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Preface to the 2014 Edition





Audrey Lillian Barker was born at St Paul’s Cray, Kent in 1918, and published nine novels and eleven collections of short stories between 1947 and her death in 2002. Barker’s fiction was highly regarded in her own lifetime, most memorably by Rebecca West who wrote of Barker’s third novel: ‘You should ask your vet to put you down if you do not admire The Middling.’* Barker won the inaugural Somerset Maugham Award in 1947 with her first collection, Innocents; and her novel John Brown’s Body (1969) was shortlisted for the Booker Prize.


Today, Barker is a marginal figure, often remembered as a ‘writers’ writer’. The label suggests that her writing is in some way difficult, inaccessible to the general reader. This could not be further from the truth. Barker’s stories and novels deal with familiar situations and questions, and are set in unremarkable locations: suburban streets, cul-de-sacs, terraces, parks, hotels, chemists. Barker wrote about the places and people she knew and, I think, for the people she knew, literary or otherwise. She avoided overly ‘high-brow’ publications and, from the outset of her writing career (which began proper in the 1930s at the department of juvenile fiction at the Amalgamated Press), she wrote for ordinary readers. Many of her short stories started their lives in popular women’s magazines of the 1940s and 1950s; more surprisingly, in the 1970s and 1980s over twenty of her ghost stories were published in bestselling horror anthologies. This involvement in mainstream publishing made her a flexible writer, able to adapt her precise, highly readable prose to the demands of various fictional genres.


On the other hand, Barker’s best stories tend to thwart both generic conventions and our expectations. Many of them appear on the surface to be about minor concerns but underneath there is a strangeness, a darkness, a sense that she is, after all, concerned with bigger questions. The singularity of Barker’s prose style has a lot to do with this. The precision with which she uses vocabulary has been recognised, but it is worth noting how often in Barker’s writing the meaning is not clear, or the syntax of a sentence trips up the reader. For a writer so interested in the exact meanings of words (she was an avid reader of dictionaries) it is surprising how frequently in her work the meaning of a word or phrase remains elusive. This sense of ambiguity relates to the position of Barker herself. She wrote both literary fiction and genre fiction, short stories and novels; she was at once connected with the London literary scene and distanced from it; and she began writing at mid-century, a ‘critically awkward’ era after modernism but before postmodernism.†


The ambiguity of Barker’s position sheds light on her preoccupation with the child, a figure at once intensely familiar and strangely enigmatic. Barker’s fiction explores how others have imagined childhood as well as the issues at stake in her own writing of the child. For Barker the modern child is firmly built on Romantic foundations. She is interested in Romantic conceptions of innocence and experience, particularly the dialectical interaction between these two states expressed in the work of William Blake. But her focus on the child is as much a response to the intense interest in childhood in her own lifetime. In mid-twentieth-century Britain children occupied an uncertain position: they were viewed with suspicion and uncertainty; and figured variously in discussions about human aggression and morality, as threats to society, as yardsticks showing the corruptive influence of the war, and as symbols of a future about which many were so unsure. Barker’s fiction resists some of the key narratives being told about children in post-war society and culture, and challenges the tendency in literature and child-study to understand the child in terms of abstraction and opposition. But while she is critical of others’ attempts to pin down the child, Barker’s own preoccupation with this figure is clear. Her oeuvre is a catalogue of variations on the theme of childhood in which she writes and rewrites the child again and again, experimenting with different fictional forms.


The supernatural was another of Barker’s interests. In a lecture on ghost stories to the Royal Society of Literature (RSL) in 1990, she calls herself ‘a lifelong devotee’ of the genre.‡ Like the child, the ghost story frames Barker’s writing life. In 1942 she read Sacheverell Sitwell’s book on poltergeists which inspired her ghost story, ‘Fetched’. A story from her first collection, ‘Submerged’ was included in the first Pan Book of Horror Stories published in 1959; and her final novel, The Haunt, is in part a ghost story. If Barker could ever be claimed as a popular writer, it would be with reference to her ghost stories. One could also argue that it was by way of the ghost story that Barker achieved a move from the margins to the mainstream of the literary scene in the following decade: in addition to her RSL lecture, she had four stories commissioned by BBC Radio Four in 1992 and the same year published Element of Doubt, a collection of her ghost stories. For Barker, stories of the supernatural had not lost their power in modern times because of the necessity of ambiguity. ‘They endure’, she writes with typical Barkeresque frankness, ‘because we don’t know all the answers and we’re better off not knowing’.§







 





The Haunt was A. L. Barker’s final novel, the last book of a writing career in which early interruptions – the war, earning a living – meant that the majority of her books were published when she was over fifty. The novel took seven years to complete. Beginning it in 1992 as a collection of short stories, Barker continued to write, revise and edit The Haunt throughout difficult circumstances, including demands from her agent and publisher for a novel, and several episodes of severe ill-health: she fell and fractured her pelvis in January 1997 and suffered her first stroke in 1994. The novel was finally published when Barker was eighty-one and living in a nursing home in Sutton, Surrey.


