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Praise for Caroline Blackwood


‘This chillingly profound story drips with classy darkness. A relationship drama, a doomed character study, and a one-way descent into the abyss via obsession, abduction and murder, this is a haunting cautionary tale for these true-crime obsessed times’


Janice Hallett


‘One of the greatest, darkest writers who ever lived . . . Her books are concise, mordant essays on evil’


Virginia Feito


‘Caroline Blackwood sits firmly alongside the greats like Shirley Jackson and Patricia Highsmith. She takes you deep into the foulest reaches of the human condition and leaves you breathless. The Fate of Mary Rose is a triumph of misdirection and self-delusion, reminding us that female fear is a story that has run through the ages’


Araminta Hall


‘Vibrates with a frenzied, manic menace . . . Parental tyranny looms large, of course, but perhaps even more forcefully depicted are the subjects of female containment, bondage and rage’


Lucy Scholes


‘Blackwood is an “expert analyst of female fury”, an outlook which is tempered by her deliciously dark sense of humour. She utilises black comedy as a means to engage with stories of the shocking difficulties faced by women and girls’


Irish Times


‘A devastating investigation of neurosis, hysteria and cruelty’


Observer


‘A winner . . . guaranteed to disturb’


Sunday Times


‘Elegant and unpleasant, a skilful horror story that keeps the reader on the hook’


New Statesman
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Caroline Blackwood (1931–1996) was born into an Anglo-Irish aristocratic family. She rebelled against her background at an early age and led a hectic and bohemian life, which included marriages to the painter Lucian Freud, the pianist and composer Israel Citkowitz, and the poet Robert Lowell, who described her as ‘a mermaid who dines upon the bones of her winded lovers’. Taking up writing in the 1960s, she soon demonstrated that hers was a mind as brilliant and ruthless as any of the men for whom she’d served as ‘muse’, and her novel Great Granny Webster was shortlisted for the 1977 Booker Prize.
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INTRODUCTION


‘She was dead even before I became aware of her existence,’ begins the narrator of The Fate of Mary Rose. For a long time Caroline Blackwood, too, was a spectre on the edge of my vision. She appeared as a brief mention in essays about Robert Lowell and Elizabeth Hardwick, or wide-eyed and fragilely luminous, like Gwyneth Paltrow as Margot Tenenbaum, in the paintings of Lucian Freud. It was only whilst reading a biography of Freud, which described the moment their marriage ended, that she came fully into view. After returning home from a trip, Freud disdainfully pushed away a plate of food she had lovingly cooked for him. She promptly went upstairs and packed her bags. This was a woman I needed to know more about.


Lady Caroline Blackwood was born in London in 1931, the daughter of Basil Hamilton-Temple-Blackwood, 4th Marquess of Dufferin and Ava, and Maureen Guinness, the first cousin of Bryan Guinness, 2nd Baron Moyne – Diana Mitford’s (later Mosley) first husband. She was presented as a debutante in 1949, but shocked her aristocratic circle when she ran off to Paris with Lucian Freud, a young up-and-coming painter and grandson of the famous doctor. Evelyn Waugh wrote to Nancy Mitford about the scandal, not without tinges of anti-Semitism. Her divorce from Freud was followed by two more high-profile and tumultuous marriages: to the American composer Israel Citkowitz, with whom she had three daughters; and finally, to the poet Robert Lowell, father of her only son. She ‘had not liked being cast in the role of the muse’, * says her biographer, Nancy Schoenberger, and having contributed a number of acidly funny articles to magazines including Encounter throughout the 1960s, she emerged in the 1970s as master of her own literary voice, producing novels, essays, reviews, journalistic non-fiction, short stories and even a cookbook. She reads like a revelatory cross between Shirley Jackson and Joan Didion – deadpan and Gothic, eviscerating and satirical. Like her near-contemporary Angela Carter, her relationship to the women’s movement of the ’60s and ’70s is ambiguous and critical, and all the more interesting for it.


Her novels were critically acclaimed: The Stepdaughter won the 1976 David Higham Prize, and she was shortlisted for the Booker Prize in 1977 for Great Granny Webster, a beautifully descriptive novella inspired by her own childhood at Clandeboye, her father’s decaying Northern Irish estate. And yet rediscovering her as a writer proved a challenge. I had to hunt down her books, all out of print in the UK, in second-hand shops and greedily read everything I could find. I brought The Fate of Mary Rose with me on a trip to the Highlands, and stayed up all night reading it in a tiny cottage, the wind howling outside. Like the great southern writers Carson McCullers and William Faulkner, Blackwood understood that the Gothic isn’t just to be found in ruined abbeys and on moors, but in little towns with their deceptive niceties, in quilt-covered bedrooms and among the rose bushes.


The Fate of Mary Rose is the closest Blackwood came to writing a thriller. But it isn’t a whodunnit, or a whydunnit, but rather an examination of how a local murder reverberates through a small, dysfunctional family. Rowan Anderson is a self-satisfied historian whose wife and child live in a commuter village in Kent while he remains in London. Perhaps this wasn’t uncommon in Blackwood’s world; a 1960s documentary on marriage, Private Lives, includes an interview with the aristocrat Robin Douglas-Home, born just a year after Caroline Blackwood, who sets up his beautiful wife in the countryside, then continues to have affairs and live in the city, seemingly without understanding why it is hurtful to her. The Fate of Mary Rose takes the premise of this fractured family unit, a theme that resonates throughout Blackwood’s work, and pushes it to a macabre extreme.


