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Happy the man whom the truth instructs not through passing words and figures but in its own self, just as it is. Our opinions are often mistaken and our vision dim. What is the point of much hair splitting about the recondite and the obscure, our ignorance of which will not even be mentioned in the judgement?

Thomas à Kempis



PROLOGUE


SPLISH, SPLASH I can hear the sound of quiet waves. The water heaving gently and the mewling of seagulls. A HOT summer on the beach.

Someone took the shawl and someone gave it back. There are strange courtesies in this place and more tolerance than I could ever have believed, just as there are features of my own behaviour I could never have believed either. Although I do have a certain status, I have had to give up any illusion of being in control, and I have to limit talking, making this a substitute. It is my chance to rationalize. At least I’m alone in my own room.

My father taught me a command of words but being articulate can be treacherous. There is always the point when one might say too much. If I told them everything, they would hear a noise of words, but they would not listen. I see their point entirely; I can’t even find it in myself to resent it. Why should anyone listen when guilt makes us produce such a tissue of lies? Whatever we say in here is far more likely to be lies than truth. We are bound to lie; it is almost a duty, to avoid the tyranny of conscience. But we rarely steal. Someone brought back my shawl and I felt absurdly blessed. When I talk, I talk about nothing as if I were at a party, minding my manners.

I miss the sea most of all, which is a terrible reflection when I think about it. I should miss the children most. I should have been far more exclusive in my affections in order to be a better mother. There are no excuses; only guilt, but I do, I do …

Miss the sea, most of all …

Francesca Margaret Chisholm



CHAPTER ONE


SOMEONE should have advised him against a February arrival. He knew what winter was like at home; cold and sharp and dry, manageable even in eight degrees below, but somehow he had not associated an English coastline with any notion of a serious chill. She had never described it like that. There had been mention of bonfires and brisk walks; of a breeze stinging the eyes when admiring the sea from the battlements of a castle, descriptions augmented by a memory of Dickens and picture postcards suggesting a modest covering of snow or a comfortable blanket of fog outside, all cleverly orchestrated for no other purpose than to make the fireside welcoming and the hot toast delicious. The sort of kindly cold which was a home designer’s asset, purely to act as a contrast to a comfortable room.

Outside the station, the wind tore at his coat like a mauling dog. The rain skittered in the eddies of wind to scratch at his face and hat. His suitcase was ballast, lifting from his shoulder and leading him in a sideways sloping sprint across the carpark. It defied the mild sense of triumph he had felt in alighting from the train at all, beating the challenge of the antiquated door as the carriage lurched to a halt in front of a sign so obscure he could scarcely read it. WARBLING, a name like a dowdy bird. Doctor Henry Evans, poetry-loving scientist, with impeccable transatlantic credientials and comfortable North American lifestyle, felt himself unfairly fooled by the weather and did not enjoy the sensation of being outwitted. He congratulated himself briefly at the same time for that level of preparation which was his own hallmark. He had purchased a map; he had listened carefully to telephone instructions and he knew precisely where he was going.

Rain, spitting at him with renewed vigour. You can’t miss it, squire. Straight down the road by the station until you reach the sea; turn left. Big hotel, squire. Nelson stayed there long before they built the pier. Henry had enjoyed the train, dirty though it was. At least he could open the window and breathe. He hated to be inside those capsules of transport where he had no control.

And he craved his first sight of the sea. His was a land-locked heart, in love with gentle ocean sounds. He could see it in his mind’s eye, calm and dark, moody with moonlight and full of inspiration. The shops on his route were small and, in the shuttered darkness, less than quaint. He noticed a deserted cinema with posters of films he thought he might have seen a decade since, a forlorn wine bar with single occupant, the closed premises of a post office apparently doubling as a pharmacy and a florist’s without flowers, but apart from a couple of illuminated signs, the only significant lights were the Belisha beacons where the road dipped into a pedestrian crossing before rising towards the sea. The yellow globes winked at a lone woman who waited as if needing some extra sign which would give her licence to cross an empty road. She was followed at a distance by a big, black dog, which did not seem to belong. Henry nodded and said hi. There was no response, reminding him of another feature about the natives he had encountered so far. They were not so much rude as preoccupied at any given time. They would not ignore the outstretched hand if you waved it right in front of their faces, but any gesture not initiated by themselves required repetition before gaining acknowledgement. They were not unfriendly, he decided bravely, simply undemonstrative and destined to lead him into a deliberate and useful heartiness through the means of their natural reserve. You have to learn to come out of your shell, Henry. No one else is going to winkle you out. He was trying to remember what a winkle was.

The road which had dipped by the crossing rose to meet the seafront and its attendant sounds. He had forgotten the mad gust of the station carpark on his way thus far, relatively sheltered from the wind and the rain which struck him now with a series of staggering punches so hard and mean he yelled and grabbed at a railing. The shout was shoved down his throat in a lungful of icy air; the wind struck at his arm; the railing was sticky wet to the touch. As he staggered back into a doorway, his nose collided with the glass and he was suddenly eye to eye with another poster on the far side, depicting ice cream piled high in a fluted glass, topped with a cherry and set against a summer blue background. The wind howled round his head; he was glad of the hat and while on another kind of day he might have laughed at the ice-cream poster for its sheer incongruity, the wind was pummelling his back. The sea was an insane chorus of animal roars, followed by the vicious hiss of angry water clawing at stones, clattering and snarling in frustration; then the next crash, boom, hiss, a battle of sibilant fury, counterpoised by the deep bass of echo.