Barker’s struggles with ageing and form are played out on the page, not only in her characters’ experiences but in the novel’s construction. Set in the Cornish countryside, The Haunt contains a number of narratives that gradually overlap. Newly retired Owen and Elissa Grierson have recently moved from Wimbledon in search of ‘a new life’. Owen forms a problematic attachment to their neighbour Angela Hartop and her young son, James. Nearby, a group of guests stay at the Bellechasse hotel: painter, Charlie Olssen; Senga, a journalist from London; Maurice Piper, an agony uncle; and Gilbert Eashing, a disabled antiquarian researching funerary sculpture. In a short flashback section, hotelier Ernie Clapham encounters the troubled Miss Pendennis.


Connecting these human life stories, a historical narrative of Cornwall as an ancient place of ‘primordial forests’ runs through the novel. Its original title, ‘The Place’, indicates its key preoccupation. It focuses on the relationships between ageing, identity and place. Barker builds up layers of intertextuality: Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca echoes through the pages of The Haunt; the work of Romantic writers such as Blake and Wordsworth is also evoked; the flashback section of Barker’s novel alludes to Penelope Lively’s short story, ‘The Darkness Out There’. The novel is conscious too of the process by which narrative is created. Unlike most of Barker’s other novels it does not have chapters, instead sections are separated – or held together – by asterisks.


Some sections of The Haunt depict ageing as a solitary and difficult experience, others are more positive. Each older person in the novel is paired with a child: Owen with James; Eashing with Bettony; Miss Pendennis with Ernie. This pairing of youth and age allows Barker to explore her favourite theme, the impact of innocence on experience. In The Haunt, the insecurity of old age is compared to the vulnerability of youth; both are marginal positions, other to adult identity. Owen’s experience is more complex. During an expedition in the wood, he experiences a moment that resembles an epiphany or a rite of passage, except that Owen is not moving into a state of adulthood but entering a new stage of life. Retirement is thus figured as a transitional period that has some parallels with adolescence in the sense that both are eras in which individuals forge new identities.




 





Kate Jones




 





Kate Jones is shortly to complete her doctoral thesis on A. L. Barker at the University of East Anglia, Norwich. The project, which examines representations of the figure of the child in Barker’s fiction, will provide the first full-length introduction to her work and life. In 2011 Kate was awarded a dissertation fellowship from the Harry Ransom Center (HRC) at the University of Texas in Austin; the award enabled an invaluable research visit to the HRC’s A. L. Barker archive.




* Rebecca West, ‘The Novelist’s Voice’. Typescript housed at the McFarlin Library, University of Tulsa.


† Marina MacKay and Lyndsey Stonebridge, ‘Introduction’, British Fiction After Modernism: The Novel at Mid-Century (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), p. 1.


‡ A. L. Barker, ‘Ghosties and Ghoulies:ALoving Look at Some Tales of the Supernatural’, lecture for the Royal Society of Literature, 18 October 1990, p. 1. Box 2, Folder 3, A. L. Barker Archive, Harry Ransom Center, University of Texas, Austin.


§ Ibid., p. 3.






















The Haunt





When the Griersons moved from Wimbledon to Cornwall it was more a flight of fancy than a leap in the dark. They thought they were going to a new life. ‘Begins at sixty,’ Owen said.


‘It will be like turning a page,’ said Elissa. ‘We’ll find a village, not touristy: it needn’t be thatched.’


‘Miles from a superstore?’


‘Heaven!’


Owen had just retired and hoped the change might compensate for the other radical change of not having a job to go to.


They found a place inland, a few houses clustered round a church and a general store. Beyond the village was a small hotel, the Bellechasse, in a sequestered corner overlooking creeks and the bay.


At the end of an unmade lane were two bungalows, one up for sale. ‘Bijou’, the agent called it. They couldn’t see anything gemlike about it: it was solid, slate-roofed, 1960-ish vernacular. Owen thought, What more should you expect of bricks and mortar?


‘We’d be overlooked,’ said Elissa.


‘By one other bungalow.’


‘It’s too far from the shop.’


‘When we can no longer drive we’ll walk there hand in hand.’


She would have settled for that. When the agent prised up a corner of the lino on the kitchen floor and showed them beautiful toast-brown tiles beneath, she was quite won over.


‘Of course there’s the garden,’ Owen said, admitting an element of doubt.


‘A nice challenge,’ said the agent.


‘Though you drive out Nature with a pitchfork, yet will she always return. Horace, 65 BC.’


They moved in on a wet day in August. Rain was tipping down, fresher and softer rain than in SW19. Owen was pleased to see how well the gutters dealt with it. This was the first house he had owned.


