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Because the baby had come, special attention had to be given to Margaret, who was eight. On Wednesdays therefore she was to go out with Lydia the maid for the whole afternoon. Wherever Lydia liked. So long as Margaret’s mother knew of course where that was.


Lydia said, the first Wednesday, that she had thought of the train. Maybe to Eastkirk – and a nice walk about on the Front and down the woodland. Margaret’s mother said that Eastkirk meant money and the sands were better here at home, but Lydia said that Margaret would like the woods.


Teacakes were thus buttered and twirled in a paper bag and Lydia and Margaret took a train to Saltbeach and changed on to the single track line to Eastkirk and went slowly, see-sawing from side to side in the dusty coach with blinds with buttoned ends and a stiff leather strap arched like a tongue on the carriage door. The material on the carriage seat was black with red birds and very coarse and hard. There were two pictures above each long narrow seat on either side of a blotchy mirror. One picture was usually of Bexhill and the other of Bournemouth. They were sleepy, comfortable, upper-class places, decidedly foreign. The train stopped once on the way to Eastkirk and through the open window you could hear the sea faintly breathe, at long intervals, below the cliff for the single track line ran close to its edge. Gulls stood about the platform or skimmed low, level over the distant cliff edge and the station-master’s fine geraniums.


Margaret loved Lydia – or at any rate she loved the look of Lydia, sleepy and sunny like the pictures, with a huge fizz of yellow hair. Lydia had on, this first Wednesday, a dress of royal blue sateen with little red and yellow flowers, a bolero to match, high-heeled shoes and shiny silk stockings the colour of very ripe corn. She smoked a cigarette and held it in her bright red lips. When she took it out the cigarette had a pattern of fine red lines fanning together at the end. Lydia’s thighs were broad and heavy under the silk dress, soft and flattened out on the red and black seat.


The sun blazed through the carriage window – it was a remarkable summer – hot as Bexhill or Bible countries. Lydia jerked about with the blind, fixing it first in one little sneck and then another, finally pulling it right to the bottom and pressing the button into the little brass hole. But still the sun shone in from the other windows across her lap.


At Eastkirk they got out on to the quiet platform and walked to the ticket man, and the train stood still as if it would never move again. Then it gave a long, releasing sigh and slowly eased itself off, haunch by haunch, towards Cullorcoates for Whitley Bay.


Margaret was a quiet child and Lydia was a quiet woman and they took hands and walked to the promenade without a word. It was summer holidays and young men stood about in clusters eating ices. Lydia and Margaret sat on a green seat high above the sea. Little ships bobbed. The pier was merry.


‘Oi-oi,’ said one boy. Lydia paid no attention but bought ices.


‘What’s oi-oi?’ asked Margaret.


Lydia licked.


‘Oi-oi, oi-oi,’ said Margaret, wagging her legs from the knee down as she sat on the seat, liking her white ankle-socks and buttoned shoes. Other children ran about in sandals and shorts, but Margaret was neat with a hair-slide low by her ear and a cotton dress with smocking along the back as well as the front. ‘It’s only by the back you can tell,’ her mother always said. ‘You can tell a nice child from the back!’ Some gulf obtained between Margaret and children with undecorated backs.


They began to walk along the Front, Lydia easily rolling, rather like the train. She was watched a lot and Margaret watched her being watched. She looked up at the high bulk of Lydia. ‘You’re a real bobby-dazzler,’ her mother had said faintly when Lydia had come downstairs dressed for the outing – gone the maid’s coffee-coloured dress and cap and apron of cream muslin, the black shoes and stockings. Margaret felt wonderfully proud to be walking beside Lydia so stately and at ease.


