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To Kevin






The Waking


I wake to sleep, and take my waking slow.


I feel my fate in what I cannot fear.


I learn by going where I have to go.


We think by feeling. What is there to know?


I hear my being dance from ear to ear.


I wake to sleep, and take my waking slow.


Of those so close beside me, which are you?


God bless the ground! I shall walk softly there,


And learn by going where I have to go.


Light takes the Tree; but who can tell us how?


The lowly worm climbs up a winding stair;


I wake to sleep, and take my waking slow.


Great Nature has another thing to do


To you and me; so take the lovely air,


And, lovely, learn by going where to go.


This shaking keeps me steady. I should know.


What falls away is always. And is near.


I wake to sleep, and take my waking slow.


I learn by going where I have to go.


THEODORE ROETHKE 1908–63
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The urn, crumbling at the base, was planted with sweet-peas. Without supporting canes, they trailed wistfully down the sides. How inappropriate, thought Fay, for a mental hospital. So unstructured, so childishly pretty when surely we aim to teach our patients to walk tall, to brace themselves for the world, to find courage and strength. But, then, the whole hospital was peculiar, even by English standards, she assumed, although as a newly arrived American, she could not be certain. Twenty or more wards, long, brick, two-storey buildings, had been grafted together around the remains of a grand house. A hundred years ago it would have stood outside London but now the city, residential streets and tall apartment buildings, had grown to enclose it. Nevertheless the grounds, with stately oaks and Wellingtonias, still discernible walks and stone parapets, had survived. Hence the crumbling urn. But who had planted the sweet-peas? Gardeners did little more than mow. Perhaps it had been a patient.


Fay looked down at the large folder she carried, filled with patients’ notes, sad stories she had found herself relucant to read. That was what she had been doing in the garden, sitting on a parapet in the not very warm sun. Walking with more resolution, she crossed a courtyard and entered a small black door opening almost directly on to a functional flight of stairs, which she climbed at a run, arriving at a long corridor. To her left was the group-therapy room where she was due later. To her right at the end of the corridor, bathed in the sage green of its walls, a queue had formed in front of the kiosk from which pills were dispensed. Despite the occasional date with group therapy, Fay had already noted that pills were the principal treatment in the hospital and that most of the inmates wore the habitual droop of the heavily drugged. Or, in her view, over-drugged. But how could she know, a mere doctor in training, what stories of horror and anguish were made, by the use of chemicals, dully acceptable?


‘I beg your pardon!’ She had apologised automatically as one of the pill-takers, a young woman, as if to contradict her thoughts, broke away from the herd, dashed down the corridor and knocked her against the wall. Fay, irritated, decided to block her way, ‘Please don’t bother with an apology.’


The girl shook her head, loosing a mass of red-black hair. ‘I’m sick. I don’t have to dispense apologies. I’m way past apologies. Apologies are over, out.’


‘Who said?’ They stared at each other. Fay noted that she was very beautiful, Irish colouring to match her Irish accent: thick dark hair, white skin, vivid blue eyes and a perfect oval face that made her seem like a child, appealing.


‘I don’t even bother to apologise to my maker any more.’


‘What maker is that?’


‘I’m not joking, you know.’


Fay tried to remember any notes on a hyper-manic Irish woman before deciding the repartee had gone on long enough. She held out her hand, announcing formally, ‘I’m Dr Fay Blass. I don’t think we’ve met.’


‘You refer to one of those unmerciful group sessions, I may assume.’ The tone was petulant but she put out her hand politely. ‘My name’s Connie O’Malley.’


‘Please to meet you, Connie.’


‘It’s my pleasure too, Dr Fay.’ Again she was mocking.


Fay said nothing. She represented authority here: there was no need to say anything. She wondered, however, whether this was the sweet-pea-planting patient.


Fay watched as Connie signed the Name of the Father across her breast and walked away without saying goodbye.


Fay next saw her later that day. Group therapy was held at three o’clock in the afternoon. Fay hadn’t yet worked out how compulsory it was for the patients but there was always a large group sitting in a circle, heads down, hands limp on knees or one hand grasping a cigarette with weary vigilance. Everything was dangerous to these people on the edge. Words were infrequent, occasional explosions blasting apart the dust trapped in the shafts of early-afternoon sunshine.


Fay was only an observer, noting the slack atmosphere, noting Connie sitting by the door – propped open for those with a claustrophobic fear of no escape. She was obviously paying no attention to the group but staring dreamily towards the corridor outside.


Suddenly she rose to her feet so violently that her chair fell over, shrieked, ‘Hubert! You disgusting man!’ and dashed out.


Subdued panic followed. The smokers stubbed out their cigarettes as if in agitated preparation for their own departure. Those who were temporarily without one in hand lit up at once and puffed passionately. Calm was gradually restored and, in the course of this, a woman was uncovered to Fay’s view whom she hadn’t previously noticed, which was odd because she was large, tall and solid. Perhaps it was because she had been sitting back silently but now leant forward, even half rose as if she planned to follow Connie. Fay, attention drawn, thought she looked too much a regular person to be one of the patients. Perhaps she, like herself, was an observer.


‘I know that girl,’ this woman said out loud.


‘Excuse me?’ enquired the facilitator, in a kindly voice. But the woman said nothing more and hunched further back into her chair as if that made her invisible.


Connie reached her room with a big bearded man hard on her heels. Flinging herself on her bed, she buried her head in her arms. Humiliation and rage churned about her brain, slowing now and again for simple misery with images of Rick: Rick at the seaside, Rick in her bed, Rick in Paris. Her heart and stomach became squeezed with pain. Rick wouldn’t come to see her. Rick had abandoned her. Instead she had this huge person, this gargoyle, this Hubert, his father. Now anger beat out all other emotions.


Crouching tigerishly, she yelled, ‘I don’t know why they let you in! This is a closed ward! I am a closed person!’


‘I’m sorry. I know my way around these places, I’m sorry to say.’


‘Sorry and sorrow and sorry again. I’m sorrowfully sorry to see you here. Visits by invitation only. My own family debarred.’ Connie sat on her bed, back defiantly against the wall.


Hubert, apparently downcast, certainly old, perhaps penitent, sat on a chair. ‘I’ve brought you some bananas.’


