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1

The Picture

The last few miles of our journey took us through a region of fields of golden wheat, now being harvested as we drove past. The sky was golden too, ramparts of cumulus catching the late afternoon sun.

As we moved south the colours in the sky changed. Dark grey infused the clouds, and a corona of yellow light formed around their edges. A wind got up, bringing down a first handful of autumn leaves, and I could feel the vibration of distant thunder. That should not have been possible from inside a car, but I felt it all the same: a sense of huge charges of electricity building in the upper atmosphere, an intensity to the light where it gleamed between the darkening clouds. My perceptions had become so much sharper in the last few weeks; it was as if I was rediscovering the world.

I felt certain that a thunderstorm was coming, but it did not come that afternoon: it remained somewhere grumbling in distant valleys. It was late August and we had been invited to stay for a few days in a country house in Ireland. The house was an attractive example of the Georgian period, with large bay windows and walls covered in creeper, now turning from green to red. It stood in parkland of a hundred acres or so, and beyond the pastures lay dark woods on  every side. Behind the house, beyond the walled garden, were the remains of a tower house, roofless and ruined.

We had never been to the house before, and I did not know the owner very well. We were members of the same club in London. Somehow my wife and I had received an invitation to come and play golf on a well-known course not far from the house. Of course I accepted.

I had just finished dressing for dinner. While Elizabeth sat at a table, examining and adjusting her appearance with the help of a cheval mirror, I stood at the window and looked out. The room was at the front of the house and had a view of green pastures and mature trees: antique oaks and limes of great size and girth, their trunks gnarled by age. The leaves on the trees were just beginning to turn and the air was soft, but with that first chill of autumn that comes as the sun sinks lower in the sky. The threatening clouds had now lifted and the pale blue evening sky was streaked with pink, a promise of fine weather for the next day.

It was so quiet. The nearest main road was miles away. The house lay among woods and small rivers that drained into the larger valley where we were playing golf the next day. The fields of wheat that were being harvested as we had turned off the main road were some miles distant and the tractors and the combines we had seen on the way could not be heard. Around the house, the only sound was the cawing of rooks that fluttered into the sky - wheeling in strange patterns - before settling back into the branches again.

Elizabeth completed her preparations and then came and inspected me. With a look of dissatisfaction she adjusted my bow tie and flicked invisible dust from the lapels of my  smoking jacket. We set off down the corridor towards the great staircase that led to the ground floor.

As we walked I looked at the pictures out of idle curiosity. We had been in the house only for an hour or two and I had not had time to examine any of them yet. It is just a habit of mine: I know nothing about pictures, but I gaze at them all the same. They are windows into other worlds: if I stand in front of a seascape of a breezy foreshore, I can almost feel the wind on my face, the faint pinpricks of spray on the moving air. This house was full of pictures: scarcely an inch of wall space remained uncovered.

There was the usual collection of brown paintings, badly in need of cleaning or restoration; landscapes that suggested classical antiquity; one or two Venetian scenes; farther on, a few portraits of the owner’s ancestors, gloomy-looking men in black coats or frowning females clad in dresses of dark stuff. Large canvasses filled the spaces between elderly glass-fronted display cabinets containing dusty Dresden shepherdesses, but slightly lower down there was a smaller picture that caught my attention.

The painting was of an interior that showed a shadowed landing. On one side of the landing was an old linen press; its drawers and doors were clearly drawn. On the other side, the only object of note was a white marble statue of an angel, mounted on a column of black basalt. The angel’s wings were unfurled, as if it had just alighted in that position. Its chin was poised upon the palm of its hand, and one elbow was resting on its knee. The whole aspect of the angel was curious: it might have been weeping, or it might have been watchful, admonitory.

The landing ended in an archway that led to another landing, the vaguely sketched outlines of which receded into  the hinterland of the picture. This second landing was bathed in a silvery light, as if pictured by moonlight. If there were windows, the artist had not bothered to define them. One simply had an impression of a transition from darkness into light. Here, at this junction, was a female figure clad in a green dress. Whether it was a girl, or a woman, was hard to say. The artist may perhaps have been idle, or maybe it was a question of technique. The foreground of the picture was drawn with great precision and attention to detail: the bare floorboards of the landing denoting austerity, if not actual hard times; the faintly asymmetric linen chest suggesting its origins in the best sort of domestic cabinetmaking. The farther into the background the artist went, however, the less he appeared to care about detail. The female figure was merely sketched in and she was dark, so dark one could make out only the merest suggestion of a face, but she was surrounded by a nimbus of light. A mass of sombre colour behind her hinted at a large vase with a fan of branches in it. As I looked into the picture I could imagine the rustling of silk as the girl continued her walk along the landing towards the vantage point of the artist.

