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A Pair of Spoons


Villagers passing the Old Post Office were stopped in their tracks by a naked woman dancing in the window. Not quite naked, for she wore a black straw hat dripping cherries and a string of red glass beads which made her white nudity more shocking. When they perceived that the figure behind the dusty glass was a dummy, a mannequin or shop-front model, they quickened their steps, clucking, peevish and alarmed like the pheasants that scurried down the lane and disappeared through the hedge. After a while only visitors to the village hidden in a fold of the Herefordshire hills, those who had parked their cars outside Minimarket and, seduced by the stream with its yellow irises and dragonflies, had wandered along the grassy bank that ran down one side of the lane, were struck by the nude with cherry hat and beads, frozen in mid-dance by their scandalised stares.


The Old Post Office, which used to do business from the double-fronted room jutting out into the lane, had stood empty for several years following the death of the retired postmaster. Posters advertising National Savings, warning against the invasion of the Colorado beetle, and depicting heroic postmen struggling to the outposts of the Empire still hung on the walls, curled and faded to the disappointing pinks, yellows, greens and blues of a magic painting book, while stamps and pensions were dispensed and bureaucratic rituals were enacted now through a grille of reinforced plastic at the back of Minimarket. In that shop window was a notice board and prominent among the advertisements for puppies, firewood, machine-knitted garments and sponsored fun-runs, walks, swims and bake-ins, was a card which read in antiqued scrolly script: We buy Old Gold, Silver, Pewter, Brass and Broken Jewellery, any condition. China, Clocks, Furniture, Books, Comics, Tin Toys, Dinkies, Matchbox etc., Lead Farm Animals, Clothes, Victoriana, Edwardiana, Bijouterie. Houses Cleared. Best Prices. Friendly Old-Established Firm. Ring us on 634 and we will call with No Obligation.


Parts of the Old Post Office house predated the fourteenth-century church whose clock and mossy graves could be seen from the kitchen window through a tangle of leggy basil plants on the sill above the stone sink. Anybody peeping in on a summer evening would have seen the Old-Established Firm, Vivien and Bonnie, sharp-featured and straight-backed, tearing bread, keeping an eye on each other’s plates, taking quick mouthfuls with a predatory air as if they had poached the pasta under the gamekeeper’s eye; two stoats sitting up to table. Their neat hindquarters, in narrow jeans, rested on grubby embroidered cushions set with bits of broken mirror and sequins which overlapped the seats of the Sheraton-style fruitwood chairs; they rested their elbows on a wormy Jacobean table whose wonky leg was stabilised by a copy of Miller’s Antiques Prices Guide. It was Vivien, with her art-school training, who had calligraphed the notice in the village shop: after meeting Bonnie, she had taken a crash course in English porcelain and glass. Bonnie relied on the instinct which had guided her when she started out as an assistant on a stall in the Portobello Road, where she had become expert in rubbing dust into the rough little flowers and fleeces and faked crazed-glaze of reproduction shepherdesses, goatherds, cupidons, lambs and spaniels, and which had taken her to co-owner of this ever-appreciating pile of bricks and beams. Vivien and Bonnie moved through Antiques Fayres like weasels in a hen house. To their fellow dealers they were known, inevitably, as Bonnie and Clyde, or the Terrible Twins.


At night they slept curved into each other in their blue sheets like a pair of spoons in a box lined with dusty blue velvet, or with stained pink silk in summer: two spoons, silver-gilt a little tarnished by time, stems a little bent, which would realise less than half of their value if sold singly rather than as a pair.


They had grown more alike through the years since they had been married in a simple ceremony at the now-defunct and much-lamented Gateways club. How to tell them apart? Vivien bore a tiny scar like a spider-crack on glass on her left cheekbone, the almost invisible legacy of the party that followed their nuptials, where Bonnie’s former lover had thrown a glass of wine in her face. Or had it been Vivien’s rejected girlfriend? Nobody could remember now, least of all the person who had flung the wine.


‘Vivien is more vivid, and Bonnie’s bonnier,’ suggested a friend when the topic of their similarity was raised.


‘No, it’s the other way round,’ another objected.


‘A bit like dog owners turning into their dogs …’


‘But who is the dog, and who the owner?’


‘Now you’re being bitchy.’