‘Someone’s watching us,’ said Elissa. ‘A child.’


‘The water-butt fills to a secondary tap which drains directly into a soakaway.’ Owen waved to the child. ‘We’ll have to make ourselves known.’


‘Let’s not be eager.’


Elissa wasn’t happy the first day in their new home. Owen had his finer feelings, in thirty years of marriage had learned to pick his way round hers. But the business of the bed, replacing their old double with twins upholstered in midnight blue and silver, headboards to match, easy-glide castors, which he had confidently expected to be a nice surprise, was a miscalculation. He had the beds installed and waiting when they moved in. Afterwards, he saw it her way. He always did, afterwards.


She stared at the beds, from the beds to him. ‘Where’s our bed?’


‘These are ours, yours and mine.’


‘What have you done with our bed?’


‘The rag and bone man took it.’


‘You gave our bed to the rag and bone man?’


Starting to see it her way, he started to bluster. ‘We couldn’t bring it here, could we? It was too big, it would be out of place.’


It had always been a wonder to him how swiftly she could dissolve into tears. To do himself justice, it only happened when she was stricken to her depths and he took care that wasn’t often.


‘Our marriage bed! Owen, how could you!’


He must be the only one who could – her depths went down thirty years. He found a scruple which he hadn’t knowingly taken into account. Now it came usefully to mind. ‘You’re always saying I’m restless and keep you awake. I thought you’d like a bed to yourself.’


‘I never always say anything. Certainly not about you. I don’t nag, I’m not a nagging wife!’


‘Of course you’re not.’


‘You’d tell me if I was?’


‘Look, about the beds—’


‘You don’t want to sleep with me any more.’


He grinned. ‘We might find it stimulating to change beds.’


‘You mean you need a boost!’ She ran from the room.


*


He walked through the garden. It grew breast high, so he did a breast stroke, snatching at the weeds and coming eye to eye with beetles and bugs as they went about their business. What price a wild garden? Though you drive out Nature … He put his fist through a cobweb with a spider enthroned. It wasn’t going to work. Coming here was a mistake and they didn’t have the time, or the money, for a mistake this big.


He stamped through a bank of thistles, found himself facing a fence and a child, looking over.


‘Hoo,’ said the child.


‘We’re your new neighbours,’ said Owen.


‘Hoo, hoo, hoo.’


It was definitely a hoot.


*


Elissa fretted about the cleaning. Owen said the bungalow shouldn’t need cleaning since it had been redecorated throughout. She took him on a guided tour of paint splashes, fingerprints, dust heaps and cigarette butts left by the workmen.


‘They were supposed to decorate the house, not defile it.’ She was really wound up.


Owen said, ‘We’ll get help.’


He asked the woman who kept the general store if she knew of anyone who would do house cleaning. She shook her head. ‘People don’t want it now.’ As he was going out of the door she said, ‘Of course there’s Mrs Latimer.’


When he told Elissa she said, ‘Latimer? Is she lumpy?’


‘Eh?’


‘Remember that sketch Joyce Grenfell did? She was at her school old girls’ reunion and nobody remembered her until she said she’d been known as “Lumpy Latimer”.’


Mrs Latimer arrived on a mountain bike. She mopped her armpits. ‘It’s my son’s. I borrowed it thinking to save my legs. I could always ride a bicycle – push the pedals to move and stop pushing on a gradient and float down like a bird. A hundred and fifty quid this cost and it won’t even free-wheel.’


‘You were in the wrong gear,’ said Owen.


‘Would you like to sit down?’ said Elissa.


‘It’s my belief we should have stopped while we still could. Now look at us.’ Looking at her, Owen thought that far from being lumpy, she was shaped like a rugger ball. She directed a critical stare round the room. ‘The mess we’re in.’


‘It’s the workmen,’ Elissa said, flushing.


‘I’m talking about the globe. Aerosols, factory affluences, motorway madness.’ Mrs Latimer sat, knees apart, affording a glimpse of navy directoire knickers. ‘What have you in mind, madam?’


‘Mind?’ Elissa disliked the ‘madam’.


‘What would you want me to do?’


‘Just help me tidy up.’


‘Let us look at the terms of employment,’ said Mrs Latimer in much the same tone as Magnus Magnusson said ‘Let us look at the score-board’. ‘I will come for a fixed period, to do regular household tasks at the basic rate and anything extra at a rate to be mutually agreed.’


‘What’s the basic rate?’ said Owen.


‘Five pounds an hour, six-fifty for scrubbing or getting up ladders.’


Elissa looked at Owen. ‘I don’t know—’


‘Sort it out between yourselves. I must see about getting a grass cutter.’


‘You want a sickle,’ said Mrs Latimer.


