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            ‘The queen of suburban horror … a sharply observant writer with a great eye for detail, her accuracy, understanding and quiet wit made her writing a cut above the run-of-the-mill crime novel.’ The Times

            ‘Celia Dale’s writing is quiet, clever, subtle – and terrifying. I can’t think of anyone whose stories of suspense I appreciate more.’ Ruth Rendell
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v
            INTRODUCTION

         

         Josh and Maisie Evans like to lend a helping hand, especially to vulnerable older women with nobody else to turn to. They’re full of ordinary, practical kindness: she’s a retired nurse, a wonderful cook and a skilled seamstress. He’s witty and patient, happy to listen to endless stories he’s heard before, to flirt a little, to offer a foot rub, to laugh at tired jokes that weren’t that funny the first time around. Together, they live in a featureless London suburb, have a nicely fitted-out spare room and know how to make an older woman feel part of the family. ‘Auntie’ Flo (no relation) lived with them for a short while, until she died – not unexpectedly – leaving them both a small something in her will as a thank-you for their kindness. vi

         Which is why it is so lucky (unbelievably so) that they run into Lena Kemp and Cynthia Fingal while on a little break in Rimini, Italy, paid for by Auntie Flo’s legacy. Mrs Fingal has been a widow for some time and her only sister is dead. Her niece by marriage, Lena, has taken her in, but things aren’t working out. Lena finds her elderly aunt selfish, demanding and boring. She’s full of disgust at her digestive complaints. And anyway, there’s a man she’d like to invite around in the evenings without her aunt inflicting the same old reminiscences on him. Mrs Fingal loves a bit of male companionship, you see. When you find yourself a widow after a long and happy marriage, you miss, as she keeps saying, ‘the little attentions’. Josh is very happy to provide them, while Maisie in turn offers friendship and understanding to the resentful and put-upon Lena. The pieces line up as if on a chessboard: Lena’s patience is wearing thin, Cynthia’s vulnerability and loneliness is palpable, Auntie Flo’s room is newly empty. The obvious solution presents itself.

         
             

         

         In the hands of a lesser writer, the heroes and villains would arrange themselves neatly on opposite sides of the room. But Dale’s novel is more subtle. One of her early critics described her work as having the ‘quiet wit of Jane Austen – with murder’ and it is in viiher evocation of the complexities of human nature that the novel really rewards the reader. Josh is mildly repulsive from the outset, his bowels not coping with Mediterranean food, his nasty habit of touching up the waitresses swiftly and mercilessly dramatised. Maisie is sly and manipulative, acting the pimp as she directs her husband’s attentions towards their latest mark. Lena is selfish and obnoxious, and the obvious pleasure she takes in humiliating her frail aunt in front of new friends who seem to care for her is only shocking to a reader who has never been exhausted by the needs of another. Poor Cynthia Fingal may be innocent, and when time starts to confuse her and she begins to re-experience fresh grief for a daughter lost decades ago our hearts break for her. But she is also – and in making us experience this, Dale makes us complicit – really, really irritating.

         Dale demands that we share Maisie’s annoyance at Cynthia’s endless fretting, the circular and self-absorbed repetitions of her conversation, her girlish, sickly flirting with Josh. Cynthia suspects something is going on quite early, but she is not only helpless, she is resourceful, as all humans with genuine need are. While wondering why she’s no longer allowed to use the good bedsheets and where her suitcase has gone, she romances and woos Josh into her bedroom for the massages, rubs and flirtatious conversation her heart viiidesires. There’s a nasty transaction here: she won’t ask awkward questions about her pension book if she gets the dose of attention she needs from Josh. It is not only the flirting, of course – the barter system between them runs deeper. Josh sees that ‘inside this heap of old flesh peeped a girl, a bride, a young mother, ridiculous and sad’. And Cynthia Fingal needs, most of all, to be seen. Josh plays along because he is in need too – his life is infinitely easier if Maisie’s plans go the way she wants. We can enjoy disapproving of Maisie’s increasingly cruel style of nursing, which has Cynthia locked up in her bedroom for days on end, subsisting on tea and bread and butter and never seeing a friendly face, yet Dale does not let us forget what it might feel like to be connected to someone who needs and needs but cannot give back.

         
             

         

         A Helping Hand was published in 1966: the year of the Moors murders trial and the Aberfan disaster. Dale’s first readers, some of whom would have painful memories of the time when you didn’t call the doctor if you couldn’t afford to pay his bill, were keenly attuned to matters of vulnerability and responsibility. The novel was prescient, too: it would be another twenty years before the word ‘co-dependency’ became common parlance with the publication of Melody Beattie’s Codependent No More, the book that put a name to ixthat sickly, self-serving kind of help that damages and controls what it pretends to cherish. Dale’s interest in the cold-blooded economics of care – the way the sums, if we insist on doing them, will never add up – is stitched into every scene and subplot of this disturbing novel. She never misses an opportunity to linger not only on the ways in which we belong to each other but how much the belonging costs in food and board and electricity bills and laundry and who owes who what and for which services rendered. Josh and Maisie refer to Cynthia as their ‘PG’ or ‘paying guest’ and the complexities contained in this phrase gesture towards Dale’s persistent interest in the hidden and explicit economics of hospitality.

         Dale would return to these themes repeatedly. In A Dark Corner (1971), a married couple answer the door on a rainy night to a stranger with a fever and a cough. Against their instincts (this is not altruism), they provide a reluctant welcome to their unexpected guest, a young man who learns the hard way what kind of poisoned, self-serving generosity a racist London and a toxic household can offer to a Black man without family of his own. In her final novel, Sheep’s Clothing (1988), she gives the reader two gloriously characterised female ex-cons who, pretending to be bringing good news about a benefit back-payment to vulnerable old women living alone, break into their xhouses and steal their trinkets. Her short stories too are filled with sickly old women shut up in their bedrooms or left to rot behind their front doors, with self-satisfied nurses or carers, with mothering that curdles from soothing into smothering, with types of dependence that inspire violence. Dale understands all the ways in which help can hurt. In her vision of London, people generally get what they deserve and it is never enough, never even touches the edges of what they need.