That conversation, which took place in London, would have struck an uneasy chord of recognition in Vivien had it been transmitted over the miles. She had become aware of an invisible lead attached to her collar and held kindly but firmly in Bonnie’s hand. There were days when she seemed as insubstantial as Bonnie’s shadow; she became aware that she mirrored Bonnie’s every action. Bonnie took off her sweater, Vivien took off hers; Bonnie reached for her green and gold tobacco tin; Vivien took out her own cigarette papers; Bonnie felt like a coffee, so did Vivien and they sipped in unison; Bonnie ground pepper on to her food and Vivien held out her hand for the mill; when Bonnie, at the wheel of the van, pulled down her sun visor, Vivien’s automatic hand reached up and she confronted her worried face in the vanity mirror. At night when they read in bed the pages of their books rasped in synchronicity until Bonnie’s light clicked off and then Vivien’s pillow was blacked out as suddenly as a tropical sky at sunset.


‘You go on reading, love, if you want to. It won’t disturb me.’


‘No, I’m shattered,’ replied Vivien catching Bonnie’s yawn, and swallowing it as the choke-chain tightened around her throat. The next morning, noticing that her Marmite soldier had lined up in the precise formation of Bonnie’s troop, she pushed her plate away.


‘Do you think you could manage on your own today? I don’t feel so good.’


‘You do look a bit green round the gills. I hope you’re not coming down with something.’


Bonnie laid one hand on Vivien’s brow and with the other appropriated her toast.


‘You haven’t got a temperature.’


‘Well I feel funny.’


‘We’re supposed to be going to pick up that grandmother clock from that old boy, and there’s the car boot sale – oh well, I suppose I can go on my own … hope to Christ he hasn’t done anything stupid like having it valued, you can’t trust those old buzzards, dead crafty, some of them …’


Their two egg shells lay on her polished plate, hardly damaged, sucked clean by a nifty rodent.


Vivien guided the van out into the lane; Bonnie had taken off one of the gates on the rearside wing once when she was cross. Vivien waved her off and watched the dust settle. She felt an immediate surge of energy and fuelled it with a doorstep of toast spread with honey found in the cupboard of a house they had cleared, crunching on the cells of a comb rifled from the hive by the fingers of a dead woman. The bees had all buzzed off by the time Bonnie and Vivien had hacked their way through the tangled garden, and the empty wooden hives, weathered to grey silk, stood now in their cobbled yard.


Vivien left her sticky plate and knife in the sink and, sucking sweetness from her teeth, locked the door and set off down the lane with a wave to the woman dancing in the window. The vicar, passing by on the other side, ducked his head in the cold nod that was the most, in charity, that he need vouchsafe the Londoners since Bonnie had made him an offer for the paten and chalice.


‘Morning, vicar. Lovely morning, isn’t it? Makes you feel good to be alive,’ Vivien called out uncharacteristically, surprising them both.


The incumbent was forced to look at her across the lane, a skinny lumberjack cramming into her mouth a spray of the redcurrants which hung like cheap glass beads among the fuchsias in her red and purple raggedy hedge, and caught a glitter of glass flashing crimson fire on plastic flesh, and a dangle of cherries.


‘Hedge could do with a trim,’ he said.


‘Oh, we like it like that,’ reminding him that she was half of the dubious duo. She was sucking the end of a honeysuckle trumpet. At this rate she wouldn’t need the hedge trimmer he had been about to offer. She would soon have eaten the whole hedge.


‘Ah well,’ he concluded.


His skirt departed to the east and Vivien’s jeans loped westward. She was trying to suppress the little maggot of anxiety whose mealy mouth warned that Bonnie might telephone to find out how she was. As she passed the call-box she had such a vivid image of Bonnie impotently misting up the glass panes of an identical construction standing among moon daisies on a grassy verge, while the phone rang and rang in their empty kitchen, that she could only assume that telepathy was at work. She thought, and walked on, stopping outside a garden at a box of worm-eaten windfalls with ‘Please help yourselves’ scrawled on a piece of cardboard. Vivien filled her pockets. She came to a gate, placed one hand on the topmost bar and vaulted into a field of corn, and followed a natural track through the furrows, now spitting husks and crunching sweet kernels, now negotiating an apple, until she was faced with barbed wire and a ditch of nettles. She stood wavering wildly on the wire and hurled herself forward, landing, with only the softest malevolent graze of leaves on her bare ankles, in a field whose hay had been harvested, leaving its scent in the air. The field was bordered on three sides by massive trees, oak, sycamore, ash, chestnut, and although it was only July, recent rain had brought down a scattering of tiny green conkers. ‘Like medieval fairies’ weapons’, thought Vivien, whose fancy, when not stamped on by Bonnie, flew on such flights, ‘those spiked balls on chains.’ Aluminium animal troughs rusted in a heap. At the far end of the field was a gate set in a high hedge and Vivien walked towards it dreamily with the sun freckling her face and her arms beneath her rolled-up sleeves.