Henry pulled down the hat, levered himself out of the doorway remembering the directions. Turn left; he had done that. Cross the road; he would do that now. He saw the dog again, maybe a different dog, trotting along the opposite pavement. You can’t miss it, squire, only building this side of the road. Nelson stayed here. He remembered his own frisson of excitement at the mere idea of staying in a place where Nelson had stayed with Lady Hamilton, no less. He could visualize a hip bath in the middle of the room, a screen with strewn clothing, the lady déshabillé, the hero reclining on a chaise-longue with his glass of port, replete with conquests. Thick curtains, blocking the moon … The wind had a fit of kindness and propelled him across the road, unscathed. The sky was luminous; spray hit his face. The bulk of the hotel loomed before him, unlit and forbidding and as he drew nearer, other sounds began to compete. Voices shouting, machinery humming.

There was candlelight in the reception area, lulling him into a sense of welcome. He sighed with relief; then the alien nature of the noise and the intensity of the draught chilled him again. A massive desk was the only furniture, old and solid above a rich red carpet which squelched beneath his feet like a claret-coloured bog. He stepped forward carefully, the weight of his case suddenly unbearable. There was a bar down those stairs, described in the brochure as a select venue with views of the English Channel, currently occupied by persons wearing rubber boots, sloshing through inches of water. One man detached himself from the rest, waded towards the narrow passage where Henry stood and proffered the pile of cushions he carried. It seemed an odd kind of offering.

‘Get out of the way, will you? What do you want?’

‘I have a reservation …’

‘You want a room? In here? Oh, that’s rich, you know, really it is. There’s someone wants a room!’ he shouted back down the stairs, to the sound of answering laughter.

‘The Nelson suite, in fact,’ Henry said apologetically. The sound of breaking glass came from beyond the stairs and the din of the sea seemed closer still. The man’s laugh choked on itself. There was a whiff of whisky on his breath, but nothing else about his face to show he was anything other than distressingly sober.

‘Haven’t you ever seen a fucking flood? Come back next week.’

‘My suitcase … my room …’

‘Next week.’

‘But where should I go?’

As he spoke, Henry felt he was reciting the most regular and plaintive line of his life. Jet lag was no excuse. He knew he had uttered these words many times before and he sounded, to his own ears, demanding and childish. He should be doing something – rolling up his sleeves, responding to the situation, making himself if not useful, at least acceptable – but he was suddenly overcome with exhaustion, rocked with a cataclysmic disappointment. For twenty years he had postponed a visit to romantic England and he did not want disillusion now. He wanted his own optimism, weakened in the long reaches of the night, tested in that damn train with its vandalized toilets, further damaged by a town which was shut at eight in the evening, for Chrissakes, deafened by the racket of that poisonous-looking sea. And wet feet and a suitcase with a life of its own, getting heavier by the minute but unputdownable on this filthy damp floor … how could he help? This was the end of the line and it was he who needed help.

‘Where could I go?’

‘Oh, for God’s sake, anywhere but here.’ The man brushed him forward. Henry could not move. He was weighted by feet which seemed to have grown larger and heavier and he knew he was wearing his mulish face. The man pushed past him and squelched his way to the desk.

‘Here, hold the bloody torch, will you?’

‘The what?’

‘The torch, you cretin.’

‘Oh, you mean the flashlight. Sure.’

A torch was something which carried flame. It illuminated a barbecue on summer evenings and was an emblem of peace in the Olympics. He held the flashlight while the man leafed through an address book, his movements radiating irritation.

‘Probably all full. Too late, you were the last. Ah yes, of course. Wait a minute …’ There was a gleam of malice in the eyes, caught in the flash. Henry felt himself intensely disliked and bridled at the unfairness of it. The man was eyeing his coat. He should have smiled himself, commiserated, done something, cracked a joke. A clever, diplomatic person would do that.

‘There’s only one place for you. And that hat,’ the man added,

snapping the book shut and shoving Henry towards the door. ‘The House of Enchantment. Lovely place,’ he added in a voice rich with irony.

‘The what?’

‘The House of Enchantment. That’s what they call it. Look, you aren’t prejudiced, are you? Homophobic or worried about ghosts or anything like that? It’ll do fine.’ This time, he was pushing Henry, hard. ‘Go right. Follow the seafront for about a hundred yards. No 196 and a half. Keep left and keep counting. You can’t miss it, squire. Princess Di might have stayed there. All we ever had was fucking Nelson.’

Henry and his suitcase were back on the road. He pulled up the collar of his jacket. It was a special jacket, soft grey leather with plenty of pockets, lined with fur, an understated piece of casual luxury and he was glad of its warmth. He turned left and walked on the seaward side. On his right, the sea growled and crawled and boomed. On the other side of the road, he could make out the irregular contours of houses, some dark, some illuminated, all impervious to the weather and the carnage inside the hotel. The patent indifference of those lit windows was oddly comforting. The suitcase, weighed less by clothes than the vitamins, minerals and therapies he found so vital to his health, felt like an ungainly rock bouncing sharply against his back. His hat (deerstalker with flaps, Sherlock Holmes style, purchased in a hunting store and sartorially ridiculous anywhere else) suddenly left his head like a bird in flight and he watched by a streetlight as it flung itself into the waves and danced for a split second in the foam. There was nothing he could do about the hat. The beach was steep, the waves high and he was cold to his bones. It was only a hat; he could not even keep a hat and the hat seemed an emblem of his own ineptitude. He was lost.