         The crimes committed in A Helping Hand are cruelly predictable and in this inevitability lies the horror. In some chilling asides, we start to understand that Auntie Flo wasn’t the first to linger and die in Josh and Maisie’s spare room and the contemporary reader, who has lived through the weeks during which a country in shock began to grasp the scale of Harold Shipman’s crimes, will shudder. War, the pandemic and the effects of the slow emergency of climate catastrophe have rendered so many homeless and dependent on the care of others. Never have we been more in need of this novel’s keen reminder of the shared responsibility of care, the nearness of vulnerability to violence and how easy it is for control to seep into our relations and for help to become polluted by harm. In this novel, Dale asks a question that remains urgent: how can we meet the relentless and overwhelming need of another and not turn into a xiLena – miserable and resentful – or a Maisie – opportunist and cruel – in the face of it?

         In the figure of Graziella, a Rimini waitress arriving in London in miserable circumstances, Dale might hint at an answer. When she knocks at the door (comically interrupting Josh at work on one of his grubbier hobbies) she’s alone and desperate. She is the only character in the novel with almost nothing to give and Dale has her desperately throw herself on the mercy of strangers, asking for charity from those who have no obligation to her. She is also the only character to bring a glimmer of light into the drab, nasty home that Maisie and Josh have created between them. In that dark spare room, she and Cynthia Fingal talk about the spring.

         Graziella understands that care is not only about what you do for someone, but is about how you pay attention to them. ‘They seem kind, they take care of her – but they don’t care for her,’ she says, and through her Dale shows us that it is strangely possible to give what we don’t have and from this, we find some form of hope. Even creepy old Josh at times sees this young Italian woman as something almost more than human, her complexion illuminated by an otherworldly light: ‘Like you – the windows. The light coming through,’ he says. It is part of Dale’s artistry that this utterance is both a transparently sleazy chat-up line and a xiirecognition of some essential goodness. Graziella’s predicament is significant: she is unmarried, pregnant and finds no room at the inn. Dale uses her to remind us of much older myths of radical welcome and generosity. When the sums of need and just deserts do not add up, the novel suggests – and they never will – what we have is grace. ‘Gracie’, Josh insists on calling her – a name that means thank you.

         Celia Dale is an author who deserves to stand alongside Stella Gibbons and Muriel Spark for her unflinching look at the relentless banality of domestic cruelty and at the ridiculousness of human vanity, and for her fearless acknowledgement that all of us will always need more than we deserve.

         
      Jenn Ashworth, 2022
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3
            ONE

         

         MRS MAISIE EVANS CAME into the lounge, pulling down the cuffs of her cardigan. ‘She’s gone, poor soul.’

         ‘Mm? What’s that?’ Her husband started from the doze into which he always fell immediately after breakfast, the newspaper before his face, waiting for the interior message which, in ten minutes or so, would send him along the passage.

         ‘She’s gone. Quite peaceful.’ She crossed to the window and drew the curtains so that the sunlight no longer fell on Josh or the colours of carpet and tapestry footstool.

         He sank back, crushing the newspaper untidily against his paunch. ‘Poor soul. Poor old soul.’

         ‘It was a blessed release.’4

         ‘Yes. Yes, I know that. Still, just the same, when it comes …’

         ‘It comes to us all, sooner or later.’

         It was a nice morning. From the London Road the sound of traffic had settled into its daytime murmur, and across a sky which was May now although it might revert to March later on, a Caravelle from some far city screeched down on London Airport. If the window had been open Mrs Evans would almost have fancied she smelled blossom, although none was out yet.

         Behind her, Josh was wiping his eyes, but put the handkerchief away sheepishly when his wife turned towards him. ‘I’ll go for the doctor, shall I?’

         ‘There’s no hurry.’ She looked at the clock on the mantelpiece. ‘He’ll be doing his Surgery now. It’s only a formality, after all.’

         ‘Is she …? Do you need any help?’

         ‘I’ll get the breakfast things washed up first.’

         The television set stood on a low cupboard, the bottom half of a sideboard from which the top had been removed in order that it should better suit the small bright bungalow into which they had moved three years ago. Mrs Evans went to it now and with a little grunt bent down and opened the doors. Half the shelves were neatly stacked with women’s magazines, knitting and embroidery patterns, and two volumes entitled respectively The Home Doctor and 5The Home Lawyer. On the other shelves were Mrs Evans’s sewing basket, knitting bag and embroidery frame, on which was a half-finished garden scene of a cottage and crinolined lady, destined for a tea cosy. There was also a shabby leather dressing case marked with the initials F.B.B.

         Mrs Evans lifted this out and set it on the table, and fishing at the neck of her jumper brought out from between her square breasts several keys strung on a chain. With one of these she opened the case and began to check through its contents. Still holding the newspaper, Josh hauled himself out of the chair and came to stand beside her.

         There were half a dozen pieces of Victorian jewellery loosely wrapped in yellow tissue-paper, a few yellower photographs. Mrs Evans did not bother with these, but busied herself with documents – Birth Certificate, Insurance Policy, Will. Her grey eyes intent behind her spectacles, she checked each one silently. Beside her, Josh idly picked up a photograph: the girl in it was swathed in serge and lace, waisted like a Christmas cracker. She had a lovely bust. Her hair was looped in wide bay windows either side of her face, which was plain and very young. Very young.

         He put the picture down quickly as his wife stated rather than asked, ‘You drew her pension Friday?’

         ‘That’s right. As per usual.’6

         ‘Give me the book, then.’