‘Darling, are you coming?’ asked Elizabeth, in the exasperated tone of someone who had taken nearly an hour to get changed for dinner while I had stood looking out of the window. She was waiting for me at the top of the staircase, reluctant to go down and meet these people we hardly knew without me beside her.

‘Just a minute,’ I replied. ‘There’s rather an odd picture here.’

There was a faint snort in reply, but she made no attempt to come and look, merely tapping her foot as she stood and waited.

I decided the figure was a girl, rather than a woman: there was something in the slim erectness of her posture that suggested a person not yet challenged by age or child-bearing; an undefeated attitude, I thought. Was she looking at the angel? The juxtaposition of the two figures was curious, even unsettling.

I decided to come back and take a look before breakfast the next morning, when maybe the light in the corridor would be stronger.

I straightened up and went to join my wife. We descended the stairs together in sedate silence.

 



Dinner was no worse than any other occasion when people who are more or less strangers meet for the first time. The usual game of who knew whom was played, quite successfully. The food and wine were good. The owner of the house was reserved, but at the same time had a natural courtesy. I decided I liked him; I had not seen enough of him on the occasions we had met before to form any clear opinion. Elizabeth and his wife got on all right, and the other couple were relaxed and talkative.

After dinner the owner took me out on to the gravel at the front of the house so that we could smoke our cigars without censure from our wives. The two of us stood together, puffing away in easy silence for most of the time. I complimented the owner on dinner, and on the wines, and received only the briefest of replies. Then I asked, ‘Have your family always lived here?’

This time my companion replied with some animation.

‘We have lived here for quite a while, in that old tower house, you know, and then we built this place when things appeared to be settling down. The old tower house was  built in 1560, and the new house was built in 1780, but the tower has rather fallen down, as you may have noticed. There has been a dwelling of some sort on the land for a lot longer than even the old house. There is an ancient burial mound in the woods.’

‘How fascinating ... and were you brought up here?’

‘Not at all. I inherited quite by chance. It should have gone to a cousin, but he died in a car accident, and so the house came to me. We’ve only lived here for ten years. But you’ve brought a dog with you?’

This non sequitur was caused by a sudden movement in the back of my car, as my old black Labrador woke up and looked out to see whether I was near by.

‘Yes. He loves coming everywhere with us. He’s too old to race around now, but he’s never happier than when he sits by the side of a river or follows me around on a golf course, when he’s allowed to.’

‘I quite agree,’ said the owner, ‘I always take one of our spaniels golfing or fishing with me. They’re such good company, aren’t they? But don’t leave him outside. There’s a clear sky and it will be a chilly night. He’ll be very stiff in the morning. Take him up to your bedroom if you like. I’m sure he’ll be much happier there. We’ve a spare dog basket we can lend you. Dogs rule this house, not people. He’s very welcome inside.’

After demurring for some time I finally agreed to his suggestion, and later, when the other couple had left and we were going to bed, I let Rupert out of the back of my old Range Rover, and walked him around the gravel a couple of times, then took him indoors. He sniffed the air as he entered the house, and paused for a second. But the owner’s spaniels had been shut up in the kitchen for the  night, and so Rupert eventually followed me up the great staircase. I turned right towards our bedroom, with Rupert padding at my heels. Then a strange thing happened. He froze. I turned to see why he was not beside me and saw that he was half crouching, as if threatened. His hackles were up, and a low, rumbling growl came from deep within him.

‘Come on, Rupert,’ I said. Some new smell had upset him, I supposed. It was not surprising in a house full of strange dogs. But Rupert would not come on.

Elizabeth appeared at the bedroom door, now clad in her silk dressing gown, and when she saw what the problem was, she came and spoke gently to Rupert. It made no difference. He would not move an inch.

Puzzled, I gave up. If he was not going to be happy in the house there seemed little point in dragging him into our bedroom. I took him back to the car and he scrambled in, his tail thumping once or twice as if to reassure me that he would be much better off out here.

At last I went to bed.

 



The next day was spent golfing. I played a very moderate game as my concentration had gone, and I felt I was not living up to my host’s expectations. Nevertheless, it was a beautiful soft day, and the outing was generally agreed to have been a success. There was some teasing about my poor form, which I took with a restrained smile, and I had to admit it was deserved. My mind had been wandering all day, as if new pathways were opening up inside my head. But outwardly I smiled, and laughed at the jokes.

It was late afternoon when we arrived back at the house, and tea was brought to the drawing room, where we were  all sitting. We were chatting about the day when a thought struck me and I stood up. ‘Do you mind if I go upstairs while it’s still light? I want to get a better look at that picture of the girl on the landing. I couldn’t make it out very well last night.’