‘Bananas. Ugh.’ She pushed away the brown paper bag. She thought, Of all things, bananas! It should be laughable. ‘Ugh,’ she repeated.


‘Bananas were rarely to be had in my youth.’ He was trying to smile reassuringly but it came out as a leer.


‘Your beard needs trimming, cutting, shaving right off. You’re disgusting!’ But it was she who was disgusting. That beard brushing over her naked skin. He hadn’t raped her. Oh, God, if only he had raped her!


‘I’m glad you’ve lost none of your fire,’ he said sadly. There was a pause while she tried to hold on to her fierceness, staring above his head, waiting for him to go.


‘I’m sure Rick would come from Paris if he knew.’


That was it. Leaning over to where the bananas had spilled on the floor, Connie grabbed and split the bunch, peeled each in turn as Hubert sat amazed, then threw them at his face. One found its target. Hubert looked as if he was going to cry but, backing away from the onslaught towards the door, began to recover.


‘I have been working on a sonnet,’ he cried, ‘with all the principal words in brackets. It was to begin with your name in double brackets, a tribute, but now I shall substitute Rick’s mother, my lady wife, who, I may say, has been very gracious to me lately. And let me add,’ he ducked further out of the door, ‘that you’re a great fuck and that your religion expressly forbids any self-harm.’ Happily for Connie, his foot then caught one of the banana skins, with which she had followed the bananas, and he slid out of her view, crashing resoundingly on the well-polished corridor floor.


The moment he was gone, Connie fell forward flat on the bed, head dangling to the floor. She thought she might vomit, which would have been a relief, but she didn’t. Instead she shut her eyes. Maybe life upside down would be better.


A few minutes later there was a tap on the open door.


‘May I?’


Connie opened one eye and looked through her hair at the dark legs of what, even without raising her gaze further, she could identify as a priest.


‘Welcome, Father O’Donald.’ She could see at once he was used to hospital, even mental hospitals. It was the way he took off his coat and hat and laid them neatly one on top of the other on the window-sill of her little room, the way he did not bring his chair too close to the bed where she spent so much of her day.


‘I only just received your message,’ he said.


He knows I am a murderer, she thought, and he thinks if he had got my message earlier he might have stopped me. She imagined the conversation, about the sanctity of life. ‘What God has given, let no man take away.’ Except that it was Hubert who had given it to her. Or Rick. No. Rick had been in Paris. She would never cry in front of a priest. She thought of the orphanage she’d visited with her sister, Eileen, a grey granite building on the outskirts of Dublin, where rows of babies, born out of wedlock, were tended by their mothers before being shipped out for adoption. She had thought it a terrible scene but Eileen had been impressed, wondering cheerfully whether a couple of her children wouldn’t be better off there.


‘Turn your mind to it, Father. Spending nine months producing a baby and then giving it away.’


‘I beg your pardon?’ said Father O’Donald. He looked so unknowing that Connie realised all of a sudden that he didn’t know of her terrible sin and was merely visiting a poor Catholic girl who’d taken an overdose. Well, why should he be let off the hook? She stood in front of him, hands on hips, bare feet planted defiantly.


‘I was going to have a baby when we met on that boat to France – twice we met, wasn’t that odd? Going and coming back – but now it’s gone. The baby, I mean. I killed it. Well, I paid thirty pieces of silver. Anyway, it’s all over now.’


The priest looked serious.


‘This isn’t a confession,’ continued Connie. ‘I haven’t repented. I’d do the same again. And if I don’t repent, you can’t forgive me.’


‘That’s true enough.’ The priest sighed. ‘Although that’s going by the book.’


‘The Holy Book,’ confirmed Connie.


‘I didn’t know. If you’d told me on the boat …’


‘No, you couldn’t. I told you already. You would never have persuaded me.’


‘It wouldn’t be me.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I would have listened. And then I would have asked you to listen. But it’s too late now.’


Connie began to cry. ‘There you are. I knew you’d make me cry. But it doesn’t make any difference. I still think it was the right thing to do. I could never have given away my baby. Never!’


He sighed again. ‘No. I see that. You were so unhappy before and now you seem even more unhappy.’


Connie stopped crying. ‘That’s just for now. I keep hearing my aunt, that’s all. Sister Mary Oliver. She was a nun. She took me to Knock on my twelfth birthday and we recited the rosary by the gable wall where the Virgin appeared in the rain, although there wasn’t even a puddle where she stood in her blue cloak. We filled our jam jars with holy water. My aunt was very, very holy. She died, you know, soon after, and I expect she’s shaking her finger at me from God’s right hand.’ She flashed a defiant look at the priest. ‘But I’ll soon get over her. And then I’ll be better. And I won’t have a baby no one wants. I’m going out of here quite soon, for sure. There’s nothing wrong with me. I meant to kill it, sure enough, but I didn’t really mean to kill myself. It was just showing off, to God I wouldn’t be surprised, in a low moment. I don’t know why they brought me to this sad place. I’m not mad or anything.’


‘Just unhappy,’ said the priest gently.


‘Much less unhappy than if I were still pregnant.’ They looked at each other. ‘You see what I mean? A baby is real. It’s about feeding and dirty nappies and sleepless nights. I’ve seen that. My big sister had five under eight last time I saw her.’


‘I’m sorry.’ The priest stood. He glanced at his watch. ‘Perhaps we could say a prayer.’ He looked a little more hopeful.


Magnanimous in her victory, Connie said she would really like to say a prayer but she was still surprised when he dropped forward on to his knees. She felt obliged to join him, conscious of her bare knees on the lino floor.


‘Make us, O Lord, understand the purpose that we are sent her for, and give us the joy that comes out of true understanding. Amen.’


‘Amen,’ echoed Connie.


‘Not very elegant, I’m afraid,’ Father O’Donald got to his feet in a tired, lop-sided way.


