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Beryl Bainbridge (1932–2010) wrote eighteen novels, four works of non-fiction and five plays for stage and television. A Weekend with Claude was her first published novel. Five of her novels were shortlisted for the Booker Prize; Every Man for Himself and Injury Time won the Whitbread Prize; The Bottle Factory Outing won the Guardian Fiction Prize; and Master Georgie won the James Tait Black Memorial Prize. Four of her novels, including An Awfully Big Adventure, were adapted for film. In 2011, Bainbridge was honoured posthumously with a special Best of Beryl Man Booker Prize in recognition of her outstanding career. Her final novel, The Girl in the Polka-dot Dress, was published in 2011.
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INTRODUCTION

I first met Beryl Bainbridge not at a literary party but in a minibus en route to Essex in 2002. Also present were her great friend Bernice Rubens, the biographer Michael Holroyd and our publisher Richard Beswick. We were driving to a day for library members to meet authors. At lunch, Beryl ate a few salad leaves and drank a third of a bottle of Scotch, which did not appear to impair her in any way. I was perfectly well aware that I was in the presence of greatness. She was a novelist of a generation before mine, whom I had been reading since my early twenties. She had burst out of some territory where the English middle classes seldom went, and her books had nothing to do with sociology. There was a black heart to them, in a comic chest.

On our return, as we sat in the minibus in the car park waiting for the engine to start, Bernice announced that she was looking forward to getting home and having a cup of tea, which Beryl responded to by shouting, ‘What a boring thing to say.’ Beryl then turned to Michael and asked, ‘Any nice soaps on tonight?’ Anxious to make a contribution and a good impression, I pointed out that it was Saturday so it was Brookside day. Everyone brightened. The conversation turned to EastEnders, Kat Moon and sexual abuse; Michael confessed he had shed a tear the previous week. We all agreed that we liked soaps. We drove back into London; Beryl had no idea where she was but seemed delighted by all of it. ‘Look at the lovely fruit and vegetables,’ she cried as we drove down Turnpike Lane.

Beryl and I both grew up in Liverpool, both of us were subject to the then-fashionable elocution lessons intended to free us from what were seen as the career limitations of our accents. But her Liverpool was specific to her imagination: she remade it in her own image. Bainbridge fans divide into those who prefer the later historical novels and the ones who, like me, believe the earlier books were where she revealed her genius. I was sorry when she turned to real people, but she said herself in later life that she had run out of her own experience to write about.

The chronology of her early work is a little confusing. Harriet Said … was the first novel she wrote and submitted for publication, but it was rejected and did not appear until 1972. Her first published novel, A Weekend with Claude, which appeared in 1967, was later substantially revised and reissued in 1981, so this new edition is not the one which its first readers saw. Neither of these are apprentice works, there was nothing for her to be embarrassed about; she was a fully formed writer from the start.

Harriet Said … is set just after the war in a Liverpool suburb near the Formby sand dunes where Bainbridge grew up – an unknown part of England, rarely visited, on the outskirts of the port city. Two girls of around thirteen years old make their way to the beach during the school holidays where they become friends with a group of lonely, disappointed middle-aged men. The degree of freedom the two girls are allowed is unimaginable today, but reflects the day-to-day life of the war when enemies were not strangers but aerial bombers, parents were focused on the war effort on the home front and children were expected to be self-reliant.

From the first chapter, we understand that there has been ‘an incident’. The territory of sexual abuse of children has been worked so hard in fiction and memoir for the past decade or so that it is startling to see such an early novel which undermines what has come to seem a genre. The story turns out to be considerably more complicated than the usual kiddy fiddlers in the guise of uncles scenario. The unnamed narrator’s friend is a girl who is knowing, clever and manipulative and with the chilling disdain and ignorance of youth for the complexities of adult life. The men are targeted, even groomed by the girls: ‘We took to going for long walks over the shore, looking for people who by their chosen solitariness must have something to hide.’

Bainbridge understood the minds of young girls in the confusion of puberty, but she also understood, through acute observation, the men whose marriages, jobs, homes have led them to the beach, to look out to sea with hope, longing and despair, their backs against the land. Part of what they have lost is their own youth, life has slipped past under bowler hats and heads rested against antimacassars. They are lost and lonely, the girls encourage conversation. Harriet’s friend wants to be admired by Mr Biggs, whom they call the Tsar.