The latch lifted but she had to force the gate against hanks of long grass, and squeeze herself through the gap. She was at the edge of a garden and now she saw a house which was not visible from the field. Old glass in the windows glittered like insects’ wings. No dog barked. The house exuded emptiness, shimmering in the heat haze while housemartins flew in and out of their shells of honeycombed mud under the eaves. As she walked over the lawn she realised that the grass here had been cut not very long ago: it was springy beneath her feet, studded with purple milkwort and daisies and buttercups that seemed to acknowledge the futility of growing too tall. Somebody, therefore, cared for the garden. The roses needed to be deadheaded, the petals were falling from the irises and peonies revealing shiny seed cases, but apart from the soggy roses and a faint mist here and there of lesser willowherb and an occasional intrusive cow parsley and weedy seedling brought up by the rain, the flowerbeds were orderly. She meant only to peep through the windows.


It was strange, she thought, as she walked on rose petals round the back ground-floor windows, pressing her face against the old dark glass, how she did not feel like a trespasser, but as though she had inadvertently locked herself out of those rooms hung with faded velvet curtains and had the right to walk on the pale carpets and curl up in that yellow velvet chair with a blond dog at her feet. She stared at old wooden kitchen cupboards holding china and utensils behind their half-open sliding doors, the mottle enamel gas cooker, the pyramidal iron saucepan stand, the fossilised pink soap and rusty brillo pad on the draining board, the clean tea towels, bleached and brittle as ancient flags. A movement by her foot made her look down. A toad regarded her with amber eyes. She crouched before it and reached out to pick it up. The toad leaped for the dank shadow under a flat scratchy plant. Vivien thrust her fingers after it and scrabbled in dead leaves and needles. Instead of pulsating skin, she struck metal. She drew out a key. It came as no surprise that the key fitted the lock of the scullery door, and turned, through cobwebs and flakes of rust, to admit her to the stone-flagged floor. The mangle, the stone sink, the disconnected twin-tub, had been waiting for her.


Vivien moved through the rooms, acknowledging the pile of enamel dogs’ dishes in the kitchen, the Chinese umbrella stand holding walking sticks, knobkerries and a brace of Union Jacks, the wellies sealed with cobwebs, the waterpoof coats and jackets on the pegs, the polished tallboys, chests of drawers, the empty vases, the glass-fronted cabinets holding miniatures and enamelled boxes, scent bottles and figurines, the groves of books, the quiet beds, the framed photographs, the high dry baths, the box spilling shoes. Everywhere she saw herself reflected, framed in elaborate gilt on the walls, elongated in tilted cheval glasses, in triplicate and thence to infinity above dressing tables, dimly in the glass of pictures. She touched nothing. At last she let herself out again, locked the scullery door, and put the key in her pocket.


‘The state of you!’ Bonnie scolded. ‘Where’ve you been? I’ve been back for an hour. I rang to see how you were but there was no reply …’


‘Just for a walk. I needed some air.’


‘You could have got that in the garden.’ Bonnie waved an arm at the sofa spewing horsehair onto the cobbles.


‘It’s damp and smelly,’ Vivien protested. ‘Did you get the clock?’


‘No, I didn’t.’ Bonnie brushed grimly at grass seeds and burrs clinging to Vivien’s clothes. ‘You look as if you’ve been rolling in the hay. Have you?’


‘Chance would be a fine thing. Ouch.’


The village maidens had a tendency to obesity and anoraks and, this summer, fluorescent shorts. Bonnie slapped at Vivien’s jeans, reactivating the nettle stings. Stung into memory of her first sights of the house, and walking again in its peaceful rooms, Vivien half-heard Bonnie’s voice.


‘… decided not to part with it for sentimental reasons, lying old toad, then he let slip that he’d heard the Antiques Roadshow might be coming round next year … thought I’d really cracked it … who did he think he was kidding, you could practically see him rehearsing the greedy smile of wonderment that would light up his toothless old chops when they told him his crappy clock was worth a small fortune … I’d like to tear up his bus pass, he practically promised me … sell their own grandmothers, these people …’


‘I thought that was precisely what he wouldn’t do?’ Vivien returned to the present.


‘What?’


‘Sell his grandmother. Clock.’


‘Don’t try to be clever, it doesn’t suit you.’


I am clever, thought Vivien, and it might suit me very well.


‘Shall we go to the pub later?’ she said.


‘No. What do you want to go there for? I thought we agreed that the ambiente was nonsimpatico?’


‘Well, yes. I just thought you might fancy going out for a change.’