When they got to the beginning of the woodland, however, Lydia began to loosen up a bit. The path was steep down to the wood where the stream ran in to the sea and Lydia’s high shoes toppled. ‘Eeeeh dear,’ she said. ‘Eeeeeh dearie me!’ Margaret began to skip and prance in front. The wood grew darker and higher and the sun was far away above, only dappling the earth under the trees now and then. There were few people about until they came out on a terrace above an ornamental bandstand where men in uniform were playing very sweet music in a loud and carefree way. People sat around the bandstand in rows of deck chairs, some of them with newspapers over their heads to keep off the sun but mostly, both men and women, in hats. The men wore panamas like Margaret’s school panama but without the elastic under the chin, the woman in broad-ribboned fine straws if they were old, or brimless cloth thimbles if they were young. Lydia said that they would sit down too but Margaret said she would like to go on and Lydia said all right then, and they wandered on into the trees again until it grew quiet and the splendid music died away. Lydia tottered over a tree root and cried out, ‘Eeeeh dear!’ again, laughing.


‘Take them off,’ said Margaret.


‘And ruin me stockins?’


‘Take off your stockings.’


Lydia sat down in the dark wood heavily and slowly and took off the high-heeled shoes and then stretched and heaved up above her skirts to release the suspenders of her orange stockings; three to each leg, front and middle and back. She rolled down the stockings and wiggled her toes. She stuffed the stockings down the front of her sky-blue dress. ‘Carry me shoes then,’ she said, ‘and gis an ’and up.’ Margaret pulled and Lydia arose. After a bit she said, ‘Eeeeeh dear, me corset. I wish I could tek off me corset.’


‘Well, do,’ said Margaret. ‘You can see right along the path and there’s no one in the trees.’


Lydia however was unsure and they walked on together a good way until they came to a wavery side-path down towards the stream. They took this – and the wood was now very dark for such a brilliance above it – and met no one. They came to a dry stream bed with a rustic bridge over it. There was a gate on the bridge at their side of the stream and on the gate a white wooden notice saying PRIVATE. Across the bridge the wood cleared into a green circle of grass with a huge spreading tree over it. The tree’s roots were liked webbed fingers and there were black triangular caves between them.


‘You could take off your corset and put it in the tree roots for a bit,’ said Margaret.


‘Git on,’ laughed Lydia. She leaned on the rustic gate and looked at the soft grass and the graceful tree with the sun shining through its branches in splashes. ‘In’ it bonny?’ she said.


‘Come on,’ said Margaret and pushed Lydia which pushed the gate which opened and they giggled again and crossed the bridge. While Lydia took off her corset she made Margaret stand behind the tree. ‘All right now,’ she called in a minute and Margaret came back and saw Lydia rolling up the huge, pig-pink bundle all slats and eyelet holes and laces.


‘That’s better,’ said Lydia, tying the laces to hold the whole thing together. Margaret took the bundle and felt it while Lydia scratched with both hands at the small of her blue silk back and then round to the front over each hip. ‘Shove it undert’ tree.’ She laughed again, putting her head back. ‘It’s huge,’ said Margaret. It was also heavy and warm and very damp but she did not say so. She pushed the thing quickly into the tree.


‘Lovely,’ said Lydia lying down. ‘Grand.’


‘What shall we do now?’


‘I’ll do nowt. Not owt. I’s sweatin’.’


‘Can I climb the tree?’


‘Don’t get yer dress mucky.’


‘I’ll take it off.’


‘No.’


‘Why not?’


‘T’d not to.’


‘Well look at you!’


‘I’m me own boss.’ Lydia knew limits for Margaret.


‘It’s not fair. I’ll just tuck it in my knickers then.’


‘Aye, tuck it in thy knickers.’


Lydia’s eyes were closing. A big round flower, Margaret thought, climbing the sycamore. A big pudding of a flower. A big pudding on a dish. A big sticky pudding, juicy like an apple pudding. Fat and hot and squidgy like an eiderdown-pudding, she thought looking down at uncorseted outspread Lydia. Think I’ll jump on her. Squelch and squish.


But at the top of the tree she shot her head out into the bright air. There was a breeze. The thinner branches swayed, the plates of pointed leaves were finer up here and greener. The faint sound of the faraway band blew up. The tree-top swung.