The girls have a hunch that there is something in it for them, but they are not sure what it is. Perhaps it is just a desire for transgression; they are flirtatious and innocent at the same time. Harriet’s friend is the weaker party, she appears merely to obey Harriet’s instructions, but she leads one of the men on to destruction. When the novel was first offered for publication one editor found the characters too repulsive for fiction. Nearly half a century later, they still shock because of their subversion.

On the last page of A Weekend with Claude, a photograph is described in which a group of people are posed, two on the ground, a third scowling on a wrought-iron bench and a fourth, ‘isolated, hunched … not looking into the camera. The sun had gone behind a cloud. The three friends posed on, marooned in a summer garden.’ Photographs like this, of strangers, incite tremendous curiosity. They freeze time in the moment before or just after a row, or a failed pass, or an opened letter imparting news. Even if we are in the pictures ourselves, we examine them and can no longer remember why one person is not smiling, or looking away, the faces seen only by the eye behind the camera.

Two people have come to buy a desk from Claude, an antiques dealer. They notice a photograph and a letter pushed into the back of a drawer, which Claude reclaims. He tells them a brief version of the story of the people in the picture, which is intercut with first-person accounts of the same events by Lily, Victorian Norman and Shebah. These very disparate characters in both age and background have come together for the weekend. Lily, who thinks she is pregnant by a boyfriend who has abandoned her, is determined to sleep with Edward and fool him into thinking he is the father of her baby.

Victorian Norman, so nicknamed because of the high collars he affects, is a working-class autodidact Communist. Lily has inherited a run-down house in Liverpool in which several of the characters seem to have lodged. She has, according to Victorian Norman, ‘left home very early, in a stampede of open revolt, splintering in the process the whole framework of her background, so that now she is sad to find there is nothing to return to but ruins’.

Shebah is a sixty-year-old former actress, tiny, Jewish, resentful and paranoid, filled with fantasies of her own persecution, in exile from her community: ‘one of those people who once seen are never forgotten. She wears bright red lipstick and her upper lip is quite hairy. Most people refuse to walk down the street with her.’

Apart from Claude, the characters move in a tight orbit around each other, intent on their own minute sensations, grievances and plots for their advancement. It is a claustrophobic novel set in a year, 1960, when the Sixties was still a date, not an era half-buried under social commentary. The poverty of the post-war years, of unfit houses filled with Victorian furniture, bathrooms before showers, sex before contraception, is a bleak dream-like glimpse into life on the undocumented margins.

On the novel’s republication, the Sunday Times described Bainbridge’s genius as lying in ‘the comic evocation of the flat and mundane life in which her characters are in perpetual and ineffectual revolt’. The weekenders at Claude’s might end up as the hopeless cases on the Formby shore thirty years later, tormented by juvenile girls in Spice Girls T-shirts. Beryl Bainbridge was original in detecting what was unusual in the ordinary and overlooked. She did not think like anyone else; perhaps her early years as an actress gave her a heightened sense of the dramatic, but she kept it under control by writing within a limited dimension. There was always comedy in those margins.

The last time I saw her was at the Booker Prize dinner in 2009. I did not know she was ill. She would struggle to complete her final novel, The Girl in the Polka-dot Dress, and she died a year later. Rereading these early novels, I realise that she was a great writer from the very start, often overlooked by prize judges, and part of neither a circle nor a movement. She was sui generis, one of the greatest.

Linda Grant
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For my editor, Anna Haycraft
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Two people had come to buy a desk.

Claude had told them the date (it wasn’t very old), stated the price (no, he couldn’t go below that figure) and agreed with them (yes, it was a lovely desk). Then he walked away down the barn towards the open doors. There were two kinds of customers: the dealers who came to bargain and weren’t open to influence anyway, and the home lovers, mad for possession, who needed little encouragement.

He stood looking out at his dying garden, at the stalks of his roses and the ragged trees that had almost lost their leaves, at the few last clumps of marigolds in tubs by the wall.

He had bought the house and barn for his wife, Sarah, and their four children six years before. The children had put their toys in the rooms and their bicycles in the yard, Claude had acquired a dog and a cat, and in the end people came not so much to buy his antiques as to see his family and to envy him. Next door to the house was a pub and he made a great show of playing darts and buying people drinks. They all stood round him in a circle laughing at his jokes. Behind the laughter they were afraid of him, as well as envious.