*


He drove to a superstore which advertised as a Gardeners’ Mecca. He was deeply shocked by the quantity and variety of things deemed necessary for a garden: stuff to promote growth and stuff to inhibit it, glasshouses, plastic furniture, urns, gnomes, bird-baths, strimmers, secateurs, pruners.


‘I want something to cut grass.’


‘Manual or propelled?’ said the salesman.


‘Something I can sit on and watch doing the work.’


‘Electric or petrol engine?’


‘I think a reaper and binder – it’s very tall grass.’


The salesman did not return Owen’s smile. ‘We don’t supply agricultural machinery. But I can show you a seventeen-inch petrol mower with a four-horsepower engine, maximum cutting width, automatic bagging—’


‘How much?’


‘That depends on the model. We have an easy-pay scheme: a deposit secures, thereafter monthly instalments over one year or two, whichever is convenient.’


Owen sighed. ‘Show me some shears.’


*


Charlie Olssen was working on his favourite view across Wimbledon Common, three birch trees coming together at the edge of the pond.


He had painted them in all seasons, as cobwebs balancing a quarter-inch of snow on each twig, and in high summer had tried to catch just one of their silver shudders on canvas. They put him in mind of girls not wanting to get their feet wet.


Lumsden breathed over Charlie’s shoulder. ‘I seen that poster you did on the Underground. At Chalk Farm. It gets to me.’


Turning, Charlie saw a lanky youth with a pigtail, wearing a singlet and broken sneakers. Charlie said, ‘I’ve never done a poster for the Underground.’


‘I’d know your work anywhere, your name’s all over it.’


‘What name’s that?’


The youth, who couldn’t know, said, ‘Girl and dolphin, woman and fish, the story of evolution.’


Someone set off the anti-theft device in a parked car. It bleeped distressfully. A man kicked the car and walked on. Charlie murmured, ‘Who bends not his ear to any bell which upon any occasion rings?’


‘I’m an artist too,’ said the youth.


People did say that; once a woman had brought Charlie her ink-blot drawings. Lumsden had followed him home and at Charlie’s door said could he come in and talk.


‘What about?’


‘Painting. How you do it.’


‘I don’t know how I do it.’


‘I may be using the wrong sort of brushes.’


Charlie said, ‘Primitive artists did lovely jobs with feathers and chewed sticks.’


‘I can’t get my colour temperatures right.’


‘Experiment. We all have to.’


‘What with?’


‘Try mixing. Some colours are bigger than others.’


‘Show me.’


‘Not now. I’ve got to pack.’


‘Pack?’


‘I’m going to Cornwall.’


Next morning Charlie put his painting gear and a change of clothes in the car. Well-stacked clouds were emptying over NW3. When he switched on the ignition the engine groaned: the groans grew feebler, Charlie fancied he heard a death-rattle. He was no mechanic: the working of an egg-whisk baffled him. His diagnosis was that something must have come loose. He looked, briefly, stirred the tangle of wires with his finger, shut the bonnet and got back into the car as rain began to trickle into his collar.


Something appeared close against the windscreen – large, with a yellow halo. It dipped and swayed. Charlie made out a face distorted by raindrops. He wound down the window and Lumsden, wearing a yellow sou’wester, put his head through the opening. ‘I’ve brought some of my paintings to show you.’


‘Sorry, I haven’t time—’


‘They’re my most recent work. I’m trying to use colour the way you and Van Gogh do – so it gets to your guts.’


Charlie said, ‘I can’t stop now.’


‘I’ll come with you and we can talk on the way.’


‘No one’s going anywhere until this car starts.’


‘Let me give it a shove,’ Lumsden said obligingly. He stowed his pack on the back seat and went round to the rear of the car. Charlie released the handbrake. The car’s front wheel was against the kerb. He shouted, ‘Push!’ Pulling on the steering, he managed to free the front wheel and the car moved. Being on a down gradient, it started to roll, picked up speed. Charlie engaged gear. The engine roused, sluggish but self-motivated; the car completed the downhill run and began to struggle up. Came a cry from behind. Charlie put his foot down, switched on the wipers and was away with a splutter and a cough, the rain reducing to a clear fan on the windscreen.


Driving along Tottenham Court Road he spared a thought for Lumsden. It had been a narrow escape, but as someone said, if you answer every call for help you say goodbye to a life of your own. And he needed to think. He should have done it before setting out. Faced with the stern realities of a two-hundred mile drive in a dodgy car, already it was looking like weakness which had got him going.


He stopped for breakfast at a roadside café. It was crowded, but at one table a girl sat alone, reading. He said, ‘Do you mind?’


She shrugged. Charlie swept crumbs off the chair and sat down. She said, ‘Are you following me?’


‘Well, no.’


‘You waved to me on Battersea Bridge.’


‘I came over Putney Bridge.’