Down in the picture-postcard village of Beckham, Rowan’s wife Cressida lives an uncanny, Stepford-like domestic existence, occasionally punctured by Rowan’s reluctant visits. This suburban, Laura-Ashley-frilled life is repulsive to Rowan; he spends his evenings in town drinking at the local village pub, where he feels equally like an outsider. He hates their ‘claustrophobic’ Tudor cottage, which, although authentically historical, reminds him of ‘the worst kind of bogus ye olde worlde tea shops that cater for foreign tourists’. Cressida, like the house, has something bogus about her, despite making her own bread and jam. She cooks exquisite meals for Rowan that he furtively flushes down the toilet because alcohol has ruined his appetite. He is quite literally sickened by Cressida’s lifestyle. Fanatically dedicated to the rearing of their child, Mary Rose, Cressida smothers and overprotects her: she sleeps in the same room as her, insists she needs a diet of cod liver oil and nutritional yeast and doesn’t let her play with other children. Rowan disapproves of her parenting methods but takes no interest in or responsibility for his daughter – until it is too late. When Maureen, a local child, is murdered on a nearby council estate, Cressida’s protectiveness tips into obsession. Mary Rose herself is a strange blank at the heart of the novel: ‘sickly’, ‘dim’, ‘timid’, ‘backward’ and without her mother’s beauty. In a rare flash of agency she rejects Rowan’s gift of a doll, which later uncannily appears in his nightmares, but is otherwise doll-like herself in the most unflattering ways: silent and mechanical, as if Cressida has badly constructed her like another of her crafting projects.


We only ever seen Cressida and Mary Rose through Rowan’s eyes. He regards himself as a victim of the women around him; in his version of events, Cressida has trapped him with a baby through a regrettable one-night stand so that she can live a life of motherhood, quilting and stencilling lampshades. He continues to see his former girlfriend Gloria in London, yet torments her by pretending he adores his wife and child, exploiting their existence as the reason he is unable to commit to Gloria.


Gloria is Cressida’s opposite. She has a successful career in modelling, journalism and photography; her flat is ‘modern and chic’; but Rowan finds her no less repulsive than his wife – or Cressida’s mannish, middle-aged neighbour Mrs Butterhorn, who has freed herself from her own marriage and all its expectations to pursue her passion for gardening. ‘Gloria was immensely ambitious’ he says, mockingly. ‘I felt wary of the dominating aspects of her nature.’ He sneers that she writes articles for fashion magazines while daydreaming of becoming a great novelist. Rowan sees himself as a kind of feminist, of course. He would financially help Cressida do something less ‘stultifyingly pointless’ with her life if she wanted it. He plans to write a biography of a prominent nineteenth-century female engineer, because ‘the myth that half the human race consists of “helpless little women” with no grasp of mechanical matters still seems so firmly entrenched’. Here Caroline’s wry irony is at its sharpest. Neither Cressida nor Gloria, with their wildly different lifestyles, can win against misogyny. The only woman Rowan respects is a dead engineer.


First published in 1981, The Fate of Mary Rose was written during a dark period of Caroline’s life. Robert Lowell, who had recently left her to go back to the States, died in 1977 while clutching a Lucian Freud portrait of Caroline in the back of a New York cab. A year later, Caroline’s eldest daughter, Natalya, died of a drug overdose. Her creative work kept her going. With her friend Anna Haycraft she wrote a humorous cookbook, Darling, You Shouldn’t Have Gone to So Much Trouble: Stylish Meals in Seconds. Quick and gloriously unhealthy, the recipes make liberal use of mayonnaise and canned soup. Some, provided by friends and celebrities, are more joke than food, including one for dirty water by Quentin Crisp. There is an illustration of a naked woman reading in a giant sardine tin as if it were a bed. Cressida certainly wouldn’t cook from it. In their introduction, Blackwood and Haycraft take tongue-in-cheek aim at exactly the kind of stultifying domesticity that Cressida embodies:




In the 1950s and 1960s it was the fashion to cook ‘the back to nature’ and ‘old-fashioned’ way. Women were encouraged and were therefore prepared to bake not only their own bread but their own brioches. They sweated their own vegetables; they marinated for several days; they chopped and peeled and grated by hand.





In The Fate of Mary Rose this suburban domesticity is revealed to be a thin veneer. Cressida marinates in her cottage until she curdles, her reaction to Maureen’s murder becoming increasingly deranged, stoked by Rowan’s indifference. She puts up a large photo of the dead child in the house, makes Mary Rose visit the site of the crime and attend the funeral – all in the name of keeping her safe. She tells the child grotesque details of the rape and murder, in a disturbing evocation of our culture’s obsession with true crime, as if Cressida were a walking tabloid, Mary Rose the captive reader. This fear spreads beyond the walls of the Andersons’ cottage: the respectable women of Beckham become vigilantes, violently attacking the police van holding a suspect for the crime. For Cressida, all men are objects of suspicion, potential dangers to Mary Rose – including Rowan himself. Statistically, she has a point. Women and children are more likely to be harmed by a man they know than one they don’t.