         He fished in his breast pocket, found it and gave it to her. She put it with the other documents, replaced everything but the jewellery and locked the case, removing the key from the others round her neck and leaving it in the lock.

         She was a thickset woman and he a tallish man. She suddenly grinned up at him and punched him lightly on the arm. ‘Cheer up, Boy! You look as though you’d lost sixpence and found a penny. Perhaps you’d better get out in the sunshine after all.’

         His pink face lightened beneath its silver hair, thick as a cat’s fur. ‘Shall I go to the doctor, then?’

         ‘May as well. He can please himself whether he comes or not. It’s not as if he hadn’t expected it. I’ll put this in her room.’

         She turned and moved briskly to the door, the leather case under her arm, but he still stood by the table. ‘You’re sure she’s …?’

         ‘Don’t be soft! Of course I’m sure. You’d better put on your mac, it’s treacherous out.’

         He heard her in the kitchen, running water for the washing-up, stacking the breakfast crockery. In the shadow of the drawn curtain his chair stood temptingly, the embroidered cushions squashed where he had leaned peacefully against them, a bar of sunlight warming the carpet where his feet had rested. 7No good going along the passage now, he had missed his moment.

         He changed his shoes, walking gingerly past the shut door of the other bedroom, put on his mackintosh and hat; then, recollecting, took the hat off again. He opened the kitchen door.

         ‘I’m off, then.’

         ‘Right-o. Don’t hurry yourself, it’s a nice morning.’

         ‘Do you want anything at the shops?’

         ‘No, I’ll see to that after the undertaker’s been. The doctor’ll ring them for you. Tell him she went breakfast-time this morning, very peaceful – say I just found her gone. He can come in after his rounds if he wants to, or he can just make out the certificate straight away.’

         ‘Okeydoke.’

         He closed the kitchen door, tiptoed past the other, let himself out. The sun was warm, the privet was all in bud; it was indeed a lovely morning. Straightening his shoulders, his face falling into its customary folds of innocent good humour, Josh stepped out cheerfully along the road.
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            TWO

         

         THE PLAIN STRETCHED AWAY below the town’s terrace to the rim of the distant sea. The air was so clear that the skyscraper at Cesenatico far to the north could be discerned. The long balcony which is San Marino’s town centre seemed to hang in the balmy light, kaleidoscoped by tourists who leaned over its wall, posed against its fountain, clustered before the Town Hall at the far end with its small sentries in green and red. Plodding up the steep streets from the charabancs, the tourists wondered about their hearts, had longed to pause for the placarded ‘Tea as Mother makes It’, had been unable to catch all the guide’s recital of dates and heights and liberties. To emerge on to the terrace was a reprieve and they scattered, light-headed in the 10limpid air, clicking their cameras, calling to one another in the accents of Manchester, Bermondsey or Berlin, arms, thighs, sometimes even midriffs naked to the warm sun and the cool gaze of the townspeople who passed through them on their own affairs in sober grey or black, or waited within the caverns of their shops, impersonally sharp.

         Along the town side of the terrace the tablecloths at the cafés flapped in the breeze. In the shade of the awnings waiters in white coats teased the dogs that came and went among the tables, gossiping against the radio which poured out music and commercials without pause. The tourists sat in the sun; not many of them, for most were either trudging upward again towards the Cathedral and the castles or were ensnared by the shop windows or by refreshments reassuringly advertised (FISH & CHIPS, TEA STRAIGHT FROM THE POT). But Josh Evans sat in the sun on the terrace, his knees comfortably spread, his Italian beach hat on the chair beside him so that he could enjoy the warmth on his head. His short-sleeved shirt, worn outside his trousers and masking his paunch, was open at the neck, showing the skin reddened by the sun, as were his arms. The natural pinkness of his face had tanned already; from behind his sunglasses he watched the people going to and fro, the old women in their shawled black, the girls decent in their jerseys, the young men, black-spectacled, 11collared and tied; and the macaw-bright, roast-fleshed tourists. He was absolutely content.

         So content that not until his wife was almost at the table did he hear her voice, turning with a start and a smile towards it.

         ‘Ah, here he is,’ she was saying, ‘sitting in the sun as usual. He’s a proper salamander, that’s what he is.’

         ‘A salamander? Whatever’s a salamander?’ A tall woman walking beside her spoke.

         ‘A salamander’s what my hubby is, a proper sun-worshipper.’ Her jolly laugh was close in his ear. ‘Stir yourself, Josh, these ladies are joining us. Where will you sit, dear? I’d get in the shade if I was you after that little turn.’

         Josh hoisted himself to his feet, pulled chairs, gathered up and rearranged belongings. There were two women with Maisie, a tall young one – well, young to Josh at sixty, in her thirties somewhere – with severe hair and a nice bust, and an old one Maisie had held by the arm, who walked bow-legged as old people do, with white hair wisping under a raffia hat tied on with ribbon, a beach hat, and a beach hat for a young person at that. Beneath it a small crinkled face pouted and blew, and a gnarled hand pressed against the chest, the other grasping a handbag like a portmanteau.

         ‘That’s right, you sit down in the shade and take it easy. My word, it’s a climb to the top and no mistake! 12You knew a thing or two when you chose to stay here, Josh – trust him for that, he’s a real fly one – but I must say it’s a real panorama when you do get there, see for miles. They say you can see right to Yugoslavia on a really clear day, fancy that now, right across the ocean! Now then, Josh, get the waiter.’

         ‘Yes. Yes, of course. Here – camerary!’

         ‘Him and his Italian! He will try it though I tell him they all understand English. What’s that stuff you’re drinking – coffee? I’ll have a cup of tea.’

         The ladies agreed, the order was given. They looked about them, at the passers-by, at the Town Hall’s pinnacles, at each other.

         ‘Well,’ said Mrs Evans, ‘this is nice. Are you feeling better now?’