The contours of a huge wall loomed on one side. There were no houses along here. He passed the wall and the houses resumed. She would have called them higgledy-piggledy. He counted slowly, eighty-one, eighty-two, eighty-three, before the numbers reverted to fifty. He attempted to whistle to forestall the ignominy of tears, tasting salt on his lips. He had come all this way to find a woman and that made him five times the fool.

The House of Enchantment stood on a corner at the highest point of the road facing the sea. The room was elegantly, if heavily furnished. The only touch of modernity was the TV screen, which showed a series of silent, summer images. Peter Piper sat in an armchair inside the bay window of the first floor sitting room, holding the dog in his lap and pointing out features of the seascape, namely the crests of the retreating waves and lights in the distance. ‘Now look there, Senta, that one’s probably some kind of tanker. It isn’t the lightship. Love the way it’s all lit up, like a Christmas tree, don’t you? Static, ain’t it? My, oh my, they must be pleased to see land. Might make them think they could swim for shore. I bet they’re wishing they were right here, with us, instead of out there, with them. Do you think we’ll ever get anything to eat? Tim’s being a horribly long time with it. A man could die before he gets any food round here.’ He fondled the soft fur of the dog’s ears. ‘One more, dearest, only one more.’

He took a walnut from a dish and Senta took the nut from his fingers, daintily. She held it between her paws, cracked the shell with her teeth, delicately, and consumed the fragments of kernel with a precision which amazed him. ‘One of these days,’ Peter said, fondly, ‘you’ll be able to sweep up the pieces, too. We used to get Harry to do that, didn’t we? Make him exercise his hands, poor darling Harry.’ He got up to stoke the fire with a log and several chunks of old wooden flooring. It seemed wasteful to put such good wood on a fire, but it was free from the skip and anything they could gather or garnish for nothing was used. Scavenging was an art form, a challenge, an integral part of the way they lived. The fire spluttered. There was always that crucial point in the tending of a fire: the making of the decision to refuel it, lower the temperature, heft the fuel. Part of the discipline. ‘By ritual, so shall you live,’ Peter murmured to the dog, handing her another walnut. ‘I’m so glad you’re alive. I’m so glad there’s no one else here but ourselves. Who cares about money?’

He went downstairs. The dog followed. Condensation dripped from the landing window; he pulled his cardigan across his chest. Rooms were warm enough; stairwells and corridors were freezing; contrast was good for health. He must remember to put hot bricks in the beds. House bricks hidden inside envelopes of fur, constructed from an ancient coat of his mother’s, were an invention of which he was particularly proud. They were also perfectly true to the spirit of the age in which they wished to live, and unlike the conventional hot water bottle, did not leak.

There was a long, rather grand flight of stairs from the first floor to the ground. The dining room was to the left of it, lit with a fire. From the kitchen beyond, traversed by another chilly corridor, there drifted the smell of curry. The table was set with a white linen cloth; three places laid this evening, he noticed. Sometimes Timothy went mad and laid it up with crystal and silver for five or six, and Peter knew they would be eating the excess of the meal in another form the following day, but tonight his deference to either ghosts or other guests was limited to one, placed to the left of an artful arrangement of twigs and leaves in front of the seat nearest the fire. They always ate in style: Tim insisted. Food, he said, was far too important to treat with disrespect. There had been a tricky spell when Tim had been determined to raise a pig and a few chickens in the back garden. Considerations of neighbourly relations had prevailed, but he still nurtured hopes of raising an ostrich. At least a month’s supply of low-fat meat. If we had livestock, we would have to hide them, Peter had murmured, and I do so hate deceit, don’t you? It might be feasible to keep an ostrich indoors in a house of four floors, to say nothing of the cellar. A house which was ideal either for hiding people or leaving them in perfect peace, and that included the paying guests. Once they were up in the attics and the second floor, no one would know they were there, but Peter said an ostrich would make a noise on the stairs.

Or interfere with privacy. Timothy adored the guests, but he did tend to go over the top in his concern for their comfort. He believed that anyone who came to the door arrived by divine intervention. Peter never liked to mention it, but he had the strange feeling that some of them thought they were not so much being made at home as seduced, and that would create entirely the wrong impression. They were there because they were needed.

Tim’s evening apparel varied according to whim and whichever of his motley collection of charity shop clothes was clean at the moment. It was part of the rituals governing their lives that clothes were changed before dinner, although this did not mean that evening dress as such was de rigueur. It simply had to be something that had not been worn all day and it could never be shorts or a swimsuit, even if they intended to bathe after dining in the height of summer in the sorts of temperatures currently difficult to imagine. Peter had donned the tweed suit which almost fitted over his ample chest, with an unbuttoned shirt beneath, revealing the least colourful of his tattoos, the ensemble complete with pristine white socks and training shoes. Timothy, in celebration of a vaguely Eastern style of meal, wore a heavy cotton jellaba which swept around his ankles and to save himself from tripping over its voluminous length, the folds were hitched in at the waist with braided yellow furnishing cord, bright against the scarlet of the cloth. With his slender height and hooked nose, he looked like a misplaced cardinal. Homemade bread and salad was placed on the table; spinach leaves, Peter noticed with salivating approval, in sufficient quantity for a small army. Then the doorbell rang.