A proto-domestic thriller, satire of ’70s social mores, and vision of horror at the heart of the family, The Fate of Mary Rose is ahead of its time in knowing that whether ambitious careerists or devoted homemakers, mistresses or mothers, women are damned either way. But a wry, knowing laugh rings out from Caroline Blackwood’s scalpel-sharp prose – reading it, I am left consoled rather than despondent. Its rediscovery is a much-needed antidote to the contemporary clog of sentimental, ‘feel-good’ literature. Where other novels paper over the cracks, Blackwood excavates the shadowy corners of human experience, letting us see into the dark.


Camilla Grudova





__________


* Schoenberger, Nancy, Dangerous Muse: A Life of Caroline Blackwood (London: Weidenfeld & Nicholson, 2001)









ONE


She was dead even before I became aware of her existence. When I first heard the news that she was missing it interested me very little. I never for a moment guessed how soon she’d seem to become a part of my household – that often I’d start to think that she was more my own child than the sickly little skinny Mary Rose. How could I have known that I’d shortly get the eerie feeling that this unfortunate small girl had come out of her grave in order to sit on the sofa in my Tudor cottage – a ghostly presence that listened with avid interest to the gruesome details of her own fate as they were broadcast hourly on the radio?


But if in the end she was to seem to be more my child than my own child . . . she was really the child of the media. She emerged from the glass of the television set in my living room.


She looked deceptively innocent in the photograph that had been given out to the police by her mother. She had a grin with a big gap where her front tooth was missing. She had freckles and fat pigtails which gave a pleasantly old-fashioned flavour to her appearance. Her commonplace cheery little face gave no hint of the degree to which later she was to tyrannize me. ‘Damn her!’ I was to shout and later I felt disgusted by the callousness of such a curse. ‘Damn that little dead Maureen!’


*


My wife was ironing sheets when she heard that six-year-old Maureen Sutton was missing from her home in Kent. I had long ago given up trying to persuade Cressida to send all the household sheets and towels to the laundry – just as I had long ago stopped suggesting that she employ a girl from the village to help her to take care of Mary Rose. An odd persecuted expression came into Cressida’s eyes whenever I made any such suggestion. She seemed insulted and wounded as if I had unjustly accused her of some criminal inadequacy. My wife had very beautiful eyes. They were aquamarine and when she was upset or frightened her pupils shrunk until they looked like those of an angry parrot. At times they seemed to vanish. Then she had the stare both blind and perversely penetrating of the blank eyes of ancient statues.


‘Oh, my God! That’s a local child that’s missing!’ Cressida was standing staring at the television. For a moment she stopped her compulsive ironing. A warm singeing smell rose from the great white soggy sheet that was draped over her ironing board.


‘What local child is missing?’ I asked. I had just watched President Carter announcing his newest plans for a settlement in the Middle East. I felt I could see the bright gleam of his idiocy reflected in every single one of his terrible tomb-like teeth. I had watched thousands of Italians milling outside St Peter’s as they mourned their recently appointed Pope. The camera showed a close-up of two black-veiled women. They were sobbing. I felt disgusted and bored with world news on television and I started to flick restlessly through the headlines in the newspaper. ‘TUC and Government fail to agree on pay curb formula.’ I helped myself to a large glass of whisky. It was only six o’clock but I was already exhausted. I was suffering from a horrible hangover, for I had been excessively drunk the evening before. I had gone out to the village pub and left Cressida as usual ironing her hand-washed sheets. All the double whiskies I had drunk in the Red Lion were giving me an unpleasant prickling sensation all over my skin. It was as if every pore was erupting with alcohol. I felt poisoned. Bloody hell! Bloody hell! I drank more whisky, hoping it might kill the feeling that I was killing myself.


I always got drunk when I came down to Kent to visit my wife in her cottage. At the beginning of our marriage I drove down to see her about once a month. After that I came much less.


I hated visiting her. We were much too polite to each other when I came to stay. Our unflagging courtesy was like a cord that bound us together and also choked us. The consideration and solicitude we showed for each other made us seem a model couple. If we had been photographed together we might have looked enviable. Both of us in our early thirties. Cressida, so delicate and blonde. Myself, Rowan Anderson, the devoted husband, dark and tall, a man of obvious elegance and education. Oh, we could have looked an ideally well-matched couple in some photograph! And when we were together all I wanted to do was drink. I loathed the way we had learned to skate so gracefully on the ice of our own politeness.


Whenever I telephoned Cressida to say I was coming down to see her, she sounded pleased. But only a little pleased. She asked what I would like for my dinner. If I chose fish, she went off to the fishmonger and bought some. She invariably prepared it very nicely with a delicate sauce. She was a good cook. She baked all her own bread. She made all her own jam. She did everything to save me money.


When I arrived in the evening she always had a cheerful log fire blazing for me in the living room. She put out a bottle of whisky beside my favourite chair. There would be flowers in the vase beside my bed. She remembered the names of the wines I liked and at dinner they were faithfully produced for me.