‘And tailed me from Barking. In a red Volvo.’


‘My car’s a blue Escort. I haven’t come from Barking.’


She laid down her book, an Erle Stanley Gardner, and looked at him.


Charlie looked at her. By the way she had put on eye-shadow and tied up her head in a spotted kerchief he would have said she was hippie. Her skin was covered in freckles, a golden confetti concealing all evidence of character and experience. A perfect camouflage of a human face.


The waitress came for his order. He said, ‘Bacon, sausage, mushrooms, toast—’


The girl interrupted. ‘Was it an excuse to get into conversation?’


‘Mushrooms are off,’ said the waitress.


‘Tomatoes, then. And toast and tea. We’re into conversation,’ he said to the girl. ‘What do you want to talk about?’ He was reminded of Lumsden and his colour calories. It would cost a fortune to post back his canvases and anyway Charlie didn’t know his address.


‘You talk,’ the girl said, ‘I’m a good listener. Like the cats.’


‘What cats?’


‘I have a postcard of three French cats with their paws folded, looking at the camera. The caption says it’s more important to listen well than talk well. The cats are listening, but each cat has a different expression: one’s doubtful, it’s saying, “Do you really think so?” The next one’s resigned, says, “I suppose that’s true.” The third’s superior – “I have always known it.”’


‘Why French cats?’


‘All cats are smart, French cats are smartest. And the caption’s in French. “Bien écouter importe plus que bien parler”.’


She took her finger off the Erle Stanley Gardner and it promptly shut. ‘Softbacks will be the death of literature. Shall you read a book if you have to sit on it to keep it open?’


‘I only read the Digest.’


‘I’m talking about books – classics, Eliot, Austen, the Brontés …’


The waitress brought his breakfast. He poured the last of a bottle of brown sauce over his plate and speared a sausage. ‘So why aren’t you reading Wuthering Heights?’


‘I’ve read it.’


‘We had it as holiday reading at school,’ said Charlie. ‘When we asked what a wuther was the teacher said it was a powerful emotion.’


‘She was right. It’s from the Old Norse for a strong wind, a violent blow, a trembling. It’s the heart of that story.’


‘One of the kids, a wide boy, said, “Have you ever had a wuther, miss?” She went scarlet and we all giggled.’


The girl smiled, scooped the Erle Stanley Gardner into her shoulder bag and stood up. As she walked away Charlie saw that she was wearing Bermuda shorts with the recurring motif of a woman cuddling a big bird.


*


The farther west he went, the more conscious he would be of Nina. After Basingstoke was virtually her territory now. Marriage had made him an adjunct. He had supposed it came of being in love, a defect of the quality. But Nina had a chronically enlarged heartscape: people were tempted to disburden in her presence and he had tired of coming last in the procession of strangers’ intimate splendours and miseries. Their own – his and Nina’s – would have been enough, and towards the end of his married life he suspected that the constant reminder of how much worse off other people were was for her a source of strength.


That and other gnawing doubts had grown into a disquiet which even the good things about his marriage could not quell. And there were many good things.


He had Nina’s portrait in the boot of the car, a full frontal nude. This was the first time it had left his studio. He had kept it in a cupboard, squeamish about its being seen by other eyes than his. Not from scruples, from wholly erotic considerations: memories.


Passing the turning to The London Apprentice he thought of John Opie, the 18th-century portrait painter, son of a Cornish carpenter, launched on London as the ‘Cornish Wonder’. Maybe he should go and look at the place. But not now. Now he should do what he had come to do. Find her.


He remembered the name – ‘Mellilot’ – years ago, seeing it on a gate giving on an avenue of yews and beeches, a chiaroscuro wrought by the blackness of the yews and the jelly-green of young beech leaves. Nina had urged him to open the gate and drive through. He refused. Whereupon she had got out of the car and walked away along the avenue. The beeches, roaring in the wind, flooded her with light, and then she vanished into the webby dark of the yews. He had shouted, ‘Where are you going?’ She turned in a spasm of light and recited, ‘“Last night I dreamed I went to Manderley”’ and Charlie settled down to wait.


Presently, the sky clouded over and the chiaroscuro faded. He had felt sleepy, would have dropped off, but was struck by the thickening and thinning, running out and replenishing of the darkness under the yews. It was surreptitious.


He opened the car door and called ‘Nina!’ and had regretted it because anyone listening now knew she was trespassing. ‘VATE’ was just visible on the top bar of the gate, the ‘PRI’ having been worn away, presumably by the chafing of a padlock and chain hanging loose from the post.


Then a car had drawn in behind Charlie’s, a Mercedes with smoked windows. A Rottweiler was at the wheel, its elbow out of the driver’s door, its black lips curled over palisades of teeth, jaws watering, snarling basso profundo.