Clanged, to be more precise. It was an old school bell attached to a spring, activated by a prominent, salt-rusted handle pulled from the outside. The oldest devices were the best. Peter eyed the empty place setting at the table, beamed approval to Timothy, who tutted in response and consulted the watch hanging round his neck.

‘He’s cutting it a bit fine, isn’t he? It’s eight-thirty already and I’m starved. Supposing he wants a bath first?’

‘Well, he can’t have one, can he? The food won’t wait.’

The House of Enchantment was the one Henry could see, standing out from the others as he walked towards it, prominent because it had pointed turrets on the roof, like something out of a fairy tale. The details were obscured in darkness, which was some kind of mercy, because he was already thinking, trying as best he could to distract himself from heavy feet, a foreboding, the ever present sense of being a fool after all, and a mounting depression which boomed inside his skull to the same tune as the waves. He was struggling for composure and counting the numbers of the houses, gazing at the front doors as he passed and imagining what something with such a name would look like. He knew as soon as the turrets loomed into view that he didn’t want it to be that one. He wanted something more homely, looking as if it were made of gingerbread, big enough to accommodate a landlady who might serve hot soup, as a minimal compensation for being frustrated in an attempt to dwell in a suite where Nelson might have dallied with Lady Hamilton. A little bit of conventional kindness would go a long way. He could feel tears gathering behind his eyes again, decided it did not matter if he cried. The rain had pasted his hair to his head; he was showered with spray. Julius Caesar was supposed to have landed somewhere near here. He could not think for the life of him why an Italian would bother.

What a house. Painted black, as far as he could tell, with a studded door two steps up from the street. Another fear assailed him as he yanked at a handle marked BELL. Supposing there was no room here, either? Don’t think of it. Go back to that station, back on to that slow, slow train. Dover was next. Go to France. Go. He had always maintained an option to retreat. There was the sound of a bell clanging, followed by furious barking.

The door heaved open with a creak. A vision stood before him, head to toe in scarlet, smiling but slightly impatient, like someone interrupted at an important task and too polite to mention it.

‘Oh, come in, come in, come in. Foul out there, but better presently, oh yes. Come in.’

The door closed behind him with a thud. He was propelled to the newel post of steep stairs leading upwards for ever and ever in a rising tide of polished mahogany, the hallway extending way back to foreign regions, tapestries on the walls and gas lamps in sconces, flickering, and an appetizing set of smells. The priestly vision was helping him off with his coat, tutting at the rain on it, admiring the texture; the suitcase was lifted from his shoulder. Before he had uttered a word, he was handed a towel for his hair, his tears, whatever it was that soaked him last and he felt suddenly weightless.

‘We have to eat now, or it spoils. I mean now. Have the seat by the fire and take your shoes off, I would. This way. Timothy, pour the wine.’

More gas lamps in here, a fire warming his back. The wine was purple, glinting through heavy crystal. He remembered to raise to each companion in turn before swallowing. Christ, that was good. The bread passed on to his sideplate was nutty and warm; the salad stung the palate with an aftertaste of pepper; the plate was whisked away. There were two elegant tureens in the centre of the tablecloth; he gazed at the rising steam, drunk on the smells. Tweed suit and cardinal helped him to food as if he was a baby unable to help himself, murmuring encouragement.

‘Plain rice, I’m afraid. Always better with hot food, we find. Have plenty.’ He did. After a second helping, interrupted by minimal conversation, ‘Have you come far? America. Oh yes, that far. Is it warmer there? No. Don’t mind if Senta sniffs round your ankles, do you?’

‘No. I have a dog at home.’

That last remark, slurred through a mouthful, was a lie dictated by politeness. He did not have a dog; he did not have anything he would like to have except sufficient money, but he had always wanted a dog and did not want to cause offence. The lie was a way to be accepted. He had noticed the dog in passing, a sweet little puppyish brindled sheepdog which was given the same food at the same time but led off to eat in a separate corner out of a separate bowl, for which mercies he was grateful. Plates, dishes, tureens disappeared as miraculously as they were presented. Henry could not remember if names had been exchanged. Yes. Timothy. Peter. Henry. Weird. No last names, no mention of payment. Tomorrow would do.

‘So why are you here, Henry?’

‘Oh … Me? I’m a pharmacist. Work, but that’s not really why I’m here. I like castles, I guess. I don’t know why I’m here. Been all over the world, but never to England. My father died, I needed a change of scene and …’ Those tears were back, pressing against the back of his eyeballs, just when he was almost dry all over. He tried to get his toasted feet back into his shoes; he felt for his handkerchief and could not find it.

‘You need sleep, Henry. Loads of it. You can’t talk now. Come along.’

He was bemused, unnaturally obedient. He could have been led upstairs to a masochistic brothel for all he cared, although such a thought did not enter his mind. Henry did not have that kind of imagination. There seemed to be a mountain of stairs. A swish of the cardinal’s cloak, an attic room, reached only when he was out of breath. One of them was carrying his suitcase, the other his shoes and the leather jacket bought for the journey, both men chattering explanations like soft-voiced starlings.

‘… Afraid the only bath is at the back of the kitchen … we’ll leave the lights on … Water hot again, soon.’

‘… the loo’s on the landing … your loo, that is … Peter, you forgot the bedside light ah, there it is …’

‘Towels are here … you switch off the electric fire over there. We’ll make you a proper one tomorrow.’