The owner and his wife looked blank.

‘I’m not sure which picture you mean,’ he said, after a moment.

‘You know, the one with the girl standing looking at the marble angel. It’s hung quite low down.’

‘Oh, that one,’ said the owner’s wife. ‘It’s a funny little picture. We got it with the house. I keep meaning to put something a bit more cheerful there. But there’s no girl in it. It’s just a rather badly done interior, as far as I remember.’

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘I thought there was. I’d better go and have another look.’

I went upstairs, followed by the owner and Elizabeth. We bent and examined the picture. Now, in the light of day, I could see they were right. There was no human figure in the picture, only a mass of something - was it a shadow? a stain? a blemish in the canvas? - at the juncture of the two landings, where last night I had seen, or imagined, a girl standing. That was what had tricked my eye. As I straightened up I saw recent scratch marks in the varnish of the floorboards of the corridor. Beside them lay a few leaves from a rowan tree that must have blown in from somewhere. It looked as if Rupert had, quite literally, dug his toes in when he stopped here last night. Something had disturbed him.

 



That visit to Ireland was a while ago. I still remember the melancholy woods around the house, the flocks of rooks  fluttering among the trees, or wheeling in great arcs above the dewy pasture of the park. I can remember how I lay awake that night, unable for some reason to sleep, listening to the harsh screeching of an owl, perhaps in the ruined tower. A wind got up and the house creaked, as old houses do, and I imagined, half awake and half asleep, that people were passing up and down the corridor outside. I looked at my bedside travel clock and saw that it was two in the morning. I willed myself to ignore the sounds of the strange house. I fell into uneasy dreams, while Elizabeth breathed steadily beside me, sound asleep. Just before dawn I sank into a deeper slumber, and awoke later than I had intended. We had to rush to catch the ferry back to England.
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There Was Something Different about Michael

The morning we returned home from our golfing trip - it was too short to be called a holiday - I had enormous trouble waking Michael up. It was as if he had taken a sleeping pill, maybe several. I had to poke him and even then he lay back on the pillow again, his eyes unfocused, muttering incoherently about dreams.

If there’s one thing I can’t stand, it is listening to other people talk about their dreams. You know, ‘and then I was standing on a roundabout and there was a number fourteen bus coming straight for me, only it wasn’t a number fourteen bus, it was a big yellow fire engine’. Dreams are rubbish thrown out by the brain, and should be treated as such.

I finally made Michael understand that we were late for breakfast, and had a ferry to catch. We managed to get up, packed and downstairs, where we had a quick cup of coffee with the people we were staying with. They were very nice; well, he was. The awful thing is, I can’t remember their names any more. He was one of Michael’s club friends, which means nothing to me. Why should shared membership of a club, which probably has a thousand members, mean that you have anything else in common? But that was typical of Michael. He unquestioningly assumed that every other  member of Grouchers was a kindred spirit, which, of course, most of them were very far from being. We had been on some very odd visits to some very odd people which had all started with Michael saying something like, ‘The Smiths have asked us shooting. I’ve accepted. I’ve heard it is a very good partridge shoot. You haven’t met James Smith, but you’ll like him, I’m sure.’ Then I would be dragged off to some dreadful old pile filled with the most ghastly people, to spend a day trudging across ploughed fields up to my ankles in mud. Afterwards we would return home without me having formed any clear impression of who our hosts actually were.

So, the Irish visit was probably better than most. It had been a comfortable house, full of rather pretty furniture, and the wine and food had been good. I liked the people more than most and when we said goodbye I even asked them to come one day and stalk at Beinn Caorrun. What a joke! I hated going to Beinn Caorrun.

On the journey back from Ireland, I began to feel that there was something different about Michael. I first noticed it on our way to the ferry terminal at Rosslare. But what it was that I had noticed I couldn’t exactly define.

‘Why do you keep looking at me?’ he asked, after another sideways glance from me.

‘No special reason,’ I said. Then, ‘Are you feeling all right?’

‘Of course I’m feeling all right,’ he said rather snappishly. ‘Don’t I look all right? Is there a spot on the end of my nose?’

There was no spot. He looked paler than usual, otherwise he appeared as he always did: an untidy mop of prematurely grey hair on top of an angular face with a long, aquiline  nose and a good chin. He had grey eyes, to go with his prematurely grey hair, which were now directed at me in a not very friendly glance. He was wearing a grey cable-knit jersey over scruffy brown corduroys. This was the way he always dressed when he wasn’t fishing, or golfing, or shooting, or stalking - activities that took up most of his free time.

‘You haven’t shaved very carefully this morning,’ I said.