Margaret wanted to laugh and weep. She took the two top-most branches in her hands like the reins of a horse or a water-diviner and with her head still collared by leaves she sang very noisily a song about a baby falling falling falling down. Down and dead, dead and down, on his head, baby dead, until her own head was burning hot and a foot in the buttoned shoe slipped a bit and she went into watery terror and began to feel with her feet downwards, downwards till the branches thickened to comforting bars, then to elephant legs and then – with a thump as she landed on the circle of grass – were not important.


‘I’ve been to the top,’ she cried, ‘I’ve been over the top.’ She felt the silky boiling crown of her head again and looked round for Lydia. But Lydia was not there.


‘Lydia?’ she called.


‘Lydia?’


There was almost complete silence in the wood. There was the dry stream bed, the rustic bridge, the flattened, sun-splashed grass where Lydia had lain. Quickly Margaret looked in the tree-root for the corset which was there.


But Lydia was not there.


‘She’ll be in the bushes,’ Margaret thought. ‘Lydia!’


There were some crackles and rustles of perhaps field mice or frogs, but no Lydia. Margaret went over and stood on the bridge and kicked at it a bit with her round-ended shoes. She climbed on the rustic logs of its cross-over rustic side and hung over. Then she slithered down the bridge from below. Then she squished about in the pale mud which was the stream and looked around at one thing and another.


‘Lydia,’ she called more sharply when she had scrabbled her way up the bank again, ‘Lydia?’


A short distance behind the green, lawn-like pool of grass beneath the tree was a bank of other trees, very steep and thinning to sunlight along a ridge, and Margaret began in a great hurry to rush up this bank. ‘Lydia,’ she shouted now. ‘Where are you, Lydia?’ At the top of the bank fear suddenly had hold of her and made her hands heavy and her legs wobble. Tears came in to her eyes. ‘Lydia!’


She shot out of the trees at the top of the slope into wide empty sunshine. There was complete silence, not a soul about, just a great swelling plain of upward-curved parkland sleeping in the afternoon. Several immense trees stood about on it, dark gold and as still as cut-outs. Beyond them, far away, stood a massive yellow house. Its eyes watched her. She stared back.


Then below she heard quite a long way off Lydia calling Margaret.


‘Margaret? Where you gone? I lost yer.’


She turned and flew down the bank. Lydia stood on the far side of the bridge.


‘I lost you,’ shouted Margaret, ‘I lost you. I hate you.’


‘I was just int’ bushes,’ said Lydia. ‘It’s time we went home. I was washing me hands int’ bushes.’


‘Why didn’t you go this side in the bushes?’


‘I didn’t like.’


‘I was lost.’


‘You’d not of got far,’ said Lydia.


After she had got into the corset again they ate the teacakes out of the paper-bag and walked up through the wood and passed the band. In the train Lydia said, ‘Wherever did yer tek off til, anyway?’


‘Nowhere,’ said Margaret. ‘If I tuck my dress in my knickers can I get in the rack?’


Lying in the luggage rack above Lydia, rocking like a sailor, she said, ‘Can we go there again next week?’


‘I’m not bothered,’ said Lydia. ‘If yer want.’









2


Mrs Marsh, Margaret’s mother, was a great breast-feeder at a time when it was fashionable to be otherwise. Nor had she shingled her hair nor seen to her waist-line. She was a largish, loose-jointed, still-young woman much given to God and sympathy and immensely loving to babies. She sat hour after hour in her bedroom, knees apart in a nicely-made but antique sort of a skirt, deeply-waved brown hair falling round her face untidily.


Sometimes she had flour on her face for she seldom looked in the glass and was fond of cooking. As she fed the baby she looked into its face all the time with a very gentle deep expression. When Margaret came into the room she would raise her head with a long and understanding look.


‘Going out, dear?’


‘No.’


‘I thought it was Wednesday.’


‘It is. That’s this afternoon.’


‘What, dear?’


‘Going out.’


Mrs Marsh, dazed about times of day, detached herself from the baby, drawing herself back and mopping about with a cloth. She lifted the baby up on her shoulder where a huge towelling nappy lay, hanging a little way down her back for the baby to be sick on. She massaged its back which was like the back of a duck, oven-ready. The baby’s unsteady head and swivelling eyes rolled on her shoulder, its round mouth slightly open, wet and red. It seemed, filmily, to be trying to take in Margaret who was fiddling with things on the mantelpiece behind her mother. She looked down at it with a realistic glare. The baby under the massage let air come out of its mouth in a long explosion and pale milk ran out and over its chin.