I ate alone when I visited my wife. She served me my food on a little bamboo table in front of the television. Cressida herself never seemed to be hungry. She ate a sandwich, she nibbled at a biscuit but she never sat down to regular meals. Cressida made herself very busy while I was eating my dinner. Eight o’clock was the child’s bedtime. It was then that my wife started bathing Mary Rose and shampooing her hair. She cleaned the child’s teeth, and she read her bedtime stories and she listened to her prayers. But Cressida was also extremely attentive to my needs if ever I had any. I could never feel neglected. If I asked for salt or pepper or lemon or some such thing she scurried off to the kitchen to get it for me. The way she ran so obediently to get whatever I asked for reminded me of a little girl.


Whatever my wife cooked for me I praised excessively, but I drank so much whisky that it killed my appetite. Once she went upstairs to read stories to Mary Rose in her bedroom, I often tiptoed to the lavatory with my plate and flushed down every scrap of food that she had painstakingly prepared for me.


At some point during my visit I always said how glad I was to be in the cottage. I also said how pleasant and cosy she had made it. I could be extremely appreciative and pleasant when I chose. I don’t think my wife ever realized how much I hated the nasty little house she had made me buy for her in Beckham. Her cottage always gave me a feeling of violent claustrophobia. I found it utterly repulsive, it was so poky and quaint. Although it was a genuine period house it reminded me of the worst kind of bogus ye olde worlde tea shops that cater for foreign tourists.


I always told my wife that I found it extremely comfortable. In fact I found it the reverse. It had an interior so dark one often had to switch on a light in order to read in the daytime. The windows of the cottage were tiny and latticed and the glass was opaque in their minute diamond panes. I am very tall and I constantly cracked my head on its absurdly low doorways and its fusty old painted beams. The staircase that led to the bedrooms was so narrow, rickety, and steep it was more like a ladder than a proper staircase. The floor in the living room was badly warped and the way that it sloped made me feel seasick. Still I was careful never to let my wife know how detestable I found her cottage. It was her dream house. I therefore felt a little polite hypocrisy was preferable to causing her pain.


I was equally dishonest about my attitude to Mary Rose. I repeatedly asked Cressida how the child was doing at school and from my earnest and concerned tones no one could have realized how little it interested me.


I never forgot to bring Mary Rose some awful plastic toy when I came down from London. When I arrived I always gave the child a hearty kiss and a hug. I sometimes took her out for short walks. She seemed to regard me with mistrust and I never felt she enjoyed these uninspiring little expeditions. She gave me the impression she would have much preferred to stay at home with her mother. In the evenings I became an over-merry and raucous father when I gave her a ride up to bed on my back.


I invariably told Cressida that I thought it was marvellous how well Mary Rose was looking. I said it was a credit to her. Strangely enough, Mary Rose never looked particularly well. Although I have never seen a child that received more care and attention from its mother, Mary Rose always looked anxious and depressed. Cressida’s entire life revolved round the upbringing of Mary Rose. She seemed to regard it as her sacred mission. Her days were spent cooking, ironing, sewing, washing, for Mary Rose. Cressida worried about the child’s manners, and she worried about her schooling. Although my wife spent hours with her every evening going through her homework, Mary Rose was rather backward. Cressida scolded the child and she praised her extravagantly. She slapped her and she kissed her and she weighed her every week. Although Cressida never read very much, she bought herself books on child development and psychology. I found my wife’s interests tedious in the extreme. That of course I was much too polite to say.


Mary Rose was unlucky. She did not inherit her mother’s beauty. Cressida was brilliantly fair and I am very dark. Our daughter had unmemorable colouring. Her hair was a drab grey-brown – the colour of a mouse.


Although Cressida was fanatical in her insistence that Mary Rose be provided with the most perfectly balanced diet – although my wife took the child for regular medical check-ups and made her walk for an hour in the fresh air every afternoon, although she seemed always to be stuffing Mary Rose with iron and vitamins, with cod liver oil, wheat germ and yeast and various other nutritional supplements – Mary Rose still looked quite ill. Her face was small and pinched and she had irregular features. Her arms and legs were like small white sticks. She had a chest that was puny and ill-developed. Under her eyes there were faint mauve patches of tension.


Mary Rose always looked very clean because my wife made her wash so often. ‘Don’t forget your ears, dearest!’ ‘Don’t forget your teeth!’ ‘Don’t forget your hands!’ ‘Don’t forget your neck!’ I used to hear Cressida issuing her orders and I shivered. They made me feel I was back at my hated boarding school.


I tried my best to feel a little affection for Mary Rose, but I found it difficult. She was such a dim, timid child and she seemed to have so little personality. She was extremely well behaved but I couldn’t find her interesting and it was so hard to make her smile.


‘Oh, my God!’ Cressida said. ‘That child is missing from Fulton Road. I know Fulton Road. It’s quite near here. It’s up in the council estate!’


I noticed Cressida was staring at the television with an oddly demented expression in her aquamarine eyes and she was holding up her steam iron as if it was a shield with which she was trying to protect her breasts. I looked up at the television screen in bemused silence. Little Maureen Sutton had entered our cottage and I was too preoccupied with my own dissatisfaction to register the importance of her arrival. I saw the flash of a child’s happy face. Then the image vanished and was replaced by a shot of a football match.