‘If that’s what’s bothering you, then all I can say is that I am deeply sorry,’ said Michael. ‘I will try to do better in future.’

I could see we might be on our way to having one of our rows. They used to come out of nowhere, like a squall on a summer’s day, about once a month, but lately their frequency had been increasing. So I said nothing. It’s not a good idea to have a row in a car. You can’t walk out of the room and slam the door when the room is travelling at seventy miles an hour.

I’m making it sound as if we had an unhappy marriage. That’s not true. It was what my mother used to call a ‘workable’ marriage. When I married Michael she warned me not to expect too much.

‘These men with too much money and not enough to do can be very self-centred,’ she told me. ‘I hope you didn’t choose him just for his money.’

I didn’t choose Michael for his money; not only for his money. I met him at a dinner party about ten years ago, when I was in my early twenties; well, my mid-twenties. Michael was sitting on my left. The man on my right was the host, Peter Robinson, whose wife Mary had been my best friend since school days. I chatted to Peter through the starter and halfway through the main course, rather dry  roast pheasant with gravy that tasted like dishwater. Mary is one of the sweetest people I know, but you don’t go to her dinner parties for the cooking. I don’t normally remember food unless it is very good indeed, but I remember everything about that night, when my life began to change.

I decided I ought to turn my head in the opposite direction towards my neighbour, who was sitting in silence while the girl on his left was listening to a joke being told by someone across the table.

‘So what do you do with yourself when you’re not at one of Peter’s parties?’ I asked in a bright voice, after we had reintroduced ourselves.

‘Do?’ he asked, as if I had accused him of being a drug dealer. ‘I don’t do anything.’

This was not a promising start, but Peter was now busy talking to the girl on his right, so I was stuck.

‘You must do something?’ I repeated.

‘Must I?’ he said. Then suddenly his face creased into the most charming smile. ‘People keep telling me that.’

‘You seriously do have to do something,’ I told him. ‘Otherwise how on earth do you get through your day?’

‘I manage my affairs,’ he said, still smiling. ‘They aren’t very interesting, but managed they must be.’

This was hard work.

‘Do you live in London?’ I asked.

‘Some of the time,’ he said. I thought he was going to stop there, in which case I would probably have to pretend to faint, or run screaming from the room. Then he added, ‘But I live in Scotland some of the time too, in Perthshire.’

‘That sounds very nice,’ I said encouragingly.

‘It is. It’s God’s country.’

‘What do you do up there?’

‘I look after things. We have some land ... and things to look after. What about you? You obviously expect everyone to be busy, so I imagine you are?’

‘I work for a woman’s magazine,’ I said, and told him the name.

We talked for a while about life on magazines, and the London property market, which is mostly what I write about. I had only recently started my career as a journalist, and already lived in weekly fear of being sacked by Celia, my capricious editor. My neighbour made an impressive effort to appear interested, and I decided my first reading of him as a Triple A star bore might have been a bit harsh. Then Peter made all his guests do a manoeuvre, which normally I hate, but on this occasion I was grateful for. The men stood up and moved two places to their left and I found myself sitting beside someone different for the pudding course.

After dinner, the men stayed behind in the dining room with a decanter of port, and I sat with Mary and the other girls in the drawing room. I managed to get a quick briefing on the guests I hadn’t met before. The second man I had sat next to I already knew from a previous evening at Peter and Mary’s flat, so I asked instead about the first one.

‘Michael Gascoigne?’ Mary said. ‘I saw you struggling a bit.’

She smiled and I said apologetically, ‘Was it that obvious?’

‘No, but I know what he’s like. He’s really very nice if you get to know him.’

‘What does he do?’ I queried. ‘He was very offhand when I asked him.’

‘He’s embarrassed because he really doesn’t do anything at all, and in London everyone does something. That’s why  he lives most of the time up in Perthshire. His family owns some land up there. There are a lot of trees, some sheep and deer, and I think he may have a few holiday cottages as well. Then there’s the house. It’s a very cold place. I’ve been there with Peter and I nearly died of damp and hypothermia. He mopes about up there, looks after his holiday lets and changes the light bulbs when they pop; generally keeps the show on the road. I think he gets an income from that.’

‘And he has a flat in London?’

‘Yes, near Baker Street. Peter’s just put him up for membership of Grouchers, so he must be thinking about spending more time in town.’

‘What’s Grouchers?’ I asked.

‘It’s a very pompous men’s club that Peter goes to when he’s fed up with me.’

Then the men came into the drawing room and that was the end of that.