‘Filthy,’ said Margaret.


‘There’s my little lovekin,’ said Mrs Marsh. She lifted the baby into the air before her, both hands under the armpits, and let it hang like dough about to drop. ‘What did you say, dear? It’s your treat-day with Lydia, isn’t it?’


‘This afternoon,’ said Margaret, dropping the baby’s bottle of gripe water and smashing it to bits on the mottled cream tiles of the fireplace. Glass flew everywhere in splinters and the baby after jerking as if it had received an electric shock began to cry like a new lamb. ‘Lair, lair, lair,’ it went, scarlet in the face and flushing quickly to purple all over its bald head, its eyes in two directions.


Mrs Marsh was not upset, though she had jumped as violently as her son. Margaret saw her take the decision to be understanding rather than annoyed. ‘There now,’ she said. Placing the lamenting child over her other, nappiless, shoulder she drew Margaret to her to lean upon the other one. ‘Never mind, dear. Just an accident.’


Margaret – her mother smelled of milk and baby powder – pulled away and made a face. ‘It’s like a pig,’ she said.


Mrs Marsh looked yet more understanding.


‘Darling, you do know how much we love you, don’t you? He’s your baby too, you know, just as much as ours. Look – you hold him. You’re such a big girl. He’s going to love you so much.’


‘What’s so marvellous?’


‘Marvellous?’


‘About that? Why do I have to be pleased that he’s going to love me? I don’t need him.’


‘He will need you.’


‘No, he won’t. If I wasn’t here he wouldn’t know anything about me.’


‘But you are here.’


‘I’m not here for him. I managed without me. Nobody was here for me when I was born and I was all right.’


Mrs Marsh, trying slowly to digest this empirical point, wrapped the child very tight in a cloth with its arms crossed over its chest tight beneath it, then put it on its face in the flounced organdy of the crib.


It did not look up to its surroundings. More like a trussed duck than ever.


‘It can’t be good for it, bound up like that,’ said Margaret, and Mrs Marsh brightened at a sign of possible concern. ‘Oh yes it is, dear. It says so in Truby King. They like to feel safe.’


‘I don’t see why you feel safe if you’re tied up.’


‘Not tied up, dear. Just well wrapped round. Babies come from a very warm place,’ she said, coy but emancipated. ‘Safe in a little nest in their mummies’ tummies.’


‘I wouldn’t say a little nest,’ said Margaret. ‘It was huge. And all rippling about. You could see if even, at the end. When some of the Saints came in just before that Sunday I was nearly sick. You ought to have been ashamed. All huge.’


‘Now why ashamed?’ asked Mrs Marsh, very bright. She had secretly found some Freud to read in the Public Library during pregnancy, as well as Truby King. ‘Now why ashamed? It’s quite natural. After all, it’s how we all came, darling.’


‘Pity we did.’


‘Now, Margaret, how silly.’


‘It would be better without people.’


‘There would be no love, darling, without people. God made us so that there might be love. Er – one John four – er – twelve, isn’t it? No – John one fourteen – but …’


‘Why bother? The world was all right before, it seems to me. If we didn’t exist we weren’t missing things. Ice and fire and snow and glaciers and then plants. It would have been enough you’d think. Well perhaps dinosaurs. If I’d been God I’d have left it at dinosaurs. I’d have been satisfied looking down at all that.’


Mrs Marsh said very carefully, ‘Margaret, I don’t think you ought to talk about dinosaurs. You know what Father thinks. I suppose this is school.’


‘No. It’s just real. They’ve found the bones. Father doesn’t underst …’


‘Of course Father knows there were dinosaurs. But you know that we believe in Genesis here, don’t you? You’ve known this for a long time. You especially, Margaret, with your wonderful memory. Most people nowadays don’t, they believe in a very old-fashioned idea that was disproved years ago by people your father knows all about. Most people believe in myths – you know what myths are? – invented by Sir Charles Darwin about how we grew out of fishes and monkeys and things. Doesn’t that seem silly? But in this house we believe that God put us down all complete, Adam and Eve in the garden, so that we could share all the lovely things God had made.’