I helped myself to a stiff whisky. If Cressida, who drank nothing herself, hated me drinking so much she never tried to stop me. It was the unwritten law of our relationship that I must do exactly as I wished.


‘The council estate,’ I said to my wife. I became slow-witted when I visited Cressida’s cottage. I felt my mind was stagnating largely because I lacked all function from the moment I entered my wife’s household. Cressida kept herself tirelessly busy from morning till night and the sight of her doing so much work made me feel demoralized.


Although I always politely offered to help when I saw Cressida down on her knees scrubbing the kitchen floor or when she came staggering back from the woodshed carrying a heavy basket of logs, she immediately refused and made me feel it would be impolite to insist.


Staying in her cottage I felt like a disgusting lounge lizard – a horrible male chauvinist pig who soaked on whisky while his wife devoted every waking second to attending to his crass and selfish needs. When I saw the tears streaming down Cressida’s cheeks as she peeled the onions for some elaborate and totally undesired dish she was preparing for my dinner, I longed to be back in my flat in London where I cooked for myself or went out to restaurants.


I have always wanted my life to be as simple as possible.


I am a successful historian. I am both ambitious and hardworking. I became idle and functionless when I visited my wife but when I was in London I was immensely disciplined. Every moment that I was not working I saw as wasted. Gloria, who had been my mistress for several years, often complained I had only ever been in love with my work. She saw this as a weakness. I saw it as a strength.


It was partly because I resented being separated from my books and my papers that I found the rare visits I made to see my wife so painful. I never brought any of my work with me when I came down to the cottage. I knew it would be impossible for me to concentrate on anything more intellectually taxing than newspaper headlines in the atmosphere Cressida created. There was only one tiny pine bookshelf in her cottage. She had put it up herself, using some kind of do-it-yourself tool kit. It contained only books on child care and jam and cakemaking. It had magazines full of crochet and knitting patterns. I praised the money-saving skill with which Cressida had erected this shelf yet the sight of its contents gave me a feeling of despondency and paralysis. The life she had chosen because she saw it as pure and idyllic to me seemed stultifyingly pointless. I never understood how Cressida managed to endure the monotony of her housebound existence. She knew very well that I was both willing and financially able to help her to do something more rewarding with her life than building do-it-yourself shelves, boiling carrots and brussels sprouts, rubbing polish on Mary Rose’s indoor shoes.


Cressida had not been well educated. I wished she would go back to school. I longed for her to say that she wanted to study something, but she seemed to have no intellectual curiosity. When I saw the way the skin on her hands had become scarlet and flaky because she spent so much time hand-scrubbing our sheets and towels I felt only exasperation and contempt for her. When I looked at my wife’s ruined hands they made me feel slightly sick.


The evening Cressida told me that Maureen Sutton was missing from her home in our local council estate my response was only my usual irrational gratitude that the council estate existed. My wife so deplored and resented the fact that this sprawling conglomeration of uniformly ugly buildings had been erected three years before on the fringe of her beloved and picturesque Beckham that I took a maliciously perverse pleasure in its proximity.


I had always disliked Beckham. Every cobble in its narrow and ancient streets looked as if it had been polished by hand. I felt it was both too near London and at the same time too far from any city. It seemed to me a place where all the odious gentility of suburbia had made some kind of arid and indolent marriage with the sleepy desolation of the forgotten agricultural hamlet.


All the fronts of Beckham’s tiny shops were freshly painted and snowy white. Beckham had rows of perfect little salmon pink period houses which faced a village green so well-mown and emerald-smooth all it lacked was a maypole. To the left of the green there was the plump and bun-like form of Beckham’s showpiece oast-house which now had little function except to provide obligatory Kentish colour. It had been converted into a luxurious studio which was inhabited by a couple of elderly and rather bun-like homosexuals who loved French cooking and spent a lot of their time doing atrocious watercolours of the village.


I found Beckham suffocating in the summer when it was at its prettiest and all the gardens of its bijou houses were a blaze of colour like the illustrations in a bulb catalogue. One heard the hypnotic humming of bees as they swarmed in the great clusters of wistaria and honeysuckle that obscured so many of the mullioned windows of Beckham’s Elizabethan cottages. One heard the soft clop of balls as decrepit old men wearing white flannels turned back into young boys as they played cricket on the green.


‘Isn’t it peaceful?’ my wife would say to me.


‘It certainly is . . .’


Although I detested Beckham in the summer I found it even more depressing in the winter when the spire of its toy-like church looked as if it had been blocked out in black ink against a sky doomed to remain an unchanging desolate grey – when every tree appeared to be suffering from some fearful disease that had reduced it to a sad dark silhouette of tangled invalid sticks. When I stayed with Cressida in January I always felt it was utterly inconceivable that spring could ever come again.


In winter the whole village often appeared to be totally deserted. Once the commuters had left for London the women with babies and the old people stayed indoors where, as far as I could see, they passed their days in much the same way as my wife. They washed their clothes and their dishes. They did ironing, they cooked and they polished their furniture. They fed their dogs and they pottered about their houses and they watched their televisions which had aerials they had tried their best to hide by placing them behind the stacks of their period chimneys.