         The old lady bridled. ‘There’s nothing wrong with me. I only need to get my breath.’

         ‘She should never have come,’ said the younger woman, ‘I told her.’

         ‘I’m independent. I can please myself.’

         ‘What about pleasing other people for a change? I told you you’d never manage it.’

         ‘They should have warned us,’ the old lady said sulkily.

         ‘It’s on a mountain, isn’t it? It’s bound to be steep, if you use your brains.’ She controlled herself, opening her handbag, and began to wipe her face and neck angrily with a handkerchief. 13

         ‘It is steep, though,’ said Mrs Evans. ‘Coming up in the coach, I thought we’d never get round some of those corners. That’s one thing I will say for them, they can drive their coaches.’

         ‘And the motorbikes,’ ventured Josh.

         ‘Oh, those motorbikes! Tearing about on them at all hours like cowboys!’

         ‘I like them,’ said the old lady. ‘They’re modern.’

         ‘I like a coach,’ said Mrs Evans. ‘There’s something solid about a coach and you can look about you and see the countryside. We wondered if we’d book all the way by coach but in the end we decided we’d come by air and just do the excursions by coach. It’s more of a break that way, and we’d had a little windfall, as a matter of fact, so we decided to be extravagant. Are you ladies with a coach?’

         ‘We’ve a car.’

         The younger one snapped, ‘We’ve hired a taxi. Auntie has to be able to stop somewhere every other minute.’

         ‘We’re with Footloose Tours,’ continued Mrs Evans smoothly. ‘We’re very satisfied. They look after everything for you but don’t get after you all the time, not like some where you never get a minute’s peace. There’s a nice young chap comes round every evening to see we’re all satisfied.’

         ‘We’re on our own,’ said the young woman, ‘which means yours truly has to do all the work.’ 14

         ‘You must let my hubby here do some of it for you. He loves working things out with maps and timetables, don’t you, Boy?’

         The waiter brought their tea and a plate of unordered chocolate sweetmeats. Looking warily at her companion from under her raffia brim, the old lady took two and began to eat them quickly.

         Her name was Mrs Cynthia Fingal and her niece was Lena Kemp. They were staying in Rimini, while the Evanses were two or three miles up the coast at Salvione, one of the string of holiday places which stretch in an unbroken fringe of concrete, rubble and flowering trees along the edge of the Adriatic sands. Miss Kemp lived in Reading, and, since the death two years ago of a younger aunt, Mrs Fingal had come to live with her. Last year they had gone to Devon for their holiday and had only four sunny days. This year Mrs Fingal had been determined on the sun.

         ‘And we’ve found it,’ she said, looking out over the terrace sparkling high above its sea of space, ‘I told you, Lena. I’ve been here before, with my husband. I remembered the sun. Just after the war, it was – the Great War, of course. His firm sent him and I came too. Not here, but Milan, just after the Great War. I remembered the sun and the lovely peaches. Lena wouldn’t believe me.’ 15

         ‘I believed you all right. It’s just that things are different when you get to your age.’

         ‘We’ve never been before,’ said Mrs Evans. ‘We went to the Costa Brava a few years back, but truth to tell, we haven’t been able to manage a holiday for a while, have we, Josh? We’ve been looking after an old lady, you see, a dear old soul, wasn’t she; Auntie Flo we always called her though she wasn’t any relation really, just an old lady with no one of her own, so Josh and me took her to live with us.’

         ‘And glad to do it,’ murmured Josh.

         ‘Yes, well, poor Auntie Flo, she passed on in March, so Josh and me thought we’d like to get away for a bit of a break, give ourselves a little pick-me-up in the sun. We’ve been here four days, and I must say, bar that thunderstorm Tuesday evening, the weather’s been lovely, hasn’t it?’

         ‘It’s the sun. I remembered it from when my husband and I were in Milan. Just after the Great War, that was, but things don’t change all that much, whatever people say.’

         Josh leaned forward and tapped his wife on the arm. ‘Look at the time, Mai.’ They both looked up at the clock beneath the three saints on the Town Hall facade. ‘We’re going to miss that coach if we don’t stir ourselves.’

         ‘My word, so we are!’ She began to collect cardigan, handbag, scarf. 16

         Miss Kemp said, ‘We could give you a lift back to Rimini if you’d like?’

         ‘That’s very kind of you, but we’d better stay with the coach. We’ve got our tickets and all, and it takes us right back to our hotel. Perhaps we’ll run into each other again.’

         ‘That would be nice. It’s nice to have someone of your own sort to talk to.’

         ‘We thought of going into Rimini on Saturday, didn’t we, Josh?’

         ‘We could look you up.’

         ‘Have a cup of tea somewhere, perhaps?’

         ‘There’s plenty of places – if you can call it tea, messing about with little bags!’

         The Evanses stood up. ‘Why don’t we pick you up at your hotel,’ she said, beaming down at them, the sun making a nimbus of her wiry hair, ‘say about half past three – you’ll have had your siesta by then.’

         ‘On Saturday. We’re at the Miramare – it’s right on the main road as you come in from the north, the buses go right past it. The noise!’

         ‘We’ll find it. That will be nice. My word, we must run!’ She started off down the terrace. Josh raised his hat. ‘Ciao!’ he said and left them smiling.