Connie saw him down the corridor and stood to watch his black hat and overcoat disappear. He was all right, except that he reminded her of her weekend in Paris. Of those roofs. Of that sex. Of Rick who had given her a letter to read on the boat. ‘Dear Connie, you are so special but …’


Nina turned the taps so that they ran quietly. She was in a sterile cream-painted hospital lavatory, which was reassuring. It also had a basin. She was trying to keep her breathing regular, not to panic, not to scream. Just wash quietly and leave the room after a few seconds like any normal person. But she knew she needed longer than that. There was general washing first, up to her elbow, thorough, thoroughly thorough. Next were droplets, clean droplets splashed at her neck and face, flicked at her legs. She was panting. She must control her panting. Thank God there was no mirror to reflect the flush of panic on her face. Now for the serious part, each finger washed ten times under running water, and three ten times again and, just in case she had miscounted and to be quite certain everything really was absolutely all right, even those uncertain and unknowable things that were beyond her powers of prediction, three times more. No towel, of course, with the horrors of filth that it might be harbouring. Breathe evenly, she told herself again and, at last, ritual completed, was free to do so. Slowly and carefully, she unbolted the door and sidled out.


Gaining courage, she made her way down the corridor towards the kitchen and only recoiled a little when she saw the American doctor holding the coffee jar. There was something calming about her slim quietness, the dark hair pulled back tidily, red lips, glasses, clipboard held protectively under her arm.


‘May I?’ Carefully Fay tipped a spoon of coffee into two cups and waited for this large anxious-looking woman – the same who had cried out in the group therapy – to pour in the hot water.


‘You’re a doctor, aren’t you?’ she asked, kettle in hand. The hand shook a little, Fay noticed, then wondered about her drug dose.


‘I guess. Fay Blass. I’m over here on a residency as a post grad. Over from New York, that is.’


The woman poured some hot water on to the coffee powder. Her manner was tentative and suspicious, as if she trusted neither herself nor the hot water. She did not pick up on New York nor did she supply her own name. Even her voice was doubtful. ‘I come in three afternoons a week. Under Dr Halpern. It’s a break from my children.’


‘Children? More than one, then?’


‘Two. Two babies, born in Malaya.’ She paused, as if picturing her children or Malaya, while Fay waited patiently. Eventually she started again in a rush. ‘My husband’s in the army. I mean, that’s not the reason I have two children. Anyway, we’re in Germany now.’ Her face became bright with colour and embarrassment. ‘Actually, I’m here to try to break the cycle of my obsessional washing. Dr Halpern believes in behavioural therapy. But I expect you know all about me.’


Fay took a calm professional breath. So that was the problem. ‘Not really. Ritual purification isn’t my field.’


The woman took a step backwards. ‘Oh, I don’t think it’s got much to do with purification.’ She sounded shocked.


‘I’m sorry.’ Fay frowned. She felt much more out of sync with England and the English than she had ever expected. There was a lack of openness, she thought, that bordered on the devious, and she replayed to herself the map of central London with all its crazy crescents and mews and gardens. ‘I’m over here for two rotations of six weeks,’ she explained. ‘I’m on a bit of a learning curve here,’ she added, in order to be non-threatening.


The woman asked, with sudden intensity, ‘What do you make of the girl who left our group? I know I’ve seen her before.’


‘You mean Connie. The Irish girl. She had a guest. Unwelcome, it seemed. What’s your name, if you don’t mind me asking?’


‘Mrs Purcell.’ She rethought. ‘Nina.’ She held out her hand. ‘Americans are more informal, aren’t they?’


‘If you’ll let us be.’


Companionable now, they left the kitchen. ‘When I was asked how I wanted to spend the afternoons,’ said Nina, ‘I answered, “Paint.” Heaven knows why.’


‘That sounds great,’ encouraged Fay. ‘I’d love to see your pictures some time.’


‘Oh, no, they’re not pictures.’ Nina, returned to nervous mode, backed away. ‘Just daubs. Colours. You know. A child would do better.’


‘Not me,’ persisted Fay, holding out her hand palm upwards like a wild-animal tamer. ‘I’ve no sense of colour. In fact, I suspect I’m colour blind. Except then I’d almost certainly be a man.’ Suddenly Fay smiled. ‘My mother, on the other hand, has a thing about fuchsia.’ And when, except in England, did she ever think about her mother, let alone bring her up in conversation? The fuchsia climax had been in Orbachs after a solid afternoon’s shopping – the only reason she came to New York from Chicago as far as Fay could see. She’d gone on and on about how she was one of the lucky few who was enhanced by a vibrant colour like fuchsia. In the end Fay’d given in and got the wretched garment knowing she’d never wear it. And then her mother had begun boasting about her daughter, the doctor.


‘Fuchsia would mean a flower not a colour to my mother.’ Nina stared over Fay’s shoulders. ‘She has a big garden with big flower-beds. When I try to talk to her, she throws withy-winde and ground-elder and nettles at me. We’re very close.’ She began to walk way but quite slowly, talking over her shoulder. ‘In fact, I’m living there now.’ Fay watched her go, disappointed.


‘Did you plant some sweet-peas in an urn?’ she asked, hoping to recall her but Nina didn’t hear or didn’t answer.


Nina sat by a window in the painting room, watching the clouds go by. ‘You’ve got the whole afternoon,’ Dr Halpern had said when she first arrived, and she had vaguely remembered that time had once been a source of pleasure. ‘The whole afternoon.’ Clearly, he expected her to respond in some way, with thanks, suggestions or even merely comments. He had been sweating rather heavily, his skin red and freckled, his shirt collar rising above a pull-down tie. He was a fitting part of the ugly world she had created for herself. Even his white coat had a button hanging down, like an eyeball gouged from its proper position. Actually, there had always been too much time in her life.


Nina returned to the clouds. It was a cool, late-autumn day but the sky was blue with a tumultuous selection of grey and white moving slowly across it. Unfortunately, from Nina’s viewpoint, across the hospital garden to the world outside, the clouds had to pass behind a tall apartment block. Twenty-nine floors, she’d counted. At first she found this jutting intrusion frustrating each time it interrupted the flow of her observation. Moreover, she noticed that a cloud entering the space barred to her eye in one shape emerged on the other side subtly altered. Because the sun was fairly low and behind the clouds, she could see their outline sharply etched, frilled like a shell, often black-edged with a thin, shimmering halo. Sometimes, when a cloud was big enough, it showed on either side of the block. What horrors were created by man, thought Nina, and, holding up her finger, was delighted to see that as swiftly as that, with one finger raised, she could obliterate the whole concrete hideousness. And then, as she watched, concentrating hard, one finger in front of her nose, she saw a cloud with billowing perimeters like a ballet dancer’s skirts enter the space behind her finger. But how would it emerge? Smiling to herself, she tried to imagine, waited patiently to see if she might be right.