Charlie’s own juices had dried up. He couldn’t go forward and he couldn’t go back. The dog jumped out and made for him with a business eye. Panicking, he wound up his window, locked the car door, feeling like a rabbit cornered in a biscuit-tin.


The dog passed without a glance, went to the gate, leaned on it and bore it back on its shoulder until the gate stood wide open. A masterly performance. The dog then returned to the Merc, leaped in through the window and Charlie had the distinct impression that it backed the car into the road. Charlie started up and shot out round it. The Merc accelerated through the gate, rolled on, flattening dandelions and some late bluebells.


‘Juggernaut!’ Charlie had shouted, panicking for Nina who didn’t have a biscuit-tin to protect her. The Merc disappeared round a bend.


Charlie was no hero but he knew what he must do. If he didn’t do it he would have to answer to himself ever afterwards and the answer would be a big minus. He looked for a weapon to use in Nina’s defence and his own, if need be. All he carried in the car in the way of tools was a jack. He had never changed a wheel in his life, the jack was rusted solid. There was nothing else to hand to ward off a pit-bull.


He was running along the track when Nina reappeared, trailing her bag through dandelions and cow-parsley in an idle way unlike her.


‘Are you all right?’ cried Charlie.


‘Why shouldn’t I be?’


‘What about the dog?’


‘Dog?’


‘In the car.’


‘Car?’


‘It just went along the drive, there was a dog—’


‘What’s that you’re carrying?’


‘A jack.’


‘Have we got a puncture?’


‘Let’s get out of here.’ Charlie took her arm to hurry her.


She hung back, brushing a head of ragwort with her fingertips. ‘I saw no car.’


‘It passed you, a two-tone Merc, with a dog driving.’


‘You’re crazy.’ She dusted pollen off her fingers. ‘I think I am too. We’re both crazy.’


‘I shan’t feel happy until we’re away from this place.’


‘I shan’t feel happy when we are.’


‘Nina, please.’


‘I’ve fallen in love,’ she said. ‘Deeply, passionately, hopelessly. But it needn’t be hopeless.’


‘Of course it needn’t.’ Charlie tried to pull her along. ‘We’ll talk about it over lunch.’


She shook off his hand. ‘I can do something about it. I must, or I shall never be happy again.’


‘I wouldn’t have thought he was your type.’


‘Who are you talking about?’


‘The Rottweiler.’ Out of patience, Charlie seized both her elbows and ran her through the gate.


It seemed she had fallen in love with a house: at the end of the drive, she said, was a ‘heavenly, darling place, out of a dream, set among cedars of Lebanon and daisied lawns’ – she actually said the lawns were daisied – overlooking a pool and old statues representing the rape of the Sabines. They were covered in lichen and had no heads.


‘How do you know they were Sabines if they had no heads?’


You didn’t need faces to know what was going on, she said coldly. She had wanted Charlie to go back with her to look at them. He flatly refused. ‘I’m not going near that dog, it’s a killer.’


‘There is no dog. You went to sleep and dreamed it.’


No use arguing at that juncture. He had hauled her into the car and driven away without waiting to belt up. She twisted in her seat to look back. ‘I intend to have that house.’


‘We can’t afford it.’


‘I’ll marry into it.’


*


In fact that was what she had done, and Charlie, married to her for ten years, could well imagine how she had done it, although he was not privy to the details. When she had ascertained that Crawford, the owner of the house, was a widower, she divorced Charlie. He prophesied disaster if she wed the house and not the man. She said real estate was an investment. She was cool and businesslike. Charlie supposed that emanated from her prospective bridegroom whom she referred to succinctly as ‘J.T.’ Charlie was not asked to the wedding, but a woman who was told him that J.T. reminded her of Oscar Wilde. It was, she said, a passing resemblance and did not survive conversation with him.


Searching now for Mellilot, Charlie took several wrong turnings before he found the lane which led to what had become Nina’s drive. He wouldn’t have recognised it were it not for the yews and beeches. Those she could not change. But the wild look was gone – the yellow ragwort and purple loosestrife; the surface had been Tarmacadamed, the chiaroscuro was just black shadow. ‘Last night I dreamed I went to Manderley’ – and tidied it up.


He turned his car in at the gate and drove on. No need to worry about the dog. Nina did not like dogs, he could rely on her prejudice.


The drive forked: to the left an archway gave on to a stable yard, to the right topiary, corkscrew hedges and privet peacocks. Beyond was the house.


Recalling Nina’s rhapsodies – ‘a heavenly, darling place’ – he was struck, not for the first time, by shortfalls between her vision and his. To him this was strait-laced country Georgian, conceding a pediment and floral swags over the second-floor windows. Cedars there were, but the daisies had gone from the lawn. A ride-on mower was even now shaving off the last of them.


Charlie drove up to the front door. The knocker, an iron teething-ring, made a lot of noise but no one came in answer. He knocked again. A bird flew, cursing, from the eaves.