I thought no more about Michael that night, and by the next morning he had almost faded from my memory. Nevertheless, when I bumped into him outside Selfridges after work a week later, I recognised him almost at once. The first thing I saw was a tall, stooped man in an old waxed jacket and scruffy cords being tugged along the pavement by a black Labrador puppy. The man, even more than the dog, looked so out of place and un-London-like that he caught my attention, and then I recognised him.

He did not recognise me. I heard him say, ‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ as the puppy wound the lead, one of those extendable affairs, around a lamp-post. He started to untangle the dog. I could have walked straight past and almost did, but for some reason I stopped. I don’t know why. There was  something rather hopeless and vulnerable in the sight of such a big man being towed around by such a small dog. I put a hand on his arm and said, ‘Hello. Do you remember me?’

He straightened up and looked at me, then smiled.

‘It’s Elizabeth, isn’t it?’

‘That’s clever of you.’

‘Not at all. I enjoyed meeting you. This is Rupert.’

The puppy, already quite well grown, jumped up and put muddy paws on my skirt.

‘Oh, I’m so sorry,’ said Michael. ‘Get down, Rupert.’

‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘It’ll brush off.’

‘At least let me pay for the dry cleaning,’ he said, ‘or let me buy you a cup of tea? He looked at his watch. ‘Or how about a glass of wine? It’s after six.’

‘It gets better,’ I said. ‘I’ll go for the glass of wine.’

That is how I started seeing Michael Gascoigne. He was probably the least exciting man I had ever gone out with, yet, after a while, it was as if there had never been anyone else. He was very solid and dependable. I soon learned that whatever Michael said he would do, he did. He never boasted, or told an untruth, or made a promise he could not keep. He was the most utterly reliable man I had ever met, contrasting vividly with two or three hopeless boyfriends and indeed my own father, who had sauntered out of the family home when I was sixteen to go off with a girl half his age and live in the South of France. Yet there was a melancholy quality to Michael, a sense of bewilderment about him, as if at some point in his life something had happened to him that he didn’t quite understand. Sometimes I noticed a strained, puzzled look in his  eyes which made me feel sorry for him, and want to look after him.

I also learned that Michael was nowhere near as idle as he pretended to be. His mother had died when he was sixteen, his father five years later. (That was rather a tragic story: his father had been caught out in a snowstorm on Beinn Caorrun, the family mountain, and had never been found.) Since Michael had inherited at the age of twenty-one, he had been acting as his own factor, running the estate in Perthshire that had been in his family for the last hundred years or more. At the foot of the mountain is a valley through which the River Gala runs, and along its banks there were a good number of cottages, which had once housed foresters and shepherds and other estate workers. These Michael had done up and let out as holiday cottages. Then there were several hundred acres of forestry, and a bit of trout fishing on the hill lochs; and stalking, which Michael mostly let, although he kept a couple of weeks for himself and his friends, as it had always been a passion of his. All in all, the income from Beinn Caorrun had kept Michael comfortably off since he inherited it, and even marrying me did not cramp his style too much. But then he was never very extravagant in the first place.

Caorrun Lodge was another matter. It was ghastly, and I wouldn’t go there unless I absolutely had to. Michael refused to spend a penny on it, and it was as close to falling down as a house could be while still standing.

When I told my mother that Michael had proposed to me she raised an eyebrow. She had met him by then, of course.

‘He won’t set the world on fire,’ she said. It was one of my mother’s favourite phrases.

‘I don’t think the world needs to be set on fire,’ I said mildly. ‘Michael’s all right as he is.’

My mother searched in her handbag and extracted her cigarette holder and a packet of cigarettes. She stuck a cigarette in one end of the holder and lit it with a small gold Dunhill lighter. The smell of Turkish tobacco filled the air as my mother exhaled, arching her eyebrows to emphasise her resemblance to someone in a play by Noël Coward.

‘You won’t be poor, at any rate,’ she said. ‘I knew the parents a long time ago. They were very dull and very rich. I dare say Michael has inherited some money as well as his Scottish place.’

‘That’s not why I’m marrying him,’ I said, blushing. My mother saw my blushes and smiled, but spared me further comment. After all, while I was (more or less) independent from a financial point of view, my mother herself depended on a very erratic alimony payment and a trickle of dividends from some shares my grandfather had left her. It would be a relief for her to take me off her worry list.

‘And you’ll be marrying the dog, as well.’

‘I adore Rupert,’ I said. I was on more certain ground there. My mother leaned back in her armchair and drew on her cigarette again. Through the wreaths of smoke she looked at me. This time the brittle tone of voice that was customary to her was gone, and she spoke gently.

‘You don’t really love him, do you?’

She meant Michael, not Rupert.

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘Mummy, I wish you wouldn’t ask me about such things.’