‘Could I be disturbing you in the ancient ritual of raising the left forefinger?’


Nina turned quickly. She wanted to talk to this beautiful Irish girl, who was shifting about, pushing back her thicket of hair. ‘I’ve seen you before.’


‘Is this a way of avoiding my question? Anyway, you’ve seen me all over the place, throwing my weight around—’


‘No, really,’ Nina interrupted, frowning. ‘I did see you once. In a hotel in Hastings. But we haven’t met.’ She, who was usually so private, was tempted to tell this stranger more, tell her that she had been on her honeymoon, lunch each day in the formal restaurant, William so handsome, both of them so formal, despite the nights in that big white bed.


But Connie, grimacing and looking as if she might burst into tears, had dashed over to the table and plunged the biggest brush into a pot of red poster paint. ‘Blood!’ she exclaimed, scrawling and dipping over a sheet of paper.


Nina watched the ugly redness spread from the paper to the table and wondered if she wanted to talk to such a crude self-dramatist. It was all so obvious. Abortion. Suicide equals blood. She went over to the table. ‘I did see you, about four years ago. You came in with a man, both of you looking so wild and happy. William, that’s my husband, and I watched you. You joined an elderly couple who were half-way through their lunch and we knew it was your friend’s birthday because the man, who was huge with a beard, shouted it out to him. He was your friend’s father, I think. Oh, you looked so happy,’ repeated Nina, sadly. ‘I’ve always remembered.’


Connie daubed even more angrily for a few seconds and then laid down the brush, her expression changing. ‘Oh, we were happy! We’d been to the sea so Rick could wear his birthday suit, he said. So I wore mine too. How we made love among the dunes – with the sand in every cranny of us but we didn’t mind. It didn’t feel wrong either, not like hell and damnation, more like Adam and Eve before creation.’ She paused. ‘Or was it after? Anyway, you know what I mean. Rick buried the condom, you know, with a little ceremony for the precious seed. Oh, God. Oh, God.’ She began to cry, tears dripping freely. ‘The sun glittered on the sea and I never found my knickers at all.’


‘I’m so sorry to have upset you so much,’ began Nina, horrified at Connie’s anguish, although she seemed determined to continue speaking through her sobs.


‘That was my first meeting with the disgusting Hubert, you see. He who came visiting me a few days back. At least I caught him with the bananas. You were in that summer Sunday dining room so you saw he licked the salt off my arms. But you couldn’t see that he had his fingers running up my legs. Between my legs. Still wet from sex with his son. I should have known then. Like father like son, whatever that foolish phrase may mean. They were both my ruination one way and another.’


‘Oh dear,’ began Nina again, but saw, to her surprise, that Connie had stopped crying and even produced a bewitching smile.


‘They’re in the past, that’s what I say to myself. Now, you tell me what you were doing in that gloomy dining place spying on a poor Irish girl.’


‘I … I …’ Nina realised how unused she was to confidences. What should she tell her? About the wedding night when she, a virgin, had been whiter than the white sheets and William had told her it would be better next time. No, that would be disloyal. ‘I was on my honeymoon,’ she said briefly, adding, to avoid further questions, ‘You know you asked me why I had my finger raised. Shall I tell you now? I mean, it is quite interesting.’


‘Do that. It might take my mind away from the weakness of the flesh.’


‘I was looking at the clouds,’ explained Nina, in a clipped voice, ‘and I held up my finger to obliterate out that depressing apartment block.’


Connie picked up the brush again, still dripping blood, and held it towards the window. ‘That’s outlandish!’ she cried. ‘The brush is greater than a million tons of concrete!’


So they sat side by side, monitoring the progress of clouds behind finger and brush and, after an hour, the sun had delighted them by moving through yellow to orange to mauve. Time was very slow in the hospital, particularly in the afternoons.


Rubbing their eyes, which were squint sore, they moved over to the table where paper and paints were still scattered around.


‘I saw you with a priest.’ Nina took up the brush.


Connie stared, began as if to mock and then began again: ‘A friend. All the Irish have pet priests. He’s mine, although I only met him once before. On board ship. But, in case you should ask me, I won’t tell you about that trip because we’ve had enough tears for one afternoon.’


‘I’m sorry,’ said Nina.


‘Father O’Donald was sorry too.’ Connie sat down and put her feet up on the table. ‘I told him enough to shock him, poor man. Although I didn’t tell him about the crème de menthe I vomited over the Algerian boy with long eyelashes and a stiff you-know-what. I didn’t want to absolutely revolt him. It was bad enough revolting myself.’


Nina, head bent over a painting, found nothing to say.


‘Have you been long in the married state?’


‘Five years. We’ve been abroad most of that time. My husband’s in the army.’ Was this the most defining truth about her? It seemed so. She tried to think of any other personal information but instead remembered watching William’s stalwart legs when she had been ten and eating cucumber sandwiches under the shade of a table. He had been playing tennis on their grass court with her father and his father and someone else. At fifteen, he had seemed very grown-up. His legs had been pink with exertion and covered with blond hair. His feet, in particular, had seemed enormous and she kind of thought he had been wearing sandals. Or maybe she was remembering his toes from later assocation.


‘The British army.’ Connie dropped her voice to a whisper before resuming at her usual high pitch. ‘If I told my da I was associating with the wife of a British army officer – he is an officer, I assume – he’d cast me off without a penny, although as he hasn’t got a penny and I’ve already cast myself off, it would not count as relevant. I had an uncle, joined the British army during the Emergency and his name was never spoken in our house, although he was Da’s best beloved younger brother. I never even knew he existed till he was dead, killed by a German bullet, a traitor to his own country as even his own father admitted, though his mother had more sense, I was given to understand by my sister. We women tend to be more balanced. Are you inclined to nationalism yourself ?’


‘Why do you call the war the Emergency?’


‘It was your war, not ours. I was only a little girl. It meant nothing to me, whatever it was called.’