         The Albergo Garibaldi, not quite an hotel but rather more than a pensione, stood on the corner of the road leading from Salvione’s main street down to 17the beach. It had been built only two years before and it would be hard to say whether the cracks and crumbling of its structure were signs of incompletion or premature decay. Small trees, coated in the white dust of Salvione’s side roads, had been left in a shivering fringe around it, and their shade, and huge dry pots of lilies and geraniums, made the verandah fronting the main road a pleasant place when the sun was too hot for the beach. There were wicker chairs and tables, and here Maisie liked to sit and knit and Josh liked to take his cappuccino after lunch and his Campari before dinner and watch the people going up and down the pavements. Everyone whose hotel did not actually front the sea had to go along this road to get to it, and the display of limbs and beachwear was almost as great as if he had been seated under his umbrella in Row D of Bagnio Luigi, the sea a placid glimpse through a metropolis of deck chairs. For fifty miles the sands stretched, but where it fronted Salvione and the other holiday resorts you could see hardly more than you were actually sitting on for the spillikin heap of chairs, towels and bodies, murmurous with transistors, the cries of itinerant ice-cream sellers, the radio aboard the sailing-boat in which you could buy a trip to the horizon, and the squeals of English girls assailed amid the legs of chairs and holidaymakers by Italian beach boys. In every possible shape the human body was 18revealed, from bikinied girls pliant as daffodils to old men and women whose body hair had turned white; and with the addition of no more than a shirt, most of them walked at least twice a day past the Albergo Garibaldi along the dappled pavements which, when it rained, became lakes of muddy water.

         The verandah was used by the Albergo’s residents as a café, for most of them were elderly (Footloose enquired your age group on their registration form and channelled the younger ones to places like Cesenatico, which had plenty of nightlife) and did not care to walk or sit too much in the sun. They breakfasted there – there was no space in the bedrooms for room service – and took their casual beverages there, served from the dining-room within the glass doors. Inside these doors could sometimes be seen the proprietress, a woman of iron wrapped in an overall, scrutinising her clients as, long ago, she had scrutinised the pigs and poultry on her father’s farm in the foothills of the Apennines. And through these doors, from eight in the morning until ten or eleven at night during the four months of Salvione’s season, with two hours off in the afternoon, went the waitresses, Graziella and Francesca, and Alfredo, the boy.

         Francesca was sometimes irritable (although she concealed it if the Signora were watching), for her husband gave up work during the season and loafed 19in the pin-table cafés or along the sands, relying on Francesca’s earnings till the Albergo closed again and they both went back to work in the ceramic factory for the winter. Alfredo, who was not yet fifteen, had started work in the Gasthaus Lorelei last year and, although polite enough, did not really wish to understand anything but German. But Graziella, although by evening the skin seemed to lie more thinly on her bones, was always sweet-tempered. She dealt kindly with everyone, the women as well as the men, and was as ready to teach Italian words as to practise her English.

         ‘Buon giorno,’ she would smile, bringing their rolls and jam in the morning. ‘You sleep very well?’

         ‘Yes, thank you,’ they would answer, or ‘Not too well, no, there were a lot of lads larking about on their motorbikes,’ and she would say, ‘Today is very fine, I think. You go on coach?’ or, compassionately, ‘That is bad. Italian men like very much make too much noise.’ Whatever she said, you felt better for it.

         Josh liked watching her. He liked watching any girl, from the ones on the beach with nothing to cover them but two little strips of stretch nylon, to the hairdressers in the shop over the road, lounging outside the doorway during the slack hours of the siesta, with their bare feet in mules, their hair hugely puffed above their sallow faces, and their bodies surely naked beneath the smocks? They reminded Josh of kittens whose fur 20was not yet thick on their skins; he could sense them under his palms. He liked to watch Francesca, too, bare heels slapping over the tiles and the strings of her apron going ding-dong with the swing of her buttocks, especially when she was cross. One morning she was very cross and had a bruise on her neck which Josh did not think the other Footloose members would recognise, although you never could tell.

         Francesca was more fun to watch, but Graziella gave him greater pleasure. She was younger, only nineteen, delicate-boned as a bird, and when he saw the alabaster windows in Galla Placidia’s tomb in Ravenna one coach trip they took, it made him think of Graziella’s face, honey-coloured yet glowing. When she brought him his Campari that evening, while Maisie was upstairs changing her dress, he had tried to tell her.

         ‘La fenestra – Galla Placidia – e come – voi.’

         ‘Come …?’

         ‘Like you – the windows. The light coming through.’

         She smiled, showing small, crooked teeth, uncomprehending. He lifted his hand near her face, sketching the line of her cheek. She stood back a little.

         ‘Your face – same colour – colore similare …’

         Still smiling, she had shaken her head. Francesca paused as she flapped past and Graziella said something to her in Italian. Francesca looked at him out 21of the corner of her eyes, answered something sharp and went on her way. Josh’s eyes went with her apron strings. She had a nice bust, too.

         He was talking to Graziella while waiting for Maisie to come down and catch the half past two bus to Rimini for their appointment with Mrs Fingal and Miss Kemp. Maisie liked a cup of tea after her lunch, but forwent it when they were going on a trip because of the hazards surrounding the finding, and condition of, ladies’ lavatories, but Josh liked his cappuccino and Graziella had brought it to him. He was the only one on the terrace. The Signora was eating her lunch in the kitchen while supervising the washing-up of the luncheon crockery and most of the guests were in their rooms or dispersed to beach or outings. Graziella set the cup before him. ‘Ecco, signor.’

         He started out of the light doze that always fell on him after a meal. ‘Ah, thank you – grazie.’

         ‘Prego.’

         ‘Grazie – Graziella. Your name.’

         She smiled. ‘Si, my name. But not “thank you”, I think, in Inglese?’

         ‘Miss Thank you, eh?’

         ‘No, I think more – plain.’

         ‘Grace, is it?’

         ‘I think.’ 22

         ‘Gracie. That’s pretty – bella.’

         ‘No, no.’ She was laughing, straightening chairs, flicking tables with her napkin.

         ‘Si, si. Graziella e bella.’

         She withdrew to a further table. ‘You drink. Is going cold.’

         ‘Ah, that’s right. You put it out of my mind.’ He took a sip of the delicious froth. ‘Molto bene.’

         ‘You like?’

         ‘Si, si, molto. Mia piacere – cappuccino.’