The fire defied his own notion of antiquity. Two electric bars glowing like parallel fireflies, creating a patch of warmth extending towards the bed but not quite reaching it. And such a bed. Not large, not even a queen size, but high off the ground; if he fell out of that in the night, he could break a leg. Henry’s tired eyes noticed the series of bedspreads which were strewn over it, greens and blues with the shimmer of silk, giving the bare room its only opulence. His companions fussed a little more and then retreated. It was as if the whole of the world retreated with them and the silence they left behind was quite complete.

You can’t talk now. The words held an echo. When would he ever be able to talk? He had been unable to talk freely for more years than he could remember, or not the kind of talking which was communicating. He never quite knew what to say, except to his father. All these years of saying little, as if he had some kind of impediment that made him incapable of expressing what his brain was telling him to say. A kind of scold’s bridle, the curse of the shy man. He liked the easily opened window; he liked the bedspreads, stroked them, and despite the chill of the room, he was suddenly intensely grateful to be in it. It occurred to him that he had been churlish to these two bizarre men; that he had failed to express or even to feel gratitude for the fact that they had so obviously responded in double quick time to a call from the flooded hotel, and that he ought to feel grateful also to the man who had made the call enabling his hosts to be so charmingly ready to receive him. And then, as he peeled off his clothes and tried to remember where on the way up the stairs was the bathroom, deciding everything could wait until daylight, everything, including judgement, he realized the man from the hotel would never have phoned, would have forgotten his existence as soon as he was out the door … Nothing mattered.

Dressed in his underwear and his now dry socks, shivering, but only a little, he moved to the window. The moon shone on the water in a calm, silver pathway. The sea looked as if it was trying to efface itself, nibbling at the pebbles of the beach with discreet, foamy bites which teased the shore, eating at it with the quiet determination of the dog with her separate bowl of food. The whole of it had a poetic tranquillity, a normality he found reassuring and enough to suppress the conclusion that none of this was normal, or anything like. He looked at the door of the room, suddenly and irrationally afraid that he had been locked in. He did not know why he should begin to imagine such a thing and experimenting with the quiet latch showed him he was wrong. An eccentric household was all. Nothing here to worry a stout heart. He took off his socks, got into the bed, relishing cool linen sheets and heavyweight blankets. He wanted to be pressed into sleep, ironed into unconsciousness, but just as he stretched to feel the parameters of the high bed, his feet touched warm fur, and he screamed. There was an animal in here.

Henry flung back the covers and roared towards the door. There was silence from the landings below; he looked down the open stairwell and saw light. Foolish to scream at some cat. What was he, a child? He held the bedside lamp aloft like a weapon, and examined what it was his feet had found. ‘Get outta here,’ he ordered. The thing did not move. He touched it tentatively, then grabbed it angrily. He needed this bed. The fur was hot; a sick animal. Then he felt the contours of a brick, picked it up, turned it over. A brick in a pocket of fur. Ingenious. He got back into bed and twiddled his toes against it. Began to doze.

Woke with the moonlight in his eyes and his armpits sticky, convinced yet again that the fur at his feet was alive. Hearing her laugh at him and tell him there was nothing to be afraid of. Wide awake now, with a sudden urge to take a shower, trying to remember what either the cardinal or the tweed suit and tattoos had said about showers. There wasn’t one; there was a bath, next the kitchen. He was hot; his passion for hygiene had been subsumed by exhaustion and now he felt dirty. He put the socks back on, took a towel and set off to explore.

Down, down down … Looking towards the gaslight in the hall, he stopped on the third landing, arrested by sound. There was the lightest possible patter of feet, coming from a room he had not seen. The figure, tall but slight with a mass of pale hair, stood on the landing below, indecisive for a matter of seconds, paused as if the last flight was just too much, then slid down the final banisters in a flurry of white gown. There was an almost imperceptible thump in the landing. The figure blew on both her hands, flexed her fingers briefly and disappeared.

Henry’s warm feet had taken root in the spot. He seemed to have stood where he was for an hour, while the feet grew cold again, before he continued down the stairs, clutching his towel, rubbing his eyes with it, trying to dispel the illusion of what he had thought he had seen.

There was a fine Indian shawl draped over the newel post. It was incredibly soft to the touch, as soft as the fur in his bed. It could have been Francesca’s shawl; the one he had given her. Or the one at the bottom of his suitcase he had bought as a gift. From the depths of the house, he could hear the sound of running water and singing. Feeling awkward, Henry Evans went back to bed.

The fur was still warm. He moved it level with his heart.

Don’t talk now.

It is always warm in here. As warm as a hospital, or a baby’s bedroom. I always loved children, which seems a trite thing for a teacher to say. Before he died, my father discouraged teaching as a choice of career because he said it would wreck my perception of childish innocence and stop me from being able to play. I was preparing to follow his advice (I usually did and he was usually right) when he died. I’ve been yearning for his advice ever since. It seems so short a step from being the one who was given the wise advice to being the one who is relied upon to provide it.

I wonder what he would think of me now, and I think I know. We all hark back to childhood here; it is consistently and often accurately blamed for everything. Not in my case, except insofar as it gave me the burning ambition to provide for other children the same sort of security that was given to me.

We would sit by the window, my cousin and I, attempting to learn verse. There are things worse than learning verse, my father said. Harry might not have been able to do that; he liked the sea and he wanted to learn to fish. I tried to teach him nursery rhymes, the old-fashioned, meaningless kind, because I love things which do not change, like the sea.