Nina looked up from her painting and spoke slowly. ‘I think the war, war in general, has been the most important thing in my life.’ This was better. This was saying something true and new about herself. Should she add, ‘You see, my father was held in a prisoner-of-war camp from the time I was born till after my fifth birthday?’


But she could see Connie was not listening. She crowded over Nina’s shoulder to look at the painting. ‘Heavens above! You’ve drawn God’s finger wagging at creation.’


Nina looked. ‘I didn’t mean to. I was just trying to put down what I saw.’


‘Let me tell you, what you saw was the great policeman in the sky. I would say Gardai but I’ve always pictured him British.’


Nina washed her brush deliberately in a pot of water. ‘You’re going out soon, aren’t you?’ She was surprised to feel a sense of desolation.


‘Everyone knows everyone else’s business here.’


‘Sorry. I just wondered.’ She looked down shyly. Why shouldn’t she do something for herself ? Something out of character. ‘Perhaps you’d like to visit me in the country.’


Connie walked restlessly round the table. She held Nina’s picture, which she flapped as if to cool herself. ‘That’s very kind. Most kind. But I’m not too drawn to the country. I was brought up there. My formative years in rain and cow shit.’


‘It’s not very like that in Sussex,’ said Nina earnestly. ‘At least, I suppose it does rain and there are cows. I just thought you being out of your own country … It’s my mother’s home, really, although my husband bought it from her. It’s called Lymhurst.’ She hesitated. ‘My father’s dead, you see.’


Connie stared at her. ‘Well, I’m sorry.’ She turned away and looked relieved when Fay, white coat plus clipboard under the arm as usual, entered the room. ‘I was going to clear up.’ Fay stared at the red paint splattered over the table. ‘That was me expressing myself!’ Connie cried. ‘Now don’t go disapproving, Dr Fay. Just address your eyes this way.’ She hung Nina’s painting from her arm like a flag. ‘Give your honest opinion. Do we have a Picasso in our midst?’


‘Oh, Connie.’ Nina took back the painting protestingly.


‘I don’t pretend to be an expert on painting.’ Fay began to screw tops on to the paints. ‘Please call me Fay.’


Nina began to help her as Connie watched them both consideringly. ‘Picasso has invited me to stay with her in the country, at a house called Lymhurst,’ she announced, addressing Fay. ‘She has taken pity on me as an expatriate. It seems to me you might qualify on the same grounds.’


Nina looked at Fay. ‘That would be awfully nice. It’s rather a big house.’ Her heart beat fast. She never invited anyone to Lymhurst.


‘I’m not sure—’ began Fay.


‘Apply for permission,’ cried Connie. ‘We are the only women of the world in this home for lost souls. We must stick together.’


‘What happened to all your old friends?’ Veronica grumbled. She and Nina were digging over the flower-beds, laying them to rest for the winter. Her voice, although not bad-tempered, carried forcefully over piles of ragged flax, Michaelmas daisies, far-flung roses, some still flowering.


‘It seems a pity to cut them all down.’ Nina snipped a white bud and put it behind her ear. Her mother knew perfectly well that she had no old friends. Ex-friends, perhaps, blotted out by William. Childhood friends, perhaps. What were their names? Juliet, Angela, Phoebe, roped in by Major Launceston-Smith to help celebrate the Queen’s coronation in their paddock. And William lecturing her about his national service in an ‘officer potential platoon’, until he had suddenly grabbed her arm and told her his parents were divorcing. ‘My mother’s bolted,’ he had said, in imploring tones. As if she, a twelve-year-old girl, could help him with that one. Divorce happened in the films, as far as she was concerned.


‘Why are you smiling? Her mother straightened her back for a moment.


Had she really smiled? ‘My new friends are not staying,’ she said, sticking her spade in the soil. ‘They’re just coming for lunch. Nor are they mad, Mummy, in case you wondered. One is an American doctor and the other Irish. I think she tried to commit suicide. She’s quite a drama queen.’


‘I never think autumn’s a very good time for visitors. You can’t sit out but it’s not cold enough to enjoy toasting fires.’


‘I like autumn.’ Nina stood straight and looked around. ‘It’s such a relief from all that green.’


‘You’ve always been very colour sensitive,’ agreed her mother amicably. ‘I remember those summers after the war when I filled the beds with colour and you sat there matching up the colours with your paintbox. But green always wins. So many lawns.’ She stopped working, too, and surveyed the offending grass, long and spongy due to inattention and late growth. ‘And then there’s the field and trees.’ She bent sideways and expertly wrenched out an anonymous tendril. ‘I think I’ll take the children into town when your friends come. Then you’ll have more time to talk. Less of a strain.’


Vaguely resentful of her mother’s attitude, Nina reminded herself that Veronica, the fairly new widow, had a right to a strong and supportive daughter, not an anxious obsessive. ‘I am almost entirely well,’ she said, in cheering tones.


‘That’s good news.’ It had begun to get colder, dank odours rising out of the newly turned earth, a misty cloud compressing the air.


‘Poor William,’ said Nina suddenly. ‘All alone in rotten Germany.’


Veronica looked up but said nothing.


‘A house with a driveway!’ Connie exclaimed.


Fay, sitting beside her in the back of the taxi, reckoned this was only a preliminary. ‘Go on, share it.’


‘There have been two driveways in my life. One, in Mayo, good, leading to the convent where on special holy days the nuns gave us cream teas. One, in Hampshire, bad, part of recent disagreeableness, although it seemed fun at the time. I became disgracefully drunk there and drowned a poor innocent Mini. I’ll tell you about it one day. It casts a shocking light on the British class system. I should have known better. Hubert warned me. Horrible Hubert with the beard spoke truthfully for once. He said, “There are two sorts of people, the insiders and the outsiders, and one sort has a fence around them and the other is free as air.”’ She had become abnormally pale.


‘I’m sorry.’ Fay took her hand, reminding herself that Connie had only been out of hospital a few days. But Connie shook her off. ‘That drive was as long as the road to heaven. But it went badly from the beginning. Rick was ashamed of me, you see, so I took to the champagne.’


They stopped in front of a slate-roofed house, much disguised by creepers. Fay found her purse and struggled to work out pounds, shillings and pence – like the class system, another black mark to torturous English minds. Ignoring her problem, Connie got out of the car and stood staring at the house. ‘We do have buildings of this pattern in Ireland,’ she announced, ‘but they belong to that mongrel breed, the Anglo-Irish.’