‘Very kind,’ said Margaret, ‘but …’


‘Exactly!’ Mrs Marsh looked really delighted now whereas, considering dinosaurs, she had seemed uncertain. ‘Exactly. Kind.’


‘Unnecessary,’ said Margaret. ‘God and the world would have done. Like me before the baby came.’


‘Now, Margaret dear, I know you don’t realise it but that is blasphemy.’


‘What’s blasphemy?’


‘But you hear about blasphemy every week at the Primal Hall!’


‘Is it what Father talks? I thought what Father talked …’


‘Margaret! Blasphemy is taking the name of God in vain.’


‘In vain. A lot of things are in vain.’


‘No. It means lightly. You are taking the name of God lightly.’


‘Better than heavily.’


‘God,’ said Mrs Marsh going rather red in the cheeks and buttoning her dress after adjusting a massive camisole beneath and easing herself to an even balance, ‘made us in his own image.’ She looked at the trussed baby, face down, its red head like a tilted orange rearing up and down on the undersheet as if desperately attempting to escape. Giving up, it let its head drop into suffocation position and there was another explosion followed by a long, liquid spluttering from further down the cot: and a smell. ‘Oh dear,’ said Mrs Marsh contented, ‘now I’ll have to start all over again with a new nappy. Could you hand me the bucket, darling?’


‘His own image,’ said Margaret watching the horrible unwrapping. ‘If God looks like us … What’s the point?’


‘You must speak,’ said Mrs Marsh sternly, ‘to your father.’
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They walked to the ice creams, but unlike the previous Wednesday did not sit on the seat overlooking the sea. They licked the ices as they walked along, passing the oi-ois and the whistles, to the turnstile to the wood, and slowly – for it was an even hotter day than last week – they set off down the woodland path. Lydia said she’d somehow last till the bandstand before taking off her shoes and when they got to the terrace above it they sat down on the grass, finished the ices and looked down. Flower-beds surrounded the bandstand lawn in the shapes of hearts and diamonds as if big biscuit cutters had bitten into the grass. Inside each shape was a pattern of artificial-looking plants, first a diamond or a heart of leathery clumps the colour of purple cabbages, then a round of succulent yellow-green, then a blue lobelia and, in the centre, a triumph of vermilion geraniums. Between the beds and the bandstand was a circle of green and white deck chairs. In the bandstand the band played, very confident and strong.


‘Let’s go down,’ said Lydia and they went and sat in two deck chairs, buying penny tickets. Lydia lay back watching the bandsmen who became aware of her.


After a bit she said to Margaret, ‘D’yer want to ’ave a laff?’ and took out of this week’s paper bag an orange which she peeled, throwing the peel at her feet. She parted the pieces of orange, and slowly slid them into her mouth, watching one particular bandsman all the time. In a moment water came out of his trombone in a spray. Margaret found she was laughing out loud and Lydia gave her a nudge and silently doubled up in the chair. ‘We used to do it in Bishop,’ she said, ‘when I were a lass. At all t’processions.’


‘Are there a lot of processions in Bishop?’


‘Oh aye. Watch again now.’ She fastened her attention on another player, a tuba player who was very damp in the face and robust rosy red. The collar of his stiff blue serge uniform looked like a throttle. His very eyes were hot, and bulged from between the eyelids like brooches. His expression was anxious. ‘Wait on,’ whispered Lydia and sucked the orange.


Out flew the spit and a strange dark note broke into the melody, making the conductor, whose back was of course to the audience, turn to the tuba player with very vigorous arms. Margaret and Lydia collapsed against each other in not quite silent laughter, tipping their chairs, and an official came up and asked them to leave.


‘We’ve paid tuppence,’ said Lydia with streaming eyes. Shushing came from the surrounding chairs, newspapers were taken from heads. Panamas turned. ‘There’s no rule agen eatin’ oranges, is there?’ She was enjoying herself.