‘I love the quiet,’ Cressida would say. And certainly Beckham in the winter was very quiet indeed. Occasionally the silence was broken by the sound of a van as it went rattling through the empty streets bringing in milk and eggs and vegetables from the neighbouring farms. Sometimes one heard the noise of the doctor’s car as he went out on a call. Every half hour, monotonously, there was the hoot and rattle of the passing London train. But quite often there was nothing but the sound of rain and wind.


At half past three every weekday Beckham came alive for a few minutes when the school released its pupils. Boys and girls wearing maroon blazers and gymslips giggled and shouted as they raced back to their homes. Then Beckham once again became silent as its older children started watching television.


I have never liked drinking in pubs but when I stayed with my wife in Beckham I always went out in the evenings and drank alone in the Red Lion. I found it such a strain to sit and watch television while Cressida did housework far into the night. Once Mary Rose had gone to sleep Cressida instantly started boiling up our sheets and towels in a frighteningly large iron pot that reminded me of a witch’s cauldron. As the cottage was so small and our kitchen directly adjoined the living room the steam from the pot would come drifting in to where I was sitting and sometimes it gave me the sensation that I was being boiled alive with our household linen.


‘I think I will just go down to the pub and pick up some cigarettes and see what’s going on there,’ I would say to my wife.


‘Have a nice time, dearest,’ Cressida would say as I left. She never made me feel that she resented being left alone, that she found it churlish that I never urged her to join me. She made it obvious she had not the slightest desire to come with me to the Red Lion. She only wanted to stay at home and look after our child.


Mary Rose was six years old and Cressida had never gone out in the evenings since the day she was born. I once suggested that she get a babysitter and her pale eyes stared at me with such horror I realized she saw my suggestion as demonic.


‘Leave a stranger in charge of a child!’ she said.


‘But if you found a nice reliable girl. If you found someone you could trust . . .’ My protests sounded increasingly feeble.


‘How can you ever trust a stranger?’ Cressida’s voice was husky with emotion. ‘How can one ever be certain that any stranger is reliable, deep down?’


I could never win if I disagreed with Cressida. I never tried to. I preferred to bow politely to her curious logic.


I could sometimes spend the whole day in her company and I often got the uneasy feeling that we were both together in the dark. It was as if I could feel my wife’s presence without being able to see her. I was always intensely aware of her presence. She was so disconcertingly kind without warmth. She was so self-sacrificing and undemanding and yet so stubbornly preoccupied with her own concerns.


As I said, the cottage was ill-lit even in the daytime, but when the natural light failed Cressida did her best to make the living room seem less gloomy. She switched on all the lamps and fed the log fire until the whole room was illuminated by the glorious flicker of its orange and scarlet flames. Yet despite the light of the lamps, and the fire, and the colour television, my feeling that we were both in darkness persisted.


Sometimes I tried to examine my wife when she was busy with some household task and I found myself squinting like someone in a darkroom who tries to make out an image in the negative of a photograph. I could just see she was beautiful but I couldn’t see it plainly. My wife’s blondness was ghostly. She was close to being an albino without having the white-lashed sickly rabbit-look that is the curse of many albinos. Cressida never dyed her hair but it had a salt-bleached brilliance like the hair of children on beaches. She made no effort to show off its silky beauty. She dragged it back behind her ears and pinned it in a bun as if it was something she wished to get rid of. She never wore any make-up. She had no interest in wearing pretty clothes. She wore jeans and plain brown shirts in the summer, and in the winter she wore jeans and plain brown shirts and heavy brown sweaters. Although Cressida was not in the least vain and took no trouble with her appearance she was still considered good looking. In the Red Lion people sometimes came up to me and said they had seen my beautiful wife taking a walk with my little girl. It always startled me when they said this since I had this unpleasant feeling she was shrouded in darkness. And yet I knew all too well that she had delicate features which looked as if they had been carved out of white marble. She had a slender and elegant figure. Her pale aquamarine eyes with their faraway trance-like stares were striking. She had a strained and melancholy expression as if she was nursing a secret sorrow and this gave her face an added mystery.


I have always had an aversion to cats. I accept that many people consider them to be beautiful animals but I remain blind to their beauty. I feel only disgust if some cat rubs itself against my leg – jumps on to my lap. I particularly dislike to stay in any house that has a cat that goes roaming around at night once all the lights are out. Cats move with such delicacy, perambulating too softly on their padded feline feet. Often only the tiniest squeak or rustle betrays their presence, yet their ceaseless nocturnal activity fills me with nervous alarm.


My wife in broad daylight gave me that same feeling of ill-ease. Cressida was always on the move. She did this. She did that. She went from the larder to the kitchen, from the kitchen to the guest room, then back to the room she shared with Mary Rose. She moved with delicacy and grace. Her constant motion had superficial purpose. But what was she thinking about?


When she shortened Mary Rose’s gymslip and the jarring whir of her sewing machine broke the silence in the cottage, could she be as totally absorbed by her task as she appeared to be? When she knelt beside my daughter’s bed and dabbed away at the rug which had a dark patch where Mary Rose had spilt a glass of Ribena, could all Cressida’s energies and intelligence really be concentrated on the removal of that blackcurrant stain?


