed in this house, and all the rooms in it had an evil meaning for her. They went past her father’s door, that could never be closed too tightly, and Lily led her into a room, switching on the light.


Maggie saw that it was her own old room. She did not like that. Lily looked around the room with some satisfaction and drew down the bedspread from the maple-posted bed.


“But it’s made up,” said Maggie.


“It always is.” Lily sat Maggie down on the edge of the bed and Maggie allowed herself to be undressed. When that was done, Lily went to the cupboard and took out a nightgown. “It’s old,” she said, half smiling, “but it should fit.” Abruptly irritable she threw the nightgown at her daughter. Maggie pulled it over her head, tugged it down, and slipped into the bed. The sheets were stiff with cold and the room had a damp, shut-up smell. Then she remembered and sat up in the bed.


“What is it?”


“I left something in the car. A paper bag.”


“It can wait.” Lily gave her the glass and the two pills.


“But it can’t….” Maggie did not want to tell her what was in the bag.


“I’ll see to it,” said Lily. She went over to the window, but did not lift the blind to look out. “You’re right. In the circumstances there isn’t anyone else we can trust. Or that you can, which I guess amounts to the same thing. I’ll phone Luke.” She moved rapidly about the room, setting down the glass. Then she picked it up again and took it with her. By the light switch she paused to look back at Maggie.


“I don’t want to help you,” she said. “But I won’t have it said Charles was murdered, either. Charles was too clever to be murdered. I won’t have that.” She flicked off the light and closed the door behind her.


Maggie got up and without raising the blind slipped between it and the window, so that she looked out across the lawn.


She saw Lily leave the house, holding up the skirts of her robe to protect them from the damp grass, and move swiftly to the car. A flashlight went on. Finally her mother straightened up, holding the bag, and poked into it with the beam of the flashlight. The flashlight went out, but before it did her mother glanced up and Maggie saw the expression on her face. It was not one of anger. It was one of loss.


In the new darkness, and clutching the paper bag, Lily angrily slammed the door of the car and marched back across the lawn, holding the bag stiffly out in front of her, her face averted, as though it were something dead.


Maggie stayed at the window for some time, until drowsiness made it hard for her to stand. It seemed to her that the room was growing warmer, and leaning down to the radiator she felt the hot air pouring into the room and realized what her mother was doing. Her mother was burning something in the furnace. Obscurely relieved, she stumbled over to the bed. She felt that if she could sleep until Luke came, she would be safe. And in this heavy house there was no other refuge than in sleep. There never had been.



















III





LUKE WAS IN LOS ANGELES, AND San Francisco is not only four hundred miles from Los Angeles. It is also in another country. South of San Jose the palm trees and the madness both begin. Those of the north consider themselves to be cool and chic and properly restrained. Those of the south think themselves alive, alert, and fashionably legendary. About each other the two parts of the state have mental reservations that never amount to war, but there is a certain amount of sniping in the foothills. For a northerner, to go south is to go into exile. For Luke it was somewhat different. He had been beaten back there. The north would have none of him and he knew why. Nor was he likely to forget it.


He worked there for a small law firm and was doing well, better than he would have done to the north, where age is important and personal connections even more so. But he seldom felt at ease. There were times when he wanted to go back and crack the north, just to show them that he could.


He had a small, hot apartment, impersonally decorated with pretentions to bad style. This meant that the drapes and sofas were upholstered in flowered cloth and that the furniture was aggressively but cheaply modern. It was a place to sleep, but beyond that only a cage. Being  unmarried, he seldom entertained except in hotels and restaurants. Usually the apartment suited him well enough; but on this night it did not suit him at all. The weather was sultry, he was lonely, and he had been thinking too much to be able to sleep. When the phone rang it woke him easily.
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