‘It’s something parents tend to do,’ she said. I could see, without her needing to say anything, that she was thinking not of me, but of her own marriage, which had once been  full of promise yet ended in desertion. She sighed.

‘I suppose you’ll be happy enough.’

‘Michael will look after me,’ I said confidently. ‘And I’ll look after him. It’ll work out, Mummy.’

 



I was not quite sure myself why I had accepted Michael’s proposal of marriage. It had taken me by surprise when it came. I had thought, if I had ever thought about it at all, that my affair with Michael would one day just fade away. He would forget to ring me, or I would forget to ring him, and that would be the end of it. Sometimes I thought that our relationship was like lying in a warm bath; it is very agreeable for a while, but when the water cools down you have to make an effort and climb out.

The evening that Michael proposed to me he had asked me out to dinner at the Italian restaurant just around the corner from his flat. We had been there several times before, and they knew us. The food was average, but the people were friendly and knew what we liked. At some point in the evening, Michael refilled my glass of wine, and then raised his own and said, ‘To us.’

This was rather theatrical for Michael, so I raised my eyebrows. ‘And what is the occasion?’

He put his glass down and said, very seriously, ‘You know, since my father went missing, I’ve been an orphan. I need someone to look after me, Elizabeth.’

I went rigid. He couldn’t, could he? He wouldn’t, would he? What the hell would I say if he proposed?

‘Oh dear, put like that, you probably do need looking after,’ I said, or some such rubbish.

His face assumed a contorted look as one hand dived into his trouser pocket. Men can be so clumsy. I hoped he might  be about to sneeze, and was looking for his handkerchief, but out came a small blue leather box. He put it down carefully on the table, then opened it. We both stared at the ring inside. It was a rock, a seriously large diamond in a pearl setting.

‘It was my mother’s,’ he said. ‘Thank God she wasn’t wearing it when she drowned.’

Michael had mentioned his mother’s accident before but had never gone into actual details of how either of his parents had died. Now did not seem like the time.

‘Elizabeth,’ he said, looking straight at me, with his steadfast, boring look. There was no mistaking it now. My past started racing through my head.

‘Elizabeth, will you marry me?’ he asked.

Time slowed down. On the one hand, could I really face spending the next forty or fifty years with a man whose idea of an adrenalin rush was playing bridge at his club? On the other hand, Michael was kind. He would, I felt sure, never mistreat me or betray me, or wander out of my life with a girl half his age as my father had done. And he was well off. How well off I did not know, but there was evidence of real wealth in his life: the pair of guns he had inherited from his father which he once told me were insured for fifty thousand pounds; the ring in front of me, with its enormous diamond; the estate up in Perthshire which I had not seen at that point. My own life was precarious enough. I didn’t need to get married yet. I was still young - although several of my friends had already married. I had a job that I had a love-hate relationship with, but it was anything but secure; people were fired in my office for turning up at work in the same coloured dress as Celia. One’s subconscious mind, however, makes all the real decisions and I must have  weighed all this up a good while ago, for it took me only a moment or two to answer, even if it felt like days.

‘Yes, Michael,’ I said. ‘I’d love to marry you.’

He beamed all over his face and leaned across to kiss me. There was a burst of cheering from the Italian waiters who were clearly in the know, and then one of them came forward with a huge bouquet of white and crimson roses which had been hidden behind the bar. Suddenly everyone in the restaurant was laughing and talking, swept up in the occasion, and Michael was even laughing out loud.

Yes, I thought to myself, I’ll probably be happy enough with Michael.

 



I had hoped that my father, for once in his life, would make some gesture of recognition that I was his daughter, and come back to England for the wedding. He did at least write, which was something. My mother read the letter out loud, as we sat around the table in her kitchen. I did not trust myself to speak after I had opened the letter, so I scanned it quickly and then handed it to her.

‘“Darling Betty,”’ my mother read, ‘“I was so pleased to hear that you are at last about to be wed. I remember John and Mary Gascoigne quite well, although I am not sure I have ever met Michael. He was never on parade when I encountered them, which was usually racing somewhere. The parents were very rich and rather dreary, so you are probably getting the best part of the bargain by not having living in-laws. I am sure Michael has turned out to be an excellent fellow, my darling Betty, otherwise you wouldn’t be marrying him, would you? Sadly the date you kindly mentioned when your dear old Pa was to have given you away is not free. We have asked the Billancourts down from  Paris to stay that week and I simply won’t be able to get away.”’

Here my mother raised her head and actually snorted with annoyance. The Billancourts were the parents of Marie-Claire, the girl my father had run off with, and her parents were about the same age as my father.

‘“I will of course be thinking of you and I hope the enclosed cheque will be useful when you come to set up home. Your loving Pa.”’