On the other side of the house was the girls’ boarding school where Lily, his friend, had gone as a child, long before he had met her. He had bought the house and moved in before he realised that she had gone to school there. Sometimes at night he would lie awake and think how strange it was that Lily had walked in crocodile in the Elizabethan gardens beyond his barn. When Sarah had left him he had telephoned Lily every night and sometimes two or three times during the day just to talk to someone, just so as not to be so alone in the house with the rooms strewn with toys and the cradle empty in the bedroom. He wanted Lily to come and visit him, but she lived up north and she had her own problems; all she could do was hold the telephone two hundred miles away and listen to him talking. She kept telling him that it would be all right, that in time it would stop hurting, that from somewhere someone was coming to him, just like one of those songs she was always humming, ‘Some Day my Prince will Come’, though God knows it was Lily who needed to believe that, not he. He kept telling her that it wasn’t love he wanted – not that ever again – but amnesia. Then Julia had come and tidied away the toys and put the cradle in the loft, hidden his cigarettes and nursed him back to health. Without Julia there would be no house, no barn and no business.

Claude looked across the stone courtyard to the open door of the house and saw Julia pass quickly in red slippers, going into the kitchen to prepare lunch. Against the wall, pressed close to the dried stem of the wistaria, was his youngest son’s pram. It was a big pram, an expensive pram, with the edge of a white pillow showing at the hood. He remembered that his other sons had slept out their milky days in a second-hand pram bought for seven-and-six in Camden Town. A thrifty woman, Sarah, in many ways. Bending her golden head, heavy under its weight of hair, she had laid their children one by one in the cheap carriage on the soiled pillow and gone, melon-hipped and honey-mouthed, away from him into their house. Always away from him.

Behind, in the barn, the woman was whispering, and Claude heard the man say, ‘Yes, but it’s just what we visualised’, and he moved his head, because he didn’t care at that moment to know what it was other people visualised. He slid his hand into the opening of his check shirt and caressed his breast, massaging the skin for comfort and from habit. He didn’t turn round or withdraw his hand when the man said, just behind him, ‘My wife and I have decided to take the desk.’

The wife was opening drawers and rummaging inside them. Her fingers searched in the narrow darkness and found something. ‘Oh look!’ she cried, feeling the evidence first and then seeing it. ‘A photograph and a letter.’ She held them up in her greedy fingers and waved them about in the air.

‘Ah,’ said Claude, ‘yes, I’m afraid I put them there and forgot, only a few weeks ago.’ He moved regretfully towards her. Her scarlet mouth was open in disappointment, her face misted with powder. ‘So sorry, my dear,’ he said. ‘It’s nothing more historical than a letter written to me by a friend. It’s not much of a find. If you’ll look at the date you’ll see it was written in 1960. You know, in all my years in the antique business I’ve yet to come across anything of real significance.’

The woman stood there, holding the letter and the snapshot out of his reach, not wanting to give them up. Claude would have liked to snatch the letter from her, to flick her meanly across the bridge of her tilted nose – there where the powder grains lay like pollen on her skin. They stared at each other.

‘We really should be going,’ said the husband.

The woman’s arm came down at last. She pouted.

‘Come across to the house and have some coffee,’ said Claude, folding the letter and putting it and the photograph in his pocket. Without waiting for a reply, he led the way out of the barn and across the yard, his hand pinned like a brooch to his heart.

Julia had been peeling potatoes and preparing the child’s nappies for washing. Because of the thoroughness with which she did everything, most ordinary household tasks took her far longer than was necessary. The nappies had been soaking all night and were now half-washed, before being boiled and washed yet again. They lay modestly in a blue polythene bucket by the sink and emitted no smell at all.

‘Coffee,’ said Claude, not unkindly, though he knew this would delay Julia even further and would make her irritable later in the day. ‘You are naughty, Claude,’ she would scold. ‘I’ve so much to do and you know how I hate getting behind my schedule.’

‘What a charming kitchen,’ said the woman. She peered with exaggerated interest at two china heads, two rustic sweethearts, cheek to apple cheek, attached to the whitewashed wall. ‘Oh how sweet! Aren’t they sweet?’ As she looked she kicked the polythene bucket, and a small slap of cold water spilled on to her foot. ‘Goodness,’ she cried and stood there while Claude knelt at her feet and patted her shoe with a dishcloth.