There was an old woman who swallowed a spider

That wriggled and wriggled and wriggled inside her;

She swallowed the spider to catch the fly,

I don’t know why she swallowed the fly.

Perhaps she’ll die.





Nursery rhymes make me think of birthday teas and I must not. I’ve been warned that anniversaries are dangerous; they loosen the tongue with grief. And this is supposed to be a record of my thoughts, to prove that I can still think of other things. I must NOT venture into facts.

FMC



CHAPTER TWO




He first deceased; she for a little tried

To live without him, liked it not and died.





HENRY woke with these words being muttered to him from a far distance of memory. A very compact poem, but one which moved him unbearably. He tried to see if it would work the other way round; she first deceased, etc., but it did not. The sounds which confused him, along with the words he could have sworn he heard whispered in his ear, were those of a cacophony of seagulls and the irregular heartbeat of the sea, echoing through his room, dragging on the shingle in a series of sighs, drawing him towards the window.

The window stood out from the roof in a small bay made for one, angled against the slope of a turret, so that when he stood inside the frame of it, he felt part of the sky. The gulls wheeled round his head, quarrelling and screaming so close that he ducked automatically, convinced it was he who angered them. There was a streak of guano on the glass, blurring the sight of the watery sun. It was paler than pale egg yolk, opaque, almost no colour at all. He lived with such artificial colours, the bright primaries of packaging and pills, colours made for noticing and remembering. Not like this. Cloud moved across the egg yolk sun. The sea itself was too vast to contemplate; the horizon melted into mist. Henry looked down towards the ground. It was not nearly as far away as he felt it was.

There was greater comfort in looking down than looking up. The vastness of sea and sky made him feel small, while the activity on the ground made him feel human. There was a jogger in a red fleece, varying the muscles deployed in his exercise by jogging backwards on the broad pavement opposite the House of Enchantment, flanking the sea. The jogger stopped moving, breathed deeply, hands on hips for a second while he surveyed the sea before stretching his legs, placing them one at a time on the low wall of the parapet and bending his torso towards his thigh. Good boy, Henry applauded. A woman with a posse of chattering children and a baby in a pram passed by the jogger, oblivious to anything but her own amiable instructions. She slowed the pram to avoid a couple with two yapping dogs, one small and piebald, one large and tan, overexcited, pulling at the lead, dancing in tail-thrashing frenzy. The jogger continued his stretches. Another runner appeared from stage right. A child sat, waiting for a bus, hugging herself into her coat. A black dog was at the edge of the water, recovering a brown, crumpled object and worrying at it. Henry had the fleeting thought that the object might actually be his hat and hoped he was wrong. He felt a brief and inexplicable moment of happiness. There were people here, after all. A backwards-running jogger, guys keeping fit, that was normal. The dog owners chided their animals.

The dogs made him sentimental. He should not have lied about owning a dog, just to ingratiate himself. The black dog, tail blurred in movement, yapped and growled at the water’s edge, big, bold and secretly scared. Henry scratched his chest and smiled encouragement. When a big wave came in, the dog retreated, barking defiance. Know how you feel, buddy. We all have to bark, whether we mean it or not.

Then, from stage left, came a strange figure, walking so fast he could compete with the jogger. He was tall and thin and nothing seemed to fit, a suit and coat hanging from his frame like a series of scarves. Business attire, if you happened to be a funeral director, Henry thought; a rabbi on a bad day, some distraught unorthodox, orthodox Jew, smoking, talking to himself, looking at nothing but the inside of his own skull, forgetting in between furious drags on the cigarette that it was lit at all. How could anyone smoke in that breeze? His hair stood on end, black, like his clothing, the skin of his hands alabaster white. He strode past Henry’s line of vision, arms waving, cigarette unsteady, engaged in a debate with an invisible adversary, a client, a confessor, maybe mouthing words of admonition and advice, so earnest he was laughable. Henry smiled again, engrossed in the view; then sensed the presence of breath other than his own, misting the window. Someone standing level, closer than the seagulls.

‘One tends to spend a lot of time staring out of the window,’ Timothy was saying with a sigh, pointing at the figure below. ‘He’s barking mad, that man, but frightfully clever, you know. Where do you want me to put this?’

He was carrying a delicate tray of fragrant smells: coffee, sweet scented toast, a hint of silver pots under a large, stiff linen napkin. Henry had the irrelevant thought, hung over from a similar one of the night before, of how odd it was for a house to possess such fine crystal and silver, such elegant china cups and not have central heating. Speaking for himself, he might have sold it all and turned the proceeds into warmth. Timothy was dressed in heavy cords, boots, shirt, sweater and cardigan, relatively normal and a comforting contrast to the outfit of the night before, despite the yellow cap which was squashed on his head at a rakish angle. Behind him strolled Senta the dog, carrying a newspaper in her mouth which she dropped at Henry’s feet.

‘Oh, I didn’t expect breakfast. That’s nice of you. Should have been up sooner, I guess.’ He forced a laugh, suddenly full of the shyness from which exhaustion had preserved him the evening before.

‘It isn’t breakfast, it’s simply toast. Breakfast is another matter altogether, has to be ordered. Actually, it suits us quite well if the guest stays put until Peter’s sorted us out downstairs and done the fires, at least. Such a mess. We though we might go shopping after that. Would you like to come with us? We could, you know, sort of help you get your bearings.’

‘Is there a shower?’ Henry asked.

‘No, we told you, didn’t we? Only the bathroom behind the kitchen. Free at the minute and plenty of hot water. Eat the toast while it’s warm, won’t you?’