Although my wife took impeccable care of my clothes when I stayed with her and buttons were sewn on my suits and my shirts were washed and pressed and starched every day, although my socks were darned and I was cosseted and indulged and only the most politely expressed disagreements marred our conjugal harmony, I had the feeling that I ceased to exist for my wife the very moment I left her cottage. She never asked me any questions about my life in London. She appeared to have no curiosity as to whom I saw there. She showed not the slightest interest in my work. She never telephoned me when I was in the city. About every ten days I rang her up. I asked her how she was. I inquired about Mary Rose. Cressida would then be polite but also quite curt. She always seemed anxious to cut short our conversation. She said she disliked talking to me long distance for she hated to feel she was wasting my money. If I told her I would not be able to see her for several weeks Cressida sounded disappointed, but again only very slightly disappointed. ‘Well, I expect we shall see you sometime.’ That was all Cressida ever said.


I used to wonder if my wife’s excessive devotion to my comforts when I was staying under her roof sprang from her belief that as the perfect mother to Mary Rose it was her duty to let the child see her father treated with an exemplary and loving concern. I suspected that once I went to London and Mary Rose ceased to be a witness to the good-wifely role her mother enacted entirely for her benefit, I ceased to have the slightest value for my wife.


Cressida had always been curiously reticent about her own childhood. The pupils of her beautiful eyes shrank and she became evasive to the point of irritability whenever I questioned her about her parents, who were apparently both alive and living in Devonshire. As far as I knew she had never contacted them either by letter or by telephone. One Christmas I suggested she invite them to stay with her in Beckham. I said they might like to see their grandchild. My suggestion, although apparently genial and disinterested, had a secret selfish motivation. If Cressida’s parents were to come to visit her there would not be enough room in the cottage for me to stay as well and I could then feel absolved of any guilty feeling that I ought to spend Christmas with my wife and Mary Rose. When I made the suggestion Cressida shook her blonde head with a jerk of uncharacteristic violence. ‘My family can get along without me. And I can get along without them. I’m not a person who has ever needed company at Christmas or at any other time. The only family I care about is right here with me in Beckham.’ I had no feeling that she included me in the family that she cared about – I knew she was referring only to Mary Rose.


Although I preferred to go to the pub rather than to remain in imaginary darkness with my wife, I never had a particularly enjoyable time once I got there. The Red Lion had a memorably vulgar decor. Its scarlet brothel-like walls had been festooned with brass warming-pans, studded horse collars and ancient ships’ lanterns in an attempt to give it ‘atmosphere’, while its chromium bar was lit by the horrible sickly tubes of greenish fluorescent lighting that one sees in many modern offices. It was Beckham’s most popular pub and it was therefore both over-heated and over-crowded and I usually found it impossible to find a seat.


I would stand by the bar looking sour and supercilious as I listened to the hearty guffaws of the stockbrokers, farmers and land agents who became increasingly red-faced and convivial as they consumed round after round of beer and spirits. It was the loudness of their laughter that mystified me. I wondered if they really found their own jokes as funny as they wanted to make it sound. Alcohol has never made me laugh. It tends to make me increasingly silent and morose. I therefore half envied, half resented, these men who found it easy to be so noisily amused.


Over the years I had visited the Red Lion quite frequently and I recognized a lot of the people who went there, but I had never managed to make any friends. I usually got into a desultory conversation with the landlord. He was an ex-army sergeant with a gingery handlebar moustache and intensely reactionary views. He would ask me how my wife was – how my little daughter was . . . ‘She’s very well . . . She’s very well . . .’ It was all like that.


Standing by the bar I picked up meaningless snippets of gossip. Someone’s daughter had just got married . . . Someone else’s brother-in-law was planning to respray his car . . . My eyes streamed as the pub filled with cigarette smoke. I was jostled. Beer was slopped on me. I heard complaints about the shocking price of brussels sprouts, more complaints about the price of petrol, it’s all those bloody Arabs.’


Although the Red Lion ‘regulars’ enjoyed moaning about the rise of prices I was both puzzled and irrationally irritated by the way that the village of Beckham seemed to have retained an anachronistic prosperity in defiance of inflation and the national crisis and decline.


In the paranoid mood that came over me whenever I drank in the Red Lion’s rowdy saloon bar I got the impression that almost everyone in the village had recently acquired either a microwave oven or the most expensive kind of modern freezer so that not one carrot or raspberry from their gardens would go to waste next summer. An astonishing number of families were planning to re-thatch the roofs of their ancient cottages despite the ever-rising cost of fire insurance. I noticed too that of the many cars that were parked outside the pub it was rare to see an old model. A couple of new bakeries were opening up near the village green just when I would have expected the existing bakery to be closing. The Red Lion itself, like the rest of the village, appeared to have put the clock back so successfully that it existed in an old-fashioned never-never land where, seemingly untouched by the nation’s financial predicament, its landlord still planned to build on a restaurant annexe where steaks would be served for lunch and dinner.


The evening that Maureen Sutton vanished from her house on the council estate Cressida started to become restless and peculiar. She seemed unable to concentrate on her ironing in her usual single-minded way. She continually left the living-room and climbed the ladder staircase that led to the bedroom she shared with Mary Rose. She then returned to the living room where she kept turning the knob of the television as if desperately searching for some special channel, then, failing to find it, she went up again to see my sleeping daughter.