         ‘You speak very well Italian. Soon speak very well.’

         ‘I’d like to.’

         ‘And I Inglese.’

         ‘You speak English a treat. Parlare Inglese bene.’

         ‘No, no! In school I learn, here I learn more but no – many?’

         ‘Much. Not much.’

         ‘Much.’

         ‘You come England, I teach you.’

         ‘Ah!’ She sighed. ‘I want England very much. My father has been England three years.’

         ‘Get away! Where is he, London?’

         ‘No, no, my father die six years.’

         ‘Ah, I’m sorry.’

         ‘My father in war – prisoner.’

         ‘Ah, in the war.’

         ‘Si. He like very much. Aylesbury. You know Aylesbury?’ 23

         ‘Well, I don’t know it, I know of it.’

         ‘My father in prisoners’ camp three years Aylesbury. I like very much – go Aylesbury.’

         ‘You come to England, I’ll take you. Andiamo – Aylesbury – subito.’

         ‘Ah, magnifico! You speak very well!’ She clapped her hands and they beamed at one another.

         As he and Maisie waited for the bus he told her how Graziella’s father had been a prisoner-of-war in England. ‘Fancy that,’ she answered absently. ‘You got returns, did you?’ He had, from the transport agency which changed travellers’ cheques. They stood in silence, solitary Anglo-Saxons among three or four soberly dressed Italian girls. Funny how they all had little gold rings in their ears, even the babies. Did it hurt, piercing through the rubbery flesh …? It was hot, but a dry heat. Too hot for much on the beach yet, so soon after lunch …

         ‘Here it comes,’ she said, and he followed her broad beam up the step.

         They did not speak for most of the journey, for Josh dozed off again, his hat on his knees, his white head nodding to the bounce of the wheels, and Maisie was thinking. When the increase in the size of the souvenir shops indicated that they were nearing Rimini, she nudged him. He straightened himself, slipping the good humour back on his face. 24

         ‘I’ll take the girl off,’ she said, ‘you stay with the old lady.’

         ‘Right you are.’

         Soon they alighted outside the Hotel Miramare.

         
             

         

         The Miramare was grander than the Albergo Garibaldi. It had been built a few more years and the faults in its construction had been repaired. The trees of its garden were large enough by now to shield it somewhat from the traffic which thundered past its entrance, from Venice down to Bari, and on the other side a terrace set with umbrellas and potted plants, bougainvillea and wisteria, looked out over a gravelly garden to the sands and the sea. A porter in white gloves and braided cap was almost always on duty in the hall, even though he was only sixteen, and the television set was kept in a room of its own, all plastic and mosaic, like a cell made of brawn. Net blowing along the windowed walls gave the rooms an airy elegance.

         The ladies were sitting in the shade on the terrace, and Miss Kemp rose as Josh and Maisie came out. She was wearing a tight pink sleeveless dress which showed off her bust, and if she’d had a bit more powder on and her hair not so tightly rolled up off her face she would have been quite taking. Mrs Fingal was sitting with her knees apart and her feet in plimsolls. She wore a string of bright San Marino beads and the same raffia hat. 25

         Chairs were pushed back, pulled up, rearranged. Josh set his hat on the ground beside him and hoped there were no ants. Mrs Fingal was silent, seeming extinguished beneath her candlesnuffer hat. Miss Kemp ran a bracelet up and down her forearm with that air of irritability which underlay everything about her, and exchanged statements with Maisie about the weather and the menu at lunch. ‘It’s all messed-up dishes. I can’t stand messed-up dishes. Why can’t they serve a good plain chop now and again?’

         ‘You can’t get the quality, not out of England you can’t.’

         ‘And that everlasting spaghetti and stuff – what do they call it, pasta? Nothing but flour and water if you ask me, it puts pounds on you.’

         ‘That needn’t worry you, though.’

         ‘Well …’ she glanced down at herself complacently with a small jerk of her head, half bridle, half preen. ‘It’s back to the roast beef of old England when I get home, I can tell you.’

         ‘You can’t beat English cooking in the long run.’

         ‘You ought to try Maisie’s apple pie.’

         ‘Get along with you! It’s just a knack.’

         ‘Lena can’t cook.’ Mrs Fingal spoke suddenly, ‘All out of tins or the freezer.’

         The bracelet went up and down the forearm. ‘I’m not going to spend hours in the kitchen when I get 26back from business. It’s all very well if you’ve got nothing else to do.’

         ‘Of course, we’re retired,’ said Mrs Evans soothingly, ‘I was a nurse, you know, but I gave it up when I married. At least, I carried on part-time, giving a hand here and there, special cases and that, it seemed wrong not to with everyone crying out for nurses all the time. But when my hubby retired, I gave that up too – although, of course, I’ll always help out a friend. That’s why we took Auntie Flo.’

         ‘I can’t stand sick people.’ Miss Kemp straightened her shoulders so that her bosom rose up like a battering-ram.

         ‘That’s natural when you’re young.’ In the pleased pause that followed this remark Mrs Evans gathered up her belongings. ‘Well, I suppose we ought to be moving. I’d like to have a look at the shops, there’s not a lot of choice in Salvione.’

         Josh shifted his chair but did not rise. ‘I wonder, dear – I wonder if you ladies would excuse me?’

         ‘Excuse you?’

         ‘Well, I know what you ladies are when you get looking in the shops, and it’s so hot. Sitting here in the shade with all this lovely sea in front of us is really a treat.’

         She wagged a finger at him. ‘You’re a wicked lazybones, that’s what you are!’ 27

         He gave his little-boy smile. ‘I know. But it’s so pleasant sitting here, getting the breeze. I suppose –’ he aimed his smile elsewhere, ‘I suppose I couldn’t persuade Mrs Fingal to keep me company?’