‘There is against litter,’ said the man, pointing at the peel.


Lydia picked it up and pressed it all in his hand. ‘Sorry,’ she said lifting her shoulder and dropping her eyelids which were shiny with Vaseline. She smiled up at the man and closed her teeth over another piece of orange. ‘You get off now,’ said the man in a fluster. ‘I’m comfy,’ said Lydia, stretching out and crossing her feet. Margaret said, ‘Let’s go, Lydia.’


‘No. I’m resting me feet. We’ve paid tuppence.’


‘Do let’s go.’


‘Okay then,’ said Lydia, ever pliant. ‘Bye, beautiful. ’Elp us up.’ The official looked stern and glared about him as he gave his arm. Lydia turned to the tuba player and winked, and there followed two very unfortunate mistakes in the phrase he was engaged upon as the two of them went hand in hand up into the wood.


At the private bridge they stopped a moment and Lydia said that now she’d take off her corset and rest and they pushed open the gate thankfully as if they were going home.


‘I’ll climb the tree again,’ said Margaret.


‘Don’t kill thysen.’


‘Don’t disappear.’


She climbed higher and higher. Near the top she stopped to see whether she might not be able to take a different direction so that at the very top she would be able to look over at the house, but there seemed to be no obvious route. She tried a rather spindly fork that grew to a good height and over in the direction of the bank she had climbed when she was looking for Lydia, but when her head came out at last all she saw were the trees of the bank itself which was still a little higher than the high sycamore. There was still a barrier; only over her shoulder could she see the tree-top carpet that stretched along above the stream over towards the bandstand and the sea, and the sky overhead. Her foot slid and she slipped down the tree, crackling through the slim branches, luckily landing in a safe cleft below. From away down on the ground she heard Lydia shout and then another voice, a man’s. ‘I’m all right. Don’t fuss,’ she called, but sat on, riding the tree, getting her breath back, examining for some time the long lavender and white graze on her arm, watching it turn to blebs of scarlet and then begin to bleed quite creditably. ‘I’m bleeding a bit. I’m all right,’ she called down again as there was silence. She felt undervalued when there was no reply.


Lydia was on the bridge resting a hip against the rail, and smiling and leaning over the little gate facing her was a man who was smiling too. He was in a dark cheap suit but looked an out of doors man. He had a hungry, ageing indoor face but rough hands. He appeared to hold some sort of authority in the place but was smiling slyly as he exerted it. Margaret felt these contradictions, and distaste.


‘Lydia!’


Lydia did not turn but tossed her head back, looking at the man. ‘You can’t stay here, you know,’ he said. ‘I saw you last week.’


‘Why not?’ Lydia asked. She watched the man closely, looking at him all over as if he were more interesting to her than his answer.


‘Can’t you read?’ He came through the gate and tapped the board on the outside of it. ‘Private.’ Margaret dropped out of the tree with a thud but neither of them turned round.


‘I’m bleeding,’ she called.


‘Oh git on,’ said Lydia, looking down at her black-cherry finger nails, and leaned farther back against the bridge. Margaret hoped it was safe. Lydia’s great back, without the corsets, looked very powerful. She was in the blue sateen again. Her legs beneath it were like long thick bottles. Her feet were broad and each big toe was yellowish and square. Yet she looked very lovely somehow. ‘Git on,’ she said to the man. ‘It’s bonny ’ere. Why not?’


‘It’s private property.’


‘Lydia!’


Still they paid no attention. ‘Is she your sister?’ the man asked, not taking his eyes off Lydia.


‘No. I’m the maid. I tek her out.’


‘Cushy, eh?’


‘It’s since the baby. It’s the holidays. Gives the mother a rest. There’s not much else to do of an afternoon anyway.’


‘It’s your afternoon off then?’


‘Not likely. I’m not that daft.’


‘When’s your afternoon off?’


‘That’s my business.’ But she laughed and heaved herself off the bridge rail and walked before him towards the tree and Margaret, slowly. She was twirling a leaf.


‘Good place then, is it?’