‘Welcome! Oh, I say. Welcome!’ Nina burst out of the house. She was wearing a baggy sweater and a skirt of some tweedy material, and she appeared to Fay enormous and assured. Yet she seemed uncertain whether to kiss her visitors or shake their hands. Instead she did neither and continued with hearty salutations until the taxi driver, at last paid, made a slow turn and disappeared down the drive.


‘What a beautiful house,’ said Fay.


Nina stopped on the threshold. ‘Do you really think so? I’m so glad. I absolutely love it. But then I can’t really be objective.’


Fay was surprised at this level of emotion but since she really did like the house, she enlarged. ‘It’s exactly how I imagined an English country house should be. Carrying great age gracefully. Just look at that engraving on the down pipe.’


‘Oh, the guttering. It tends to leak, I’m afraid.’ She paused. ‘Actually it spews out tears every time it rains. But William’s mended most of the others. He bought the house from my mother, you see.’


They went inside and Fay found herself in a dim hall with dark wooden flooring, low windows and one table lamp. There was a comfortable-looking sofa, a chair, a brass bucket filled with cricket bats, walking-sticks and tennis racquets. One or two were square-shaped and looked very old. A large bowl of purplish daisies and a flower shaped like a red lantern stood on a round table, alongside magazines, newspapers and a few books. Four doors led off the hall. The one immediately to the left was wide open and Fay looked into a small marble-floored room with a tiny round window filled with topazcoloured glass. Coats and mackintoshes hung in rows, below hats and above boots, all bathed in a topaz glow. Two guns were ranged in a rack and prints of men in uniform hung on either side of a splendid wash-basin. An open door led to a lavatory, which Fay could see was majestically wood-framed.


‘I think of it as a gentleman’s lavatory,’ said Nina, appearing at the door with Connie, ‘not that my father ever used those guns. He was a teacher after the war, when I knew him.’


‘A gentleman’s lavatory,’ repeated Fay, in a satisfied voice. Although temperamentally in favour of the present over the past, she found herself seduced by this modest and tranquil corner of history.


‘I know it sounds silly,’ continued Nina, ‘but I always think William, that’s my husband, likes this room best in the house.’


‘Men like peeing. Next best thing to sex.’ Connie placed one of the hats, a brown felt Homburg, over her brilliant hair.


‘Oh, William prides himself on his self-control,’ said Nina. Then, hearing her words, she blushed, and loosed a mild giggle.


‘It has to be a man’s place,’ said Fay. ‘There’s no glass above the basin.’


‘Perhaps you’d like to see the rest of the house?’ Nina led the way to a wide, L-shaped room furnished with soft sofas and a grand piano.


‘Do you play?’ Fay asked her.


‘My mother did. But she gave up, except for teaching purposes. Would you like a glass of sherry? We’ll go to the dining room.’ Fay opted for water but saw Connie watching enthusiastically as Nina poured a small amount of amber liquid from a chunky cut-glass decanter into a thistle-shaped glass.


They followed Nina up scuffed, uncarpeted stairs with a balustrade made shiny by sliding hands. Fay admired the landing ceiling, which was decorated with plasterwork, roses and crowns. ‘All that remains of a much older house,’ Nina told her. They peered into large rooms with small windows and low window-sills, into square rooms, tall and light. They entered a children’s room with a frieze of goblins parading near the ceiling. ‘Helen and Jamie sleep here,’ said Nina, looking as if her children were still a surprise. ‘They like creatures with pointed ears because they’ve lived abroad so much.’ Fay thought this a possibly revealing non sequitur and decided to pursue it later.


They resumed the lower landing, where Fay asked about old portraits and discovered Nina knew little. ‘My father inherited the house from an aunt,’ she explained. ‘I suppose I’m not very curious about information. You must be starving. I’ve got a cottage pie in the oven.’ She took them back to the dining room.


‘Did you have a nanny?’ asked Connie suspiciously, but Nina’s face wore the deaf look of someone preparing to extract a hot and heavy dish from the Aga. Crossing herself with an ironic expression, Connie took her place opposite Fay at the wide mahogany table. She fixed her with what Fay was beginning to think of as her confiding face, ‘Oh, ’tis sad to think on the Irishman’s fate, who must seek fulfilment far from home. Of my five brothers four have fled across the seas. Only Michael who’s cut of my father’s cloth has stayed to grow old there and become silent and arthritic like my da in an evil-smelling, sodden hovel that even the rats disdain. Yet it’s sad, too, to be without a home altogether, to remember the sweetness of peat fires …’


‘How long have you been in England?’ asked Fay, wishing to interrupt this mournful saga.


But Connie was vague. ‘Years and years. I never take much account of time. Ah, Nina has come back to us.’


Indeed Nina had now re-entered bearing a stained brown pie dish from which she began to serve. ‘So the house has been in the family for centuries?’ enquired Fay. Her tone was purposefully reverential but she was thinking that the room was one of the coldest she’d ever inhabited. Nor did she much like the look of the cottage pie though. She sighed and hardly heard any of Nina’s tentative historical references until they ended abruptly with a question. ‘However did you become a doctor? You must be dreadfully clever.’


The correct answer would have been, ‘Yes.’ Then she could have expanded with, ‘I’m not only clever but also hard-working and ambitious.’ She faced Nina’s open, admiring gaze with a little despair. How could she explain? ‘I was born and raised in Chicago,’ she said, and bravely placed a small piece of potato in her mouth. Would that tell them anything? Connie’s attention, she noticed, was riveted to the sideboard where a bottle of red wine stood open. She could have told them she was the daughter of Jewish immigrants, but something about the room made her feel the word ‘Jewish’ was not appropriate.


‘Do you cut up dead bodies?’ asked Connie, interest still centred on the bottle. ‘I worked in a medical hall in Dublin and the students liked to make us shudder with their grisly tales.’


‘Oh, do you?’ repeated Nina, eyes wide.


‘Certainly do. In New York I’d get up at dawn, pick up a jelly donut on the corner of First Avenue and Sixty-ninth Street and head for the labs. They were open from five a.m. It was only a couple of blocks to walk but it got my circulation going. That and the sugar from the donut set me up for playing about with a naked corpse.’ She paused.