         ‘Well,’ Maisie exchanged a look of patience with the younger woman, ‘you can hardly sit here on your own in what isn’t our hotel. What do you say, Miss Kemp? Shall we girls go off on our own and leave these lazybones?’

         Mrs Fingal hitched herself up in her chair. ‘You go off. Go on. I don’t want to go traipsing round any more shops.’

         ‘Very well. You two sit here then and have a nice rest. We’ll be back about five, in time to catch the bus. Don’t get up to mischief now!’ Smiling, she turned away. As the two women went indoors Miss Kemp could be heard saying, ‘Auntie’s not up to it anyway …’

         ‘Well,’ he said, ‘here we are then.’ He turned his chair a little to face Mrs Fingal, relaxing and leaning back.

         The old lady’s lips were trembling. She took a handkerchief from her handbag and pressed it to her mouth then rolled it into a ball between her knotted fingers. ‘She’s hard. She’s all wrapped up in herself. She knows I hear. But she’s hard. Never loved anyone but herself. She’s not really my niece.’

         ‘No?’ 28

         ‘No. She’s no blood relation. My sister’s husband’s niece. And she’s nearly forty.’

         ‘Get away!’

         ‘Thirty-seven. And what’s she got to show for it? A desk and a typewriter and some money in the Building Society, that’s all she’s got to show for it. She’s hard.’

         ‘You mustn’t let it upset you.’

         ‘No, I mustn’t, must I? I’m independent, I can please myself. After all, we’re here, aren’t we? She didn’t want to come. Doesn’t like foreigners, can’t see outside herself, you see. But I wanted to come and she could take it or leave it. I’ve been in Italy before, you see, with my husband. Years ago, of course, after the Great War. We were in Milan, for his firm. We saw The Last Supper. It was in a terrible state, all flaking off. They’ve repaired it now, they say. I made her go to Ravenna. Those mosaics, Mr – er …’

         ‘Evans. Josh Evans.’

         ‘Yes. All those little lambs coming out through the doors and the doves flying about and the little flowers. Life’s always surprising you. I never imagined anything done in stones being like those little lambs. Did you?’

         ‘No, I can’t say I did.’

         ‘I wouldn’t go in the other places. That was enough for me. Those little lambs, like Noah’s Ark … I’ll never forget those, nor The Last Supper. There are some things you never forget, isn’t that so, Mr – er …’ 29

         ‘Yes indeed.’

         ‘That’s enough for me, I told her. You go on, I’ll stay in the car. We hired a car, you see. I can’t stand crowds. She makes out it’s for another reason, but it’s because I can’t stand crowds.’ She looked at him slyly, but his face was blamelessly attentive. ‘Anyway, I stayed in the car, let her go in those other places on her own, hoping to get spoken to, I expect, all those tales you hear about foreigners.’

         ‘You mustn’t believe all you hear.’

         ‘No, you mustn’t, must you. But it’s always true. Those little lambs … I’d heard about them but I never expected anything like that.’

         ‘You missed a treat not seeing the tomb. Some empress’s tomb it is, by the cathedral.’

         ‘I heard about that but I wouldn’t go in.’

         ‘You missed a treat. There’s mosaics there …’ He sketched a shape with his hand. ‘You’d think they were real. There’s a couple of doves sitting on a sort of a bowl – all done in stone. And the only light’s through alabaster.’

         ‘Alabaster?’

         ‘Alabaster. You wouldn’t credit it. There’s postcards done of the doves and all, but you just have to see the alabaster.’

         There was a pause, Josh contemplating the alabaster, Mrs Fingal contemplating him. 30

         ‘You’re artistic.’

         ‘Oh now, I wouldn’t say that.’

         ‘You’re artistic. My husband was artistic. When we were in Milan after the Great War we used to go into the cathedral and just sit there, looking about us. No need to speak. He’d just take my hand and give it a squeeze and I’d know what he was thinking. And afterwards we bought postcards and we always chose the same.’

         ‘Have you been alone long, Mrs Fingal?’

         ‘Thirty-four years. Pneumonia.’ Josh clicked his tongue. ‘Thirty-four years in October. They hadn’t the drugs then, you see. I still grieve, Mr – er …’ She pressed the handkerchief to her mouth again.

         ‘Of course, of course. And now you live with your niece.’

         ‘She’s not my real niece. She’s my sister’s husband’s niece. I lived with my sister but she died. She was younger than me by five years. Heart, it was, just like that.’ Josh clicked his tongue again. ‘So then Lena took me.’

         ‘You don’t want to live alone.’

         ‘I’d had one or two falls. Otherwise I’d rather be independent.’

         ‘I’m sure Miss Kemp’s glad …’

         ‘Glad of the money! I pay my way, you see, but she’s hard. Never a thought for anyone outside herself.’ 31

         ‘And she’s your only relative? No sons or daughters?’

         ‘She’s not a blood relative. She’s common. I shouldn’t say it, but she’s common. Not a bit like our side of the family. I did have one little daughter but she died. They didn’t recognise it, you see, and it burst. Alice, we called her, after my husband’s mother. He was very attached to his mother. She was only ten. And you? Have you any children?’

         ‘No, unfortunately. Just the two of us. We married a bit late in life – my wife was nearly forty.’

         ‘You want to be young, for marriage.’

         ‘Well, we don’t do so badly.’ Under his smile Mrs Fingal smiled, straightening her shoulders and shutting the handkerchief away in her handbag. The sun was moving towards them round the corner of the building, the beach and the limpid sea murmurous in the afternoon light. Josh looked at his watch. ‘Would you care for anything, Mrs Fingal? An ice-cream, a cup of tea?’

         ‘Well, thank you. How kind. They don’t have very much here.’

         ‘We could go for a stroll. The strength’s gone from the sun a bit now.’

         ‘And go to a café? That would be a treat!’