Kneeling as he was, Claude felt the photograph in his pocket stiff against his skin, and beneath his skin his heart beating – beating rather rapidly with the effort of stooping.

It didn’t seem so long ago since he had been young, or younger, since he had been two stones lighter, since his wife had left. She had walked so deliberately out of the door, without even a coat; and he had followed her down the street to the bridge and then stopped and watched her walk away from him over the river, her hands by her sides. She had moved out of his life without looking back, without bothering to wave. He had been so ill for a year after her departure over the bridge, out of his reach, that he hadn’t been aware of his gradual accumulation of flesh; it had been a surprise for him to find himself at last so large and bulky. Julia thought it was the drink. Probably it was, but privately he believed it was the body’s way of protecting itself against being beautiful ever again. There was a time, after all, to cease being beautiful and a time to cease being young, and for him it had been when his wife left him. If he had been less weak he might have been able to keep the children which, like her coat, she had forgotten to take with her, but he had gone into hospital and finally she had fetched them.

Julia began to boil water for the coffee. ‘Only Nescaff, I’m afraid,’ she said and paused, watching Claude as if half expecting him to say it wouldn’t do. But he was busy opening a box which stood on the kitchen table, packed full of china he had collected earlier that morning.

The man who had bought the desk was left standing in the doorway. He had the feeling that if he spoke he wouldn’t get a reply, but he couldn’t keep silent. ‘Anything very interesting, old man?’ he said, and added quickly, to fill the void in which Claude went on unwrapping plates: ‘Shall I make out a cheque for the desk now, Mr Perkins?’

Claude had rolled up the sleeves of his shirt. His arms were square and hairless, elbow-deep in newspapers. ‘Yes, if you like.’ At the corner of his mouth he had sucked in a tendril of beard.

There was no room to write on the table, and the only other surface, the draining board, was wet with soapy water. The man was forced to hold his cheque book high against the wall. He found his eyes level with the two china heads, with the two rosy mouths. As he half-turned to look at his wife, his hand slipped and the book fell to the floor beside the polythene bucket. The half-completed signature blurred. ‘Damn,’ he said, bending to retrieve the book and flapping it about in the air.

‘It’s quite all right,’ said Claude. ‘Don’t bother to write another.’

He didn’t look up, and the cheque with its tear-stained signature lay on the table among the newspapers.

Outside in the yard the baby woke and began to make small sounds of distress.

‘Claude darling, do get him,’ said Julia.

‘Look at these,’ he said. ‘Aren’t they nice?’ He held up one of the plates for Julia’s inspection.

‘Yes, they are nice.’ Head down, her spectacles misty from the steam of the coffee now in the cups, Julia put the sugar bowl on the table amid the papers, and a tin of biscuits.

‘Do sit down,’ said Claude to the woman. He gathered up quantities of newspaper and dropped them on the kitchen floor. The cheque went too. The man saw it float under the table and come to rest against the leg of a chair.

‘I bought these plates from a woman in the next village,’ said Claude. ‘I constantly buy for money objects that people no longer value. When I was younger I could hardly bear to part with anything I bought. Now I’m not so foolish.’

‘I suppose you’ve hung on to a few things,’ the man said, thrusting his fist into the pocket of his trousers. It was a damn fine desk and a damn fine house, but he didn’t know how to take this fellow. He couldn’t explain it, but the blighter seemed aggressive. And yet it had been he who had suggested they stay for coffee.

‘No,’ said Claude. ‘I haven’t. When my wife left me, she didn’t even take a toothbrush. But later, when I was ill, she sent a van and cleared me out, lock, stock and barrel.’

The woman sat quite still on her stool at the table.

Julia went out of the kitchen into the yard in her red slippers. The baby’s crying suddenly stopped.

Presently she came back into the passage, and they heard her talking to the baby. ‘My little lamb, my little honey love, Mummy’s little honey cake,’ she crooned. She climbed the stairs, and a door closed and clipped short the sweet words.

‘Have you ever thought, man,’ said Claude, though he was looking at the woman, ‘how eatable are the words of endearment, how full of sugar? There’s a good reason for it, of course.’