‘Please go on,’ encouraged Nina, as if Fay were telling a children’s story.


Fay pushed away a bit of gristle. A corpse was never a pretty sight and got worse as the semester proceeded, five students using it to practise their knowledge, cutting and peering, snipping and stitching. ‘To be truthful,’ she said, ‘I always enjoyed my time in that lab, on my own, book in one hand, checking up on veins and arteries, gut and sinew.’ She had never found the dead flesh revolting except for her first two or three sessions. The smell had been bad, of course, but that wasn’t the corpe’s fault. ‘I used to want to be a surgeon and now I’m beginning to think about it again.’


Smiling to herself, Fay remembered licking the red jam from the donut off her fingers, and feeling more at home in that cool, silver-lit basement room with the chopped and churned-up corpse than she had parading fuchsia garments for her mother.


‘I’m just so jealous.’ Connie waved her hand round the room, ending with fingers pointed at the bottle of wine. ‘Do you mind if I release this poor wee bottle from limbo?’ She rose and snatched the bottle.


‘I’m a terrible host.’ Nina offered her glass to be filled while Fay put her hand over hers.


Fortified by the wine, Connie became expansive once more. ‘I’m fed up with working as an idiot barmaid,’ she said. ‘I’m not going back to it. I’m looking to be a political columnist. Politics is the only subject worth the newsprint.’


Fay was impressed. ‘There’s so many newspapers here. In New York you only have to bother with the Times. Much simpler.’


‘William has a cousin who’s a journalist,’ Nina got up to clear the plates. ‘Merlin de Witt. He works on an evening paper. For the gossip column.’


‘Political gossip?’ Connie frowned, while reaching forward to pour herself another glass of wine.


‘Back home we rate our political journalists higher than we do our politicians,’ Fay remarked, overlooking the fact that she found the English newspapers disconcertingly lightweight. For example, the coverage of the Vietnam war. Nor, now she came to consider it, had the subject been mentioned in any conversation since her arrival.


‘Would it matter you being Irish?’ enquired Nina, returning from the kitchen with a glass bowl filled with pale green goo. ‘It’s gooseberry fool,’ she added. ‘We had such a glut of gooseberries this summer that Mummy and I bottled them so I’m trying to use them before they rot.’


‘Another new experience!’ Fay picked up her spoon.


‘You certainly don’t have a sweet tooth.’ Connie pulled a face.


‘I’ve forgotten the sugar again!’ Nina dashed from the room.


Gooseberry fool certainly vanquished politics, thought Fay later, after intense discussion about the level of sweetness necessary had been followed by coffee (tasteless), chocolates (good) and the suggestion that they should go for a walk. Fay noted that Nina went upstairs to wash and returned with hands held damply from her sides. Ritual incomplete, she estimated.


Nina began leading Fay briskly out of the front door, then hesitated and turned back. ‘When I told the doctor in Germany I thought I was going mad because of all this washing – he was British, of course – he asked whether my children were still in nappies and whether I had a washing-machine. Then he suggested I came home. So here I am. It is better.’


Flattered by this confidence from one who was so obviously private, Fay took her arm, swathed thickly in a tweed coat. ‘Doesn’t your husband mind?’


‘Oh, Williams’s older than me. He’s fearfully busy. Important. Very handsome, too.’ Nina blushed. ‘Our first years were in Malaya and he was often away for a month or two in the jungle. I’ve known him since I was ten, you see.’


It had begun to drizzle lightly when they came out of the house. Connie, who was already outside, held up her hands in welcome both to them and to the rain. It’s in my blood, she thought, holding her face up too.


‘Let’s go,’ Nina pushed Connie forward, ‘before it really pelts.’


They both turned to see Fay carefully extracting a plastic envelope from her handbag. The next moment she was entirely encased in transparent plastic.


They were amicable. They walked down the drive, a little way on the road, along which few cars passed, and then turned up a track that led across fields, up a hill towards a wood on the top.


They stood together on the edge of the wood, a mixture of oak, ash and tall, dark pines, which gave them some shelter. Below them they saw the way they’d come and the road with its sprinkling of red-brick houses and, set back, Nina’s house, considerably larger than the others, encircled by its lawns and gardens, half obscured by trees.


‘It’s a very ancient wood.’ Nina turned to stare into the dimness behind. ‘I was too frightened to come up here as a child. In midsummer, the heavy weight of the leaves cut out most of the light. It is supposed to be an ancient burial ground and somewhere in the middle there’s the stump of a yew tree under which sacrificial practices were observed. Or so the tradition goes. I always preferred the Downs, so open, with so much sky.’


‘That’s just so interesting,’ said Fay, glancing down at her soaking shoes.


‘Do you mean you’ve never found this sacred yew?’ asked Connie, already in among the trunks. The other two followed, hesitantly. Even though so many of the leaves lay on the ground softened with the rain, the wood was still a dire and murky place. Nina looked up for the sky and found that what light there was ran down the tree trunks. Connie, having elected herself as leader, hair frizzed up in witch-like rebellion, plunged on, ignoring dead sticks, nettles gone to seed, brambles with withered berries, saplings bare of leaves, standing whippily upright.


Nina, began to search carefully, removing long tendrils of ivy when it sat, wig-like, on an interesting shape. Fay began a city girl’s imitation, peering eagerly from under her plastic brim.


But time passed and no age-old stump was discovered. ‘I’m beginning to lose my faith in the story,’ said Nina. ‘It should have to be an enormous trunk if it’s hundreds of years old.’


‘There’s plenty of trunks,’ pointed out Fay, trying to be fair.


Connie stared crossly around as a bird made a loud squawk above their heads. She picked up a bit of dead branch, and squinted upwards. ‘Just watch me knock if off its perch,’ she began, then stopped. ‘You know what’s bloody well above our heads,’ she said. ‘A yew tree.’


They all began to scrabble, bare hands dirtied and scratched as they revealed the grey-black wrinkles of the massive trunk. Its spread seemed too great for a single tree and yet the bark, although sometimes taking an inward curve, did not separate.


‘It’s one vast tree!’ Fay stood back, awed.