‘Not bad.’ She took notice of Margaret at last. ‘You goin’ int’ stream?’


‘No. I’m bleeding. I fell down the tree.’


‘Keep you at it, do they? Cook-general, are you?’


‘No. I’m just general. She cooks.’


‘She cooks, eh? Not class then?’


Lydia lay down on her side under the tree like a range of quiet hills. ‘Git on now, Margaret,’ she said. ‘Don’t just stand there. Gis a look a’ yer arm.’


‘You not in a class place then?’ said he.


‘It’s not owt,’ said Lydia stroking the graze. ‘Come ’ere. I’ll kiss it better.’ She pulled Margaret’s arm down and kissed the inside of it slowly. Margaret drew her arm back quickly and scrubbed at it with her hand. ‘You don’t have to kiss it,’ she said. The man took out a packet of Goldflake cigarettes and offered one to Lydia and lit it and one for himself. ‘Don’t you like her kissing you?’ he said – still not taking his eyes from Lydia. Margaret did not reply but went a little way up the bank behind the tree towards the sun at the top, and the house. ‘Here. You come back,’ said the man. ‘Where are you going?’


‘I’m going for a walk.’


‘You can’t go up there,’ said the man. ‘I’ve told you. It’s private.’


‘What is it then?’ asked Lydia. ‘Some park or somethin’?’


‘That’s it,’ he said. Turning to Margaret who was standing now quite far up the bank he said, ‘Do you hear me? Come back down.’


‘Come on down,’ said Lydia.


They turned back towards each other – the man sitting on a log smoking the cigarette with quick sharp puffs, Lydia sleepily watching the smoke rise up from hers in the rays of the sun slanting through the sycamore. ‘Int’ smoke bonny?’ she said. ‘Look at it. It’s like a lovely scarf.’


Margaret sat down among the trees on the bank. ‘Can I go on up, Lydia?’ Neither of them answered her. The man said, ‘What you called?’


‘Lydia,’ said Lydia watching the smoke.


‘I’m going on up,’ shouted Margaret, but there was no reply and she went on up and when they were quite a long way below her she turned and shouted again, ‘I’m going then. I’m going on up. Even if it is private.’


The figures were very still under the tree and did not turn. As she reached the great grassland and the sunshine she heard Lydia’s sleepy long laugh.


There stood the house again with the parkland in front of it and the huge spaced-out trees. It was a bright sandy house and the grass, all the wide swell of it, in the height of this astonishing summer, was dried sand-yellow too. The huge trees were a bright but darker yellow, surprised by autumn before their time. Their leaves already looked shrunken and curly under the sky of clear, steady blue. Under one of the trees a man was sitting at an easel painting. He had a large stomach under a good white linen jacket and wore a cream-coloured straw hat. He touched the canvas with the tip of a long brush and Margaret could see beneath the hat-brim a golden beard. All was yellow, white, cream and gold against blue, and the light was like a song. Margaret shot back into the trees.


The man however did not move and had obviously not noticed her, so she took off her shoes and socks and began to walk along just inside the trees until she was behind him but much farther away. She looked over at his squat back now and saw the view that he saw and was painting though she was much further away from it. It was the house, the huge flank of it bare of windows, just a vast surface of sandstone with the bastion of the chimney flues giving angles of shadow and a spidery creeper netting part of the lower half with brilliant papery red leaves. Margaret thought it was an odd thing to paint the house where it had no windows. The man must be silly – just trying to be clever. But he looked very sure of himself somehow. Very solid and engrossed.


She came to a brick wall with an iron door in it and looked in at a huge high-walled kitchen-garden with several broken greenhouses. A lot of the vegetable beds were bare from the drought. Outdoor tomatoes were rows of shrivelled leaves, the fruit bulging in among them blackish red. Margaret went in and took one off its frizzled stem and ate it. It was splitting and the split had a rough dark frilly edge like a nasty cut. Some of the other tomatoes had fluffy stuff on them and there were gnats about. Margaret’s mother had been going on about what a terrible year it had been for tomatoes. ‘And scarcely a bean.’
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