A cheque for one thousand francs had fluttered out of the envelope and lay upon the table.

‘Well,’ said my mother when she had read this, ‘Your father is running true to form, I suppose. I never really thought he would come. Don’t cry, darling, he’s not worth it. You might be able to get a few coffee mugs for the kitchen with the money.’

‘I’m not crying,’ I said, angrily wiping away a tear.

 



In the end, Henry Newark gave me away. He was one of my mother’s grander friends, and as my only other living male relative, Robert Fenham, my mother’s brother, had Alzheimer’s, we had to ask someone from outside the family. Henry was, I think, bemused by the request, but he was a kind man and enjoyed parties, so he accepted. The wedding was held in the church of Stanton St Mary, a pretty medieval building in Cotswold stone, and afterwards the reception was given in a marquee in what my mother called the Park, a rough paddock of a few acres that lay to the south of the house beyond a ha-ha.

My mother’s house was her family home, inherited from her parents and was a charming, if not particularly large, dwelling of six bedrooms or so, which might once have been  a farmhouse. Now it was what estate agents call a ‘gent’s res’, with a dining room and a drawing room and a small study-cum-sitting room where my mother actually spent most of her time. Outside was a stable block built around a cobbled courtyard although the ponies had disappeared the week my father left all those years ago, and the stalls were now used as potting sheds. On the west side of the house was a small garden surrounded by herbaceous borders, and then the paddock on the far side of the ha-ha; a strip of coppiced beech wood marked the boundary.

The house stood on the edge of Stanton St Mary, suggesting a squierarchical detachment from the rest of the village which my mother relished, although by no means did she have the income to support such aspirations. Stanton St Mary was a quiet village, surrounded by mournful water meadows often covered in low mist. A small tributary of the Severn wound its way around the edges of the village. Today the paddock was brightened by the presence of a large marquee and, as I looked out of my bedroom window, I could see that the caterer’s van had already arrived.

‘Come on, darling!’ called my mother from the foot of the stairs. ‘You mustn’t be late for your own wedding.’

The truth was, that that morning I was having a bad attack of second thoughts. Perhaps everyone does on such occasions. I had spent a long time, between three in the morning and breakfast, wondering why on earth I was marrying a man I hardly knew, despite having been in a relationship with him for several months. It hadn’t occurred to me to wonder why I knew so little about him, why he appeared to be without family or without friends other than fellow members of Grouchers, the club he had recently become a member of. There had even been times when I  wondered whether there was not something wrong with Michael; quite badly wrong. From time to time he would retreat into a mood that seemed very like a dull kind of despair, as if life were altogether too much for him. When those fits overcame him, I wasn’t sure whether I could stand being with him for the rest of the day, let alone the rest of my life. But then the mood would pass and he would be almost normal again; almost. We didn’t laugh a lot together, though. I wasn’t at all sure that, if for some reason Michael himself failed to turn up at the church, I would really mind that much, once the initial embarrassment was over. I almost hoped he wouldn’t. What would we do with ourselves for the next fifty years or so?

But Michael would turn up. That much I did know about him. He always turned up if he said he was going to.

Henry Newark was there at the entrance to the church, resplendent in his grey morning suit, and when we marched down the aisle together Michael, who was waiting in front of the altar with Peter Robinson standing next to him, turned to look at me. Then his whole face lit up in the most brilliant smile I had ever seen and, for a moment at least, everything was all right.

 



It was after the wedding that something odd happened. The reception in the marquee was in full swing, the speeches were over and everyone was enjoying themselves and making a lot of noise. The guests were an odd mixture of my friends, quite numerous, my mother’s friends, almost as many, a few of what my mother called ‘the locals’ from the village, and a very sparse scattering of members of Grouchers and their wives. This last group, invited by Michael, huddled together in a corner, looking over their shoulders with disdain at the  other guests, and clearly wondered why on earth they had got caught up in this rout. They were Michael’s ‘friends’; of his family, there was none. The whole mixture was being entertained by a really dreadful string quartet my mother had insisted on hiring, who were sawing away at Mozart’s Hundred Greatest Hits in one corner of the marquee.

Michael and I had slipped away to the house to change into our going-away clothes. For some inexplicable reason, I was downstairs first. I stood in the hall and saw, through the front door, which was open, that someone had parked a Land Rover in the yard. Then a tall, grey-haired man came out of the kitchen.

‘Oh, I’m sorry if I startled you. I was looking for Michael. You must be Elizabeth.’

He was wearing an old tweed suit, and was not in any way dressed for a wedding reception. He had a full head of crinkly grey hair and a strong face that looked as if its owner spent a good deal of time out of doors.