The rider on the mower called out, ‘We don’t want double glazing,’ and made fending-off gestures.


Charlie crossed the grass. ‘I’m looking for Mrs Crawford.’


‘She’s not here.’


‘Where is she?’


‘Away.’


‘What about Mr Crawford?’


‘I am he.’


‘J.T.?’


The man on the mower pouted. Being completely bald, he looked more like a punished baby than Oscar Wilde.


‘I’ve got something for you,’ said Charlie. ‘In my car. Shall I fetch it?’


J.T. Crawford shrugged and remained seated on the mower. Charlie went to his car and brought the portrait, the full frontal view hidden against his chest. ‘You and I aren’t complete strangers. Your wife used to be mine, we have what you could call a shared interest.’ Charlie smiled friendlily. ‘What does the J.T. stand for?’


‘Jeremy Tyrone.’


‘I’m Charlie Olssen.’


‘What’s that you’ve got there?’


‘Our shared interest.’ Charlie turned the picture. Looking at it upside down he thought it really rather good. Even in bright sunlight the morbidezza was rich and bloomy. Bedbloomy. Nina could be voluptuous when she chose, and she had chosen while he captured her pose. In the curve of her hip and upstanding breasts he saw a definite affinity with Alma-Tadema’s Tepidarium. In place of the coy ostrich feather, affectionate treatment had been given to her pubic hair, of which she had a riotous triangle. All the salient points had been made with no loss of mystery.


Crawford took one look at the picture, ducked, and fumbled the switches on the mower.


‘I want you to have it,’ said Charlie. ‘I painted it but it’s yours by conjugal rights.’ He added soothingly, ‘Only you and I have seen it.’


Crawford kept fidgeting with the mower. His pate was the colour of port wine. ‘It’s suggestive.’


‘I was her husband at the time.’


‘People might think I did it.’


‘Isn’t it good enough? As a work of art?’


‘Nothing personal.’


‘As a picture it may not be your taste. I don’t know your taste. Gothic, is it? Baroque? Landscape? Still lives – dead rabbit with oysters?’


‘I’ve nothing against your work.’ Crawford swallowed. ‘It’s really quite – what will you do with it?’


‘I’d like you to have it. You’re the one entitled now. But if you relinquish your claim I’ll be free to offer it for the Academy Summer Exhibition.’


The blood rushed into Crawford’s ears. ‘How much do you want for it?’


‘I’m giving it to you.’


Crawford climbed off the mower and went across the lawn. He disappeared through the arch into the stable yard.


Charlie followed. In the yard, paved with professionally distressed stone flags, were fibreglass urns planted with pink hydrangeas, a 1920s lamppost and a horse-trough brimfull of geraniums. In a corner stood a wagonette painted bright blue with yellow wheels.


Charlie sighed. Uncertain whether to wait or go, he perched on the footplate of the wagonette and gave himself up to thoughts of Nina.


Painting her in the nude had been a shared experience, surprising them both. He had done it at a time when they were still enveloped in each other. She had overcome her inhibitions so quickly that he had wondered if she actually ever had any. They had come back later.


In the first days of their marriage there was nothing she would not do for him, nothing of herself – her body and her emotions – which she would not show for him. In all innocence. If there was any sin in their passion it was only what other people would see in it. Life together had been as close to life in Eden as they were ever likely to get. Once, much later, he was unwise and unhappy enough to ask her if it had been as idyllic for her. He wanted to hear her say so, to admit there had been that wonderful time. But she had said, ‘We were such babies,’ and emptied Eden out with the bathwater.


He propped the portrait (Nina complaisant was how he thought of it) against the wheel of the cart, turning it to confront the fibreglass urns and the horse-trough. Crawford, coming across the yard, averted his eyes.


‘What happened to the Sabines?’ asked Charlie.


‘What?’


‘The statues that were here.’


‘They weren’t Sabines. It was a bacchanalia. She got rid of them.’


‘Where is she, actually?’


‘Westminster, lobbying an MP.’


‘What about?’


‘Extinction. She wants it stopped.’


Charlie laughed, Crawford glowered. He thrust a piece of paper at Charlie: it was a cheque for thirty guineas. He picked up the portrait and stared into it.


‘Where will you hang it?’


‘I shall burn it.’


‘You can’t do that!’


‘I can, I’ve paid for it, it’s mine to do as I like with.’ Crawford’s jowls trembled. ‘I shall like to burn it.’


*


Mildred Gascoigne had brought her folding chair to an unfrequented part of the hotel garden to watch the graceful passage of white sails across the bay. But her eyes had grown heavy; she was seeing only a crow stooping about in the mud. The crow turned over the mud like a connoisseur. There was rather a smell which Mildred attributed to weed festooning the keels of some beached boats. A bitter taste in her mouth indicated that she was out of sorts. She had not come here to go through it all again, she had come for her health – a change, a rest – not anticipating the gaiety and care-freedom most people sought in a holiday. She folded her chair and made her way back to the hotel.