Vivien ripped the ring-pulls from two cold beers from the fridge and handed one to Bonnie. It was true that the pub was uncongenial. The locals were a cliquey lot. Bonnie could take off their accent brilliantly. ‘Oooh-arr’ she had riposted to those guys’ offer to buy them a drink, and suddenly she and Vivien were on the outside of a circle of broad backs. No sense of humour. And boring – most of their conversation was limited to the agricultural; there were so many overheard references to filling in dykes that the girls could not but feel uneasy, especially as those ditches were not a feature of the local landscape. Aggression flared in wet patches in the armpits and on the bulging bellies scarcely contained in T-shirts that bobbed like balloons along the bar. The landlord, who was in the early stages of vegetabliasis – so far his nose had turned into an aubergine – snarled at them, as if he thought they would turn the beer.


‘Let’s go and sit in the garden,’ said Vivien, leading the way. ‘How was the car boot sale?’


‘Like a car boot sale.’


They ate outside, sucking little bones and tossing them against the rising moon, straining their eyes in the dusk to pick out their autumn wardrobe from the L.L. Bean catalogue, and going into the house only when it grew too dark to read even by moonlight and starlight, and it was time to luxuriate with a nightcap in the pleasures of Prisoner: Cell Block H, propped up in bed by pillows, in front of the television. Long after Bonnie had fallen asleep, whimpering slightly as if dreaming of chasing rabbits, Vivien lay awake with a glass-fronted cabinet glowing in the dark before her eyes. A slight flaw or bend in the glass gave a mocking, flirtatious twist to the rosy lips of the porcelain boy in a yellow jacket and pink breeches, ruffled in a gentle breeze the green feather in his red hat, lifted the wings of the bird in his hands, and raised an eyebrow at the little girl clutching a wriggling piglet against her low-cut laced bodice over a skirt striped with flowers. A black and gold spotted leopard with a pretty face and gold-tipped paws lounged benignly between them, and putti, half-decorously wreathed, offered baskets of flowers.


Vivien, falling into sleep, put her hand out in the moonlight and found that the cabinet had no key. The moon hung between the open curtains like a huge battered gold coin almost within her grasp.


A week passed before Vivien could return to her house. At the wheel of the van, at the kitchen cooker, in dusty halls where people haggled over trinkets and dead people’s clothes and crazed enamel hairbrushes and three-tiered cake stands, she cherished her secret. Had she asked herself why, she might have replied that it was because it was the only secret she had ever held from Bonnie; or she might have said that for the first time she wanted to look at and touch beautiful objects without putting a price on them, or even that there was something in the air of the house that stayed her hand from desecration, but she was careful not to ask herself any questions. Once or twice she caught Bonnie giving her a look. They slept uneasily, with bad dreams of one another.


It happened that Bonnie had to attend a surprise family party for her parents’ Golden Wedding. The anticipation of the celebration, where she would stand as a barren fig tree among the Laura Ashley floribunda and fecundity, put her in such a black mood that Vivien expired a long sigh of relief, as if anxiety had been expelled from her by the despairing farewell toot, as the van lurched like a tumbrel into the lane. The golden present, exquisitely encased in gold foil, with gold ribbon twirled to curlicues round a pencil to disguise its essential tackiness, had been wrapped by Vivien but her name did not appear on the gold gift tag. Bonnie’s Russian wedding ring and the true lover’s knot, the twin of that which circled Vivien’s little finger, would dissolve into invisibility when she crossed the family threshold. An uncle would prod her stomach and tell her she ought to get some meat on her bones, a man likes something he can get hold of; a sister-in-law, made bold by Malibu and cake, might enquire after Bonnie’s flatmate while rearranging by a fraction of an inch her own present of a pair of gilded ovals framing studio portraits of gap-toothed grandchildren. Later the same sister-in-law would offer on a stained paper plate the stale and indigestible news that she had once been disconcerted by a desire to kiss a schoolfriend, and on the homeward journey the memory of her confession would jolt into her stomach and the motorway verge would receive a shower of shame and disgust for the unnatural recipient of her secret. Meanwhile, however, Bonnie was being introduced to the fiancé of a niece, who was omitting her name from his mental list of wedding guests even as they shook hands.


‘You might have made the effort to put on a skirt for once,’ her mother told her. In fact, Bonnie and Vivien did occasionally outrage their friends by wearing skirts. The last time had been when they turned up at the Treacle Pudding Club in a heat wave in their batiks and had been refused entry, but she didn’t tell her mother this. Bonnie went into the garden and made herself a roll-up.
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