For a moment, Henry thought Tim would stand over him until he had eaten the toast and drunk the coffee, in the way of an anxious parent with a picky child. Or leave the dog to ensure cooperation, but Tim merely adjusted his cap and departed, holding the door for the dog to lead the way. Henry could hear him whistling until he reached the second landing, and then the sound died away.

He steeled himself for the journey down. Slightly breathless from the long climb back, Henry was reflecting that the room where he had just taken a shallow and hurried wash was probably the most archaic bathroom he had ever seen. A bath the size of a family coffin, taps equally grand, a washbasin of similarly vast proportions, plumbing which sounded like thunder, and an outside temperature reminiscent of the Arctic. He was left clean but hardly refreshed by the effort of buttoning his shirt with numb fingers. The action of choosing items from his suitcase (neatly folded cashmere sweaters, scientifically packed: Henry was meticulous about clothes) worried him. Did he really want to walk into town with these guys?

He sat on the high bed, buttoned his cuffs and thought about it. Told himself he wasn’t a homophobe, had nothing against gay guys, not really. He just didn’t happen to know any; they didn’t move in his kind of circles, or if they did, they didn’t shout about it and stuck to their own clubs. He did not quite know the code. All he knew was that he didn’t want to be counted as one; didn’t want to walk into this funny little town in the company of a pair of oddly dressed men and have people think he was of the same persuasion. Henry looked out of the window again. The road by the sea stretched into the distance, culminating in a crazy pier. He did not know which way was shops, could not remember his rehearsal of the map, or which way he had walked in the disorientating rain. He took a handful of pills from his enormous washbag, swallowed with a shudder.

Yes, he needed a guide. He was not in a state to be fussy, or to preserve an element of his own kind of snobbery; he needed to be led. Is that what it is, Henry? You are a snob, you know. He closed his eyes for the sound of her voice. Francesca Chisholm, with the cut glass British accent, talking about living in a castle and calling him a snob.

‘He first deceased; she for a little tried / To live without him, liked it not, and died,’ Maggie Chisholm recited.

That was not the way it was supposed to be, especially if the he in question was not actually dead. She, being an emancipated creature of the twenty-first century, might have pined for a bit, but then she would think of the compensations, such as freedom, and then she would get on with it. She would realize, after a while, that life was more than an emotional vacuum; that is what she would do. There would come a point when she stopped sitting in her rented room late at night writing him recriminatory letters which were always addressed to herself. She would never seek to rely on men and she would sink herself in her work. Only that, at the moment, was difficult.

This office where Maggie sat was remarkably free of comforts, which in the normal course of events she would not notice since comfort was not a priority, but in the cold lack of light of a February morning, a lumpy seat was no aid to concentration already impeded by just that tiny touch of hangover and the presence of a number of cardboard files which felt damp to the touch. In another era, she would have insisted on changing things, shouted or murmured disapproval, assumed an air of authority, whichever seemed appropriate to seek an improvement in her lot or the state of her chair, but this was not the place, or the time. She signed a letter with a flourish, wincing at the sight of the typing with the faint letters and the occasional misspelling, corrected by her own fair hand in the same blue as her signature. Margaret F. Hooper, her married name, used professionally, the signature sloping over the page towards the bottom left corner, as if it too, was on the run. That would do for now. Nobody would notice her absence for an hour. Part-time jobs were not important. She was killing time; she did not want to do anything that carried weight. What she really wanted at this point in her life was a lifelong contemplation of the sea, doing absolutely nothing.

Maggie lit a cigarette and watched the smoke rise and descend in an unequal battle with the cold air of the room. Bugger you, Philip; why did you leave me? Why, oh why, oh why?

He could have been a help, but now she had no choice. She would go to the pier. The sinking pier was good for the soul, because it was rotting. From start to end, it was the same length as the Titanic. She would shiver and chill and postpone awkward things, eat breakfast at the caff, back within the hour. She bolted from the back room to the front door, pulled it behind her with full force. It was a large door and the slam reverberated through the building, making her departure less than circumspect. She paused to wipe the brass plaque with the sleeve of her coat; the thing was a disgrace, but then, so was a door to a solicitor’s office which was so difficult to open and close in winter that it required the firm application of a boot or shoulder to deal with the warp. Not the kind of behaviour to be encouraged amongst the ranks of those in desperate search of legal advice, precisely the category she wished to avoid. Ten in the morning, the place far too populous for her liking; too many familiar faces in this street. She was born and raised in this town, escaped it, came back ignominiously and did not, at the moment, want to be acknowledged. By anyone.

*

The slam of the door caught his attention, briefly. Henry was delighted with the High Street. A butcher, a baker, a candlestick maker, Timothy was pointing out to him, a fishmonger, plus all those other things so useful to mankind, or perceived to be so, such as Dixons for televisions, a delicious shop for linens and a greengrocer with yellow milk and white, free-range eggs. In absolute pride of place in Tim’s eyes were the thrift shops, four or five of them, each described enthusiastically to Henry’s mystification, as if they were more important than anything else. Supermarkets? he muttered, not really familiar with the idea of anything else, and already, by the time it took to draw level with the slamming door, both charmed on the one hand by the row of disparate shops, puzzled by the thrift shops in particular and irritated with the time it took to get around them all. By the time they reached this point, Henry was giddy with gossip and information. The slow passage, with long commentary on the buildings, each fulsomely described down to the last occupant, was accompanied by bewildering pauses, when all he wanted to know was Does this street run parallel to the sea? Where is the castle where she lived? Where am I? How can I get back? He patted the map in the top pocket of his immaculate jacket. The map was difficult to detect but he needed to know it was there, reassure himself. He had, after all, come here to find himself, and even in his slightly disorientated state, suddenly wanted to be by himself. Again, he felt ill mannered. It was a cheerful, bustling street, a complete and reassuring contrast to the desolation of his limited view of the place the night before, and it was not raining, but still he was impatient.