         ‘We’ll play truant together, shall we?’ He twinkled at her and she, pulling herself to her feet, twinkled back. 32

         ‘I must just … I’ll just change my hat. And you, perhaps …’ She gestured vaguely towards the hotel. He gave a small bow.

         ‘I’ll wait for you inside.’

         She gathered her possessions and trundled away. Following leisurely, Josh found the lavatory: mosaic walls and floor, liquid soap, paper towels, really good style. This hotel was obviously more expensive than the Albergo Garibaldi.

         They set out along the dappled pavement, Mrs Fingal clinging to his arm. The traffic rushed closely past them, for the path was narrow and Mrs Fingal, not too steady on her feet, was in fear of being whirled in its slipstream. They proceeded slowly, she on her bent old legs, he with his dignified paunch, pausing now and then to look at the flowers in the grounds of villas and hotels. Soon they found a café with tables set under umbrellas, and Mrs Fingal admired his command of Italian – due cassatti, due capuccini, per favore.

         Spooning the ice-cream greedily she said, ‘Lena’d be jealous! She doesn’t know how to go out with a man.’

         ‘Has she never …?’

         ‘She frightens them off. She’s not womanly. And at her age they’re all married. Or something wrong With them.’

         ‘She’s quite a good-looking woman. You’d think …’ 33

         ‘She’s hard. Wrapped up in herself. Men don’t like that. Me sitting here with a man – oh, she will be vexed!’

         Roguishly he suggested, ‘Perhaps you’d better not tell her?’

         ‘I wouldn’t miss her face. I haven’t talked to a man – except tradesmen and the doctor, of course – since, oh, I don’t know how long. You miss it, you know, you miss the masculine viewpoint if you’ve been married.’

         ‘And I’m sure you don’t need to see the doctor often?’

         ‘Not very often. I have my regular tablets, and I don’t get much trouble really. My husband would have been eighty-three.’

         ‘He was older than you by a long way, then.’

         She was coy. ‘Only four years.’

         ‘Get away!’ She nodded, licking the spoon with smiling lips. ‘Well, I’d have given you not a day more than sixty-five.’

         ‘You’re just saying that.’

         ‘No, I’m not. Not a day more than sixty-five – sixty-six perhaps.’

         ‘Well – I do keep active, whatever Lena says. It was I who insisted on coming to Italy. She didn’t want to. But I’m independent, I can please myself. I always wanted to come back after that time I was in Milan with my husband after the Great War. And as I was paying, I had my way.’ 34

         He let her maunder on, sometimes inserting a comment or a question. Under his smiling attention she began to sparkle. She raised her chin as though to lift it clear of the dewlaps, stretched her neck as though it were still the column of creamy flesh on which the head, chestnut dark then, white now, used to ride so gracefully, sending slanting glances that had once ravished. From inside this heap of old flesh peeped a girl, a bride, a young mother, ridiculous and sad. Only half-listening to what she said, Josh registered her flowering. His kind eyes answered hers, although his thoughts were on the three German girls writing postcards at a nearby table, their thighs like copper beneath their shorts, and on the girl who worked the coffee machine with arms as round and brown as almonds; and he allowed his hand to linger for a moment on Mrs Fingal’s elbow after he had eased her from her chair to return to the Miramare. Slowly they walked back. Now it was he who took her arm, to steady her at a rough pavement, to protect her at a crossing, not she his. At his side she danced, and he, carrying his hat, inclined his head towards her so that the sun sparkled its silver, his lips curved in indulgent good humour. He was wondering what he had done with their return bus tickets.

         He helped her up the hotel steps. Maisie and Miss Kemp were waiting for them, and Miss Kemp 35immediately attacked. ‘Where on earth have you two been? We’ve been waiting ages.’

         Mrs Fingal ignored her, smiling on Maisie from the shelter of Maisie’s husband. ‘Did you find what you wanted? I hope Lena didn’t drag you too far.’

         ‘You might have left word. We didn’t know where you’d got to.’

         ‘I was in good hands.’

         Maisie hauled herself up from the settee; her slowness came from solidity, not age. ‘You’re right enough with my Josh. I’m sure he took good care of you.’ She smiled at him and he, with a little bow, smiled back.

         ‘We took a little stroll …’

         ‘And had ice-cream. Under umbrellas, out of doors. And I had coffee.’

         ‘You’ll suffer for it.’

         ‘No I shan’t.’

         ‘You’ll be up all night groaning. Don’t expect me to sympathise.’

         ‘I’ve got my tablets.’

         ‘She knows she can’t take coffee. Palpitations, wind … Why do I bother?’

         Josh’s face was troubled. ‘I’d no idea.’

         ‘Oh, one wouldn’t expect a man to think!’ Her look was contemptuous but her bust challenged. Countering her gaze with humility, Josh thought all she needed was some rum-tum-tum. Hair scraped back, no make-up, and yet that tight dress. He sighed. 36

         Maisie opened her bag and routed about in it. ‘I’ve got some wonderful powders for indigestion. Our chemist at home makes them up, I never go anywhere without them.’

         ‘Oh, we’ve got powders! Proper chemist’s shop we have to travel with, and if we run out heaven knows what happens, as I told her when she would have it we must come abroad. It’s not as if it was just her, it’s other people that have the worry. It’s other people that have the responsibility.’

         Mrs Fingal had shrunk. Her gaze wandered here and there, her head began to shake slightly, and her hands, clutching her handbag to her stomach, trembled. Her lips moved but did not speak.

         With smooth words Maisie eased the awkwardness. Tucking her hand under Miss Kemp’s arm she drew her to the steps, talking of the bus back to Salvione and of their next meeting. Josh touched Mrs Fingal’s elbow gently to follow them.

         ‘She’s jealous,’ she muttered. ‘That’s what it is. She’s jealous.’
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‘The queen of suburban horror.

‘Quiet, clever, subtle — and terrifying.’