A girl was on the terrace, edging between the wrought-iron tables and the sunbrellas. She came to the top of the steps and looked down at Mildred. Mildred said, ‘Can I help you?’


The girl’s appearance was unprepossessing, not to say slovenly. It implied, Mildred thought, sovereign disregard of anyone else’s opinion, but of course nowadays it was a cult with young people to make the worst of themselves.


The girl spoke without preamble. ‘Who was that I just saw in a wheelchair?’


‘There is a disabled gentleman staying here,’ Mildred said guardedly.


‘Name of Piper?’


‘Indeed no!’ When Mildred had asked, in the nicest possible way, who her fellow guests were, and seen his signature in the hotel register – ‘Maurice Piper’ – that fine calligraphic script, she had experienced a shock of pure joy. She said, ‘Do you know him?’


The girl shook her head. ‘But he’s here? Piper, I mean?’


‘You must ask Mrs Clapham. She is the proprietress.’


‘Who are those two wheeling the old boy?’


Mildred said sharply, ‘I understand Mr Eashing is an antiquarian. Two of the guests have volunteered to take him for a walk.’


‘Are there any rooms vacant?’


‘I’m not privy to the functioning of the hotel.’ Mildred turned away. ‘Enquire at reception.’


*


She put on her floral silk to go down to dinner. It was suitable for a minor social occasion, and the pre-prandial display here was not exactly dazzling. This was no five-star hotel. The brochure described it as ‘for connoisseurs of peace and plenty, set in secluded grounds with private foreshore, in the reaches of the River Fal, overlooking the beauty of the creeks. A warm welcome and the finest home cooking is assured you at the Bellechasse.’


The welcome on Mildred’s arrival had been disrupted by an argument as to which room she had been allocated. Mrs Clapham had stalked off in a rage, leaving her husband to carry Mildred’s luggage and conduct her to her room. There seemed to be no porter.


The room, when they came to it, was clean and homely.


You couldn’t say fairer than that, thought Mildred. It looked out on a sombre assembly of rhododendron bushes. Mildred supposed it was too early in the season for them to be in flower.


Clapham had thrown open the window with a flourish. ‘You can see the Sillies on a clear day,’ Mildred understood him to say.


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘The Scilly Isles.’


‘The bathroom is not en suite?’


‘It’s right across the landing, you’ll be sharing with Mister Piper from up in the tower.’


Mildred felt herself flushing scarlet. Clapham grinned. ‘He’s not here just now, he was called back to London a couple of days after he booked in.’


‘I would much prefer—’


‘So you’ve got it all to yourself. I hope you’ll be comfortable.’


‘—a south-facing room—’


‘All bedrooms face east,’ Clapham said cheerfully. ‘There’s a sun lounge and a log fire in the TV room after 6 p.m. You’ll be nice and cosy. Let us know if there’s anything else you want.’ His tone had left Mildred with the impression that it would be unreasonable to want anything else.


As she went into the dining room the young Wallingtons, husband and wife, saluted her. A middle-aged couple looked up from their soup and nodded. Mr Eashing, the antiquarian, was intent on steering his wheelchair between the tables.


Mildred was not altogether pleasantly surprised when the girl she had met on the terrace came into the dining room and stood looking round. Seeing Mildred, she came to her table. ‘May I sit with you?’


‘I believe the tables are numbered according to one’s room.’


‘Are you waiting for someone?’


When Mildred shook her head the girl pulled out a chair. She hadn’t bothered to change; she wore a T-shirt and what Mildred believed were called the Bermuda shorts she had arrived in. Mildred said, ‘If you sit here it will confuse the waitress.’


‘Which of these people is Piper?’


Mildred experienced a sharp intestinal fuss. ‘I believe he has gone to London.’


‘Is he coming back?’


‘He hasn’t vacated his room.’


‘You checked?’


Mildred said stiffly, ‘I happened to hear Mrs Clapham remark on the muddle it was in.’ She thought it her turn to ask a question. ‘Are you staying here?’


‘I’ve taken a room, you’ll see me around.’ She held out her hand. ‘My name’s Senga. Agnes backwards.’


‘How original.’ Mildred didn’t feel she could say how pretty because it wasn’t. ‘My parents called me Mildred after a great-aunt. They hoped she’d leave me her money.’


‘Did she?’


‘No. She took it with her. She lived to be a hundred and the money went to keep her in a nursing home.’ Mildred had found the wry little jest useful for breaking the ice.


The waitress came with soup. She set it before Mildred and stared in alarm at Senga. ‘Nobody said anything about her.’
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