‘And there’s the church,’ Timothy was saying, grabbing his arm and pointing out the obvious structure further down the road with an urgency which suggested it was about to fly away. ‘Well, one of the churches. There are rather a lot …’ They had drawn parallel with a narrow building on Henry’s right, dwarfed by its oversized front door and a tarnished brass plaque fixed to one side.

CHISHOLM, LAWTON AND COOPER, Commissioners for Oaths. It was the name CHISHOLM which caught his eye and held him transfixed, a reminder, as if he needed one, of his real purpose. Not the real purpose, he told himself angrily; not the real purpose at all; he was here to earn his living, to see a part of the world he only knew by proxy, to be a tourist, but all the same, the hidden agenda which had underpinned it all came up and slapped him when he saw the name.

‘What’s one of these?’ Henry said, stabbing a finger at the sign. ‘Commissioner for what?’

‘What? Oh, lawyers, to you, I suppose.’

Henry cleared his throat, which was suddenly constricted. ‘Are there a lot of people called Chisholm around here? I mean, is that a common kind of name?’ He was trying to sound as if the question was not urgent. Peter shook his head, in mid-flow.

‘A few of that name,’ he said cautiously.

‘I think I’ll just go in here.’

‘Why?’

Henry shrugged. Peter was offended, but his offence was minimal. He rallied and smiled brightly, ‘Well, don’t forget to take a walk on the pier, before you come home.’

Home? Did they think he was going to stay there? With that bathroom?

Peter and Timothy linked arms unselfconsciously and waved him on. Henry hesitated before he applied force to the handle on the door and went in. A pencilled sign, pinned to a wall, told him to bear left. He stood, uncertainly, wondering why he had done as he did, wishing he had rehearsed something to say, feeling a touch defensive. But lawyers were lawyers: there was no task a lawyer would not accept, however frivolous. They were the ones with the local and long distance knowledge, and as far as the lawyers Henry knew were concerned, the customer was always right. The client did not exist who was turned away, unless he had no money. Henry’s disorientation, which was becoming habitual, like that of someone wandering around with a mild dose of flu, increased as he stood there trying to decipher the source of a clack, clack, clack noise, interrupted by the ttring! of a bell.

He turned into a room lit by the window, the light penetrating on to the two tables, where two large females sat, hammering away on stand-up-and-beg ancient typewriters big enough to dwarf the size of their formidable bosoms. He had a dim memory of his father typing on one of these infernal machines when he was a child, putting into it the kind of manual effort which would be useful for mending a road. He looked on in amazement. The nearest woman, with a bleached frizz of hair and a comfortable face, stopped work and whipped off her spectacles.

‘Yessir. What can I do for you?’

It was a ratatat command, in tune with her neighbour’s continued typing, accompanied by a smile which informed him at once how she could strong-arm him out the door, or welcome him in, depending upon his own manners.

‘Could I speak to Mr Chisholm?’

‘Dead these fifty years, but if you’d like to see the current partner, I’ll see if I can raise him. Not from the dead himself, if you see what I mean. I’m sure he’s somewhere in the building. Maybe. Can I ask what it was about? Only Mr Chisholm’s substitute might not be the right man at all.’

‘I’d rather not say. It’s … kinda personal.’

She nodded, understandingly. The word divorce was mirrored in her eyes as she moved into the foyer and yelled into the cavern of the stairs. ‘Mr Burns!’ There was an answering, indeterminate echo. She nodded. ‘Have a seat in the waiting room. He’ll be out in a minute.’ She made it sound as if Mr Burns was unfortunately stuck on the toilet, and the length of time a client might wait before receiving the privilege of the great man’s attention was uncertain. All the same, Henry was grateful.

The room into which he was ushered seemed, in the harsh light of a central bulb scarcely concealed behind a paper shade, to consist more of metal than anything else. One side was occupied by three massive safes, balanced against each other, the one in the middle acting as prop to the two, slightly smaller versions of its iron-clad self, like ancient cousins in three-way conversation. They smelt metallic; they looked icy cold to the touch; they were two metres high, leaving a stretch of yellow wall between their heads and the yellower ceiling. The touch of green on the metal suggested the presence of something perishable inside. Henry turned away and looked for a chair.

Twelve chairs, he counted, ranged round the sides of the room not occupied by the volume of the safes, each of a different style, a couple made of plastic alone, two more which his untutored eye could see in a museum taking pride of place with their frayed, Georgian beauty, three of lesser, but refined Victorian vintage, despite the rotting forepaw of a leg here and there. The wooden floor dipped dramatically, nothing particularly clean or polished; his hand encountered a piece of extra-cold chewing gum on the underside of the seat he had chosen. He waited. The outside door slammed with the same shuddering reverberation which had drawn him towards it in the first place. The clack, clack clack of the typewriters went on, interrupted by a telephone and a burst of irritated speech. He waited. A head appeared round the doorway.
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