‘What’s the matter?’ I asked her. ‘Is Mary Rose feeling ill or something? Why do you keep going up to see her?’


‘Mary Rose is asleep. She is safe in her bed.’


‘You seem upset,’ I said.


‘Of course I’m upset,’ Cressida answered. ‘I can’t bear to think of that little girl missing from her home. And the council estate is right near here.’


The council estate was certainly very near to our cottage. Although quick-growing trees had been planted in order to hide it, if you stood on Beckham’s well-tended green the fringes of its garish public-lavatory brick could be seen only too easily. When I went to the Red Lion I often heard it referred to as the ‘eye-sore’. Cressida gave a fastidious little shudder of revulsion whenever it was mentioned. When I took Mary Rose out for a walk, I was always irritated by the way she implored me not to take the child anywhere near the council estate. She behaved as if it was inhabited by ravening wolves who were waiting to leap on our daughter and devour her limb by limb.


Cressida loved Beckham for its immaculate daintiness. She loved it because water could still be drawn from its ancient well, because a weed was rarely to be seen on any of its tiny lawns. This made her feel she was bringing up our child in a decent community which still retained a proper respect for motherhood and property. She romanticized the past. She believed that everything had been better – once. It is common for people to dread the idea of change but I think that Cressida dreaded it more than most. She was comforted by the sight of the well-preserved little houses of Beckham because they provided her with tangible proof that certain things can survive the erosions of time and remain relatively unscathed.


Cressida saw the council estate as a threat. As I had never liked Beckham I couldn’t care if it had been disfigured by the massive housing development that had been built on its outskirts. I felt there was something smug and tiresome in the way my wife deplored its existence. It was her exaggerated horror of it that made me feel perversely relieved that in the form of the council estate the modern world had arrived at Beckham’s picture postcard gates, that it had arrived over-populated, poor and ill-planned with television sets with aerials that no one attempted to hide – aerials that stretched out their wiry arms as if in desperation they were seeking help from the sky.


‘Why should they have bothered to report that that little girl is missing on the news?’ Cressida asked me.


‘Maybe they couldn’t find anything more interesting to report?’


‘You know that has to be nonsense, Rowan.’ She spoke with unusual sharpness. ‘You only have to read the newspapers to realize there is no shortage of horrible news. Just read about India, about Africa, about the Middle East. Read about Ulster, that provides enough atrocious news in itself. Just read about anywhere . . .’


‘I don’t know what point you’re trying to make.’ I felt suddenly very tired. I only wanted to go to bed. I was longing to get back to London the next day.


‘I’m trying to say that I feel certain the police must think something very serious has happened to that little girl.’


‘I think you are reacting somewhat over-dramatically to the whole thing,’ I said. ‘Children are always disappearing from their homes and naturally the parents get very upset. The police are informed. Everyone starts to get in a big panic. The event gets into the newspapers – it even gets reported on the news. Then the missing child is found playing in the house of a school friend or something quite harmless like that.’


Cressida gave an impatient shrug. She held her lips tightly compressed as if she was trying to restrain herself from making some rude retort. Once again she climbed our terrible ladder staircase and I could hear her agitated footsteps through the ceiling as she moved around the bedroom where Mary Rose slept.


When she returned to the living room she said that our sleeping daughter looked so innocent she was like an angel. Cressida still appeared to be very tense and her pale eyes looked rather wild, and Mary Rose’s angelic appearance didn’t seem to have cheered her as much as I expected it to.


Out of politeness I said I wanted to go up to take a look at our child. I hoped my gesture would please Cressida but she hardly seemed to take it in. She turned on the television and said she wished to God she could get the news.


Having offered to look at Mary Rose sleeping, I went up to her room. Her bed was next to her mother’s. Both beds looked equally small and for the first time I was struck by the fact that Cressida always slept in a child’s bed.


Mary Rose was lying on her back with her mouth open. Her tiny stick-like arms were outstretched as if she was being crucified. She looked adenoidal and from time to time she moved her head restlessly as if she was having a bad dream.


When I went downstairs Cressida had started ironing again. I told her that I agreed with her, Mary Rose looked like a sleeping angel.


‘That other child probably looked innocent too,’ Cressida said grimly.


‘Please don’t work yourself up about that child,’ I said. ‘I think the whole thing has upset you because she lives so near – if you heard some child in Cumberland was missing from her home, you wouldn’t be all that interested.’


‘You are quite wrong.’ Cressida stopped ironing. She looked wildly agitated and her pupils had shrunk and her eyes were like bits of aquamarine glass. There was something menacing in the way she held the steam iron.


‘You are quite wrong,’ she repeated. ‘Even if I heard some child in Cumberland was missing it would haunt me. I wouldn’t be able to stop thinking about all the ghastly things the child’s mother must be going through.’


‘I’m sure this one will turn up,’ I said. ‘Children often disappear and then they turn up safe and sound.’


‘Sometimes they don’t,’ Cressida said. She started to fold her damp sheets. ‘Sometimes they don’t turn up safe and sound.’
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