‘I’m Alex Grant,’ he said. ‘I’m an old friend of Michael’s parents. The family doctor from Glen Gala. I’ve been staying with friends in Oxfordshire, who told me that you and Michael were getting married today. Wonderful news. I hope you don’t mind me dropping in like this, but I had to come and congratulate you both and drop off my wedding present. I’ve left it on the kitchen table. It’s not something I would trust to the post.’

Alex Grant? I had never heard his name before and felt sure he was not on the invitation list. So this man must be a gatecrasher. He was a very polite gatecrasher, although I would have preferred it if he had not kept on staring at me.

‘Thank you very much,’ I said, not knowing what else to say.

‘And how is Michael?’ he asked. ‘He must be a very happy man today.’

‘Michael is very well,’ I said. ‘He should be downstairs in a moment. I don’t know what’s keeping him.’

Alex Grant glanced in the direction of the staircase and then said, in a lower voice, ‘I’m glad to hear it. I haven’t heard anything from him, or from Stephen Gunnerton, for quite a while, so I assumed that everything had settled down. And when I heard he was getting married, I couldn’t have been more delighted by the news.’

I didn’t know what to make of this. Who was Stephen Gunnerton? What, or who, had settled down? I felt I had to say something.

‘Thank you,’ I replied. ‘Michael will be down in a minute. Why don’t you go across to the tent and get yourself something to drink? We’ll come over in a moment and say hello properly.’

‘Oh, I don’t think I will,’ he said. ‘I’m not really dressed for a wedding, and I daren’t have anything to drink as I have to drive back to Oxfordshire in a minute; I mustn’t abandon my friends for too long.’

I wished Michael would come downstairs. What on earth could he be doing for all this time? Then Michael did appear and when he saw Alex Grant he stood stock still.

‘Hello, Michael,’ said Alex Grant. ‘I hope you don’t mind me looking in unexpectedly like this - I was staying nearby and thought I would come and say hello.’

‘Hello, Dr Grant,’ said Michael slowly. He did not smile. ‘I am very well. How are you?’

Michael’s voice was at its most wooden, as if he were really a cleverly constructed automaton. For a moment, although it felt like half an hour, the two men looked at  each other. It was very strange: I felt as if some unspoken communication passed between them, an acknowledgement of something unsaid. Then Alex Grant looked at his watch and shook his head.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘I mustn’t keep you from your guests. Elizabeth, I’m delighted to have met you, and I hope you will look me up when you come to Glen Gala. Michael, many congratulations on your ... on your new life.’

Then he was gone, and a moment later I heard the sound of the Land Rover as it drove out of the yard.

I looked at Michael. His face was expressionless.

‘Who was that?’ I asked.

‘Our local GP up in Perthshire,’ said Michael. ‘I should have asked him, I suppose. He was a very good friend of my parents. I forgot.’

‘He brought us a present,’ I said. ‘That was nice of him. He left it in the kitchen.’

In the kitchen, unencumbered by wrapping paper, was a rather beautiful antique crystal decanter, with a card propped against it bearing the inscription: ‘To Elizabeth and Michael’.

I showed the present to Michael.

‘Isn’t it lovely?’ I said. ‘You can keep your whisky in it.’

Michael glanced at the decanter without comment. Then he steered me out of the house and together we walked back to the marquee to say our goodbyes.

 



So, we were married, and Michael, Rupert and I began our life at number 2, Helmsdale Mansions, not far from Baker Street. Despite my not infrequent doubts, I knew I had done the right thing in saying yes to Michael. There was something different about him: some quality, like a placid river at night  whose dark and even surface is suddenly ruffled by a breeze and turns quicksilver in the moonlight. He was solid, dependable, steady and respectable: all those things. Dull as ditchwater might be another way of putting it, only he wasn’t dull: just when you thought he was going to be, there was that smile, which made him look years younger than he pretended to be; or an unconscious flash of poetry in his language; or that far-off look, as if he were trying to remember a dream he had. He was, I soon realised, a very intelligent man who read widely and thought deeply; but as he never told anyone what he was reading or what he was thinking about, people tended to write him off as a bore.

But he never did anything out of the ordinary. Instead his life became ever more a matter of routine. Perhaps I had not noticed before we were married how Michael always rolled up the toothpaste tube into a tight scroll to make sure he got out every last drop. My toothpaste tube had always looked as if someone had jumped on it. Michael was the only man I had ever known who put shoe trees in his shoes every night, and folded his trousers in a trouser press. At breakfast, when he boiled an egg, he would almost be driven to distraction if I spoke to him while it was cooking, in case he left it in for too long. His routines were impressive, unvarying and claustrophobic.
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