‘Oh, what’s that?’ In spite of himself, the man put the question. He sat down at the table opposite his wife and stirred his coffee.

‘Simple,’ said Claude. ‘The body needs sugar – it’s the energy source. At birth a child undergoes six hours of hunger – sometimes more, but six hours is the maximum before the body experiences actual starvation.’

‘Really,’ said the woman. She had never had children. She had tried, but had failed.

‘It’s a fact,’ said Claude. ‘Then the child starts crying – crying because it’s starving – and the mother takes over, either with the breast or a bottle.’

The man felt uneasy at the use of the word ‘breast’. He had a terrifying image of himself laid against his mother’s huge purple nipple. Saliva gathered in his mouth. He glanced at the tailored front of his wife’s costume and was aware of Claude saying:

‘A child that’s denied food when it cries is also denied love, I reckon. The withholding of food by the mother object is a withholding of love. And it doesn’t just stop there. Most mentally disturbed adults crave sugar – you know, sweets and sugary drinks, all the fattening things.’ He crumpled a piece of newspaper between his fingers and rolled it into a ball. ‘They’ve done some interesting experiments in America. They put three mental patients into a room with two doctors, who gave them the usual shock treatment to the mid-brain. Then they put all sorts of candies and sweets in front of the poor devils and watched them eat. Suddenly they removed all the food and the first patient screamed “For God’s sake, give us more love”, and the second said to the doctor “Please, Mother” and held out his hands.’ Claude opened his own hands in illustration, and the ball of newspaper dropped to the floor.

‘But what about the third man,’ asked the woman. ‘The third patient? What did he say?’

‘I really don’t remember, my dear.’

‘Do you really believe in all this neurotic nonsense?’ The man shook his head, as if to clear away doubts. He was surprised at the irritation in his own voice. There was something about this fellow Perkins that made you feel he was being personally vindictive. And he’d damn well let his own child cry long enough out there in the garden – if it was his child.

‘Certainly I do,’ said Claude. ‘There’s a great deal in it. Otherwise, why should you feel such resentment? We all suffer from the same sense of loss.’

The man couldn’t think of a suitable reply. Sweat accumulated under the armpits of his newly laundered striped shirt.

‘That’s why you girls like having your breasts sucked,’ said Claude. ‘You know instinctively you’re giving the man both food and love.’ He leaned forward and put his arm round the woman’s shoulders and shook her. ‘It’s true, isn’t it, girl? It’s the truth, isn’t it?’

She was consumed with embarrassment and excitement. It was as if he had shown her a pack of obscene photographs. His head was so close to hers that the curling strands of his beard touched her cheek. Her husband’s face appeared blurred in the little room, and his mouth was open. On his hand he wore a ring his father had given him, a gold ring with a dull green stone. She kept her eyes focused on it, because she felt that if she looked away the link between them would be broken and she would make some wanton remark to this bearded man with his arm so protectively about her shoulders.

‘It’s been most interesting,’ said her husband, frowning. ‘But it’s time we were moving. It certainly is time.’ He stood up and shook himself more securely into the jacket of his grey suit and heard the loose change jingle in his pocket. He was at once wholly himself and solid again. The man was probably round the bend, he thought. Clearly he had an obsession with women’s chests.

Julia came back, bringing with her a smell of talcum powder. She was no longer pale or downcast; her lips and cheeks seemed to have filled out and gathered colour from the child.

‘I’m sorry to have been so long,’ she said, though she knew that her absence had probably been scarcely noticed. She made an affected gesture with her long fingers. ‘The baby, you know.’

‘They’ve bought the desk, the one I picked up in Leeds,’ said Claude, rising from the table. He lifted the pile of newly acquired plates and carried them to the sink.

‘Oh, how nice.’ Julia bent and began collecting newspapers from the floor.

‘My wife had a bit of a disappointment, though,’ said the man, watching his cheque being swept up with the rest of the debris. ‘She found a letter and a photograph in the desk, but they belonged to Mr Perkins.’

‘I did think it was at least an old will or a treasure map,’ complained the woman.

Claude was putting detergent into the bowl in the sink and running hot water. ‘Instead of which,’ he said through the steam, ‘it was merely an old letter of Lily’s and a photograph I took in the garden that weekend in the summer.’
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