‘If it’s over a thousand years old,’ said Nina, who was so hot she’d thrown off her coat and sweater, ‘it would have to be vast.’


‘Come on, you two!’ called Connie, who was still frenziedly tearing and clearing. She, too, had thrown off her jacket and wore only a tight black sweater over her short skirt.


‘The reason we couldn’t see it,’ said Nina, staring upwards, ‘is because it’s still growing. We were looking for a stump.’


‘I’d love to find out just how old it is.’ Fay was sweating under her plastic mac. She took it off with a brave air.


‘We could cut down the tree and count the rings,’ suggested Connie.


‘We could measure the trunk,’ Nina laid a proprietorial hand on a cleared portion, ‘but I don’t expect it’s a hundred per cent accurate and I’m sure we haven’t got a tape measure.’


‘I like to be prepared.’ Fay delved into her handbag and produced a very small tape measure, hardly more than a yard long, but nobody was in the mood to give in. ‘We just take it hand over hand,’ instructed Fay.


Connie laughed because she felt pleased to be under the spell of this magic yew tree with these two weird people. These women. Women had never engaged her much.


It was not at all easy to measure the tree. Essentially, it lacked a waist. Fay and Nina became even more determined, very hot and rather scratched. Half-way round, they paused for a moment. Nina licked her reddest wounds and Fay put her hand to her head. A few minutes earlier she had removed her glasses, which had become misted over when they weren’t hooked on predatory creepers.


‘I’ll tell you what,’ called Connie, from a little mossy pad she’d cleared of twigs, ‘when you’ve finished the statistics, I’ll teach you how to do an Irish jig, the two of you. There’s not an American who hasn’t got Irish blood in his veins and Nina has the upright build and the light foot.’


‘Dancing? We’re dancing now.’ Fay looked shocked as she tried to follow Connie’s instructions. But Connie was stern. ‘Fay, you may have many letters after your name but you have a shocking tendency to spread your knees. “Knees together at all times,” as the dear nuns used to say – would that it had been to more effect. Knees together, Fay, it’s the lower leg that moves. And absolutely no hip work. Hips are out! Forbidden! Besides there is no room for hips on the wood door we’re dancing on.’ She paused for a touch of education on how Irish dancing took its straight-laced form, not just because of the dear nuns but because a hard flat surface in the miry bogs of the west was hard to find and a door off its hinges, laid at a crossroads, made an acceptable surface, except that there was not much foot room. ‘Remember that, Fay, small as you are, with your skinny hips and pointed elbows, keep them to yourself if you’re to stay in line on the door!’


Nina, despite her size, picked up the steps cleanly and lightly, until Connie’s wrath descended. ‘Is that an Irish jig you’re doing, Nina? I do not think so. You are doing a Scottish jig, which is not at all the same thing!’ Once more her voice rose and Nina admitted meekly that she had been thrown back to her dancing-school days with Miss del Monte who wore pleated black sleeves like a raven’s wing. ‘But I dare to hope there’s universality in the Celtic—’


‘Celtic!’ screeched Connie, and they all began to screech and laugh and dance (even Fay, particularly Fay), and soon they were steaming and hot and out of their minds.


‘I can’t keep it up,’ pleaded Nina. ‘I’m too fat!’


‘Coward. Back, kick, feet together. Forward, bend and step together,’ commanded Connie.


‘I wonder if the ancient rites were anything like this,’ panted Nina, since she no longer needed to count, ‘or were they more threatening?’


‘Nothing could be more threatening than Irish dances!’ exclaimed Connie. ‘The skirl of the pipes, the kilts knife-edged, the black curls flying …’ She began to sing:


‘In Mountjoy one Monday morning


High upon the gallows tree


Kevin Barry gave his young life


For the cause of liberty…’


Fay, smiling, partially blind without her glasses, danced: ‘One, two, three, forward kick, back kick, bend, cross over. One, two, three.’ And then began to sing herself:


‘Give me your tired, your poor,


Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,


The wretched refuse of your teeming shore …’


‘Whatever’s that from?’ Connie asked jealously.


‘The Statue of Liberty,’ replied Fay. ‘Do you want more?’


Nina sank down, smiling. And looked at her watch. ‘Oh dear. Oh dear. Oh dear.’


The other two stopped dancing to stare. Had Nina lost her nerve, Connie wondered, a crisis of confidence or, alternatively, could it be the need to find a washbasin? They panted in a dishevelled fashion and could not estimate the seriousness of Nina’s panic.


‘I’m awfully sorry, I’ll have to rush. My mother will have brought the children back for tea.’


That was all. Children. Motherhood. Domestic responsibilities. Connie moved away a step or two.


But Fay was immediately sympathetic. ‘We’ll hurry too. After all, I guess we should be thinking of what train to catch.’


‘Thanks be to you, O brave and everlasting tree,’ intoned Connie, bowing to the yew so that her wild hair tipped right over her head. ‘Thank you for receiving us your humble servants and extending to us the beneficence of your pagan wisdom – which may also have a Christian element, depending on your age and the company you’ve mixed with …’


‘Forward,’ insisted Fay, taking her arm. ‘


I planned to apologise for the lack of sacrificial victim,’ grumbled Connie.


‘There is a victim.’ Fay pointed to the sloughed-off plastic mackintosh and only allowed Connie a guffaw and a backward glance as they followed Nina, already crashing her way through the undergrowth. They caught her up at the edge of the wood. She was standing, apparently no longer in a hurry, staring at the sky whose previous unexceptional grey had changed to a subtle inky wash.


‘I am watching the moon arising.’ Nina turned to them. ‘I much prefer it to the sun. I’m so sorry for behaving in such a hysterical way. Really, there’s no hurry.’


‘Understood.’ Fay stood closer to her.


‘I can never remember if the moon’s real,’ said Connie, ‘or a shadow of the sun. It certainly doesn’t look real.’ They all considered the moon, which did indeed look as transparent as white gauze.


And just as Fay started to give accurate information on the moon, Nina shouted, ‘Let’s run!’ and set off at a madly dangerous pace down the steep hill. They were idiotic, running, whooping and shouting as if they were children. ‘I’m going to fall over, I’m going to fall over … I’ve fallen over.’ Nina, hampered by her tweed skirt and ungainly stride, hit a tuft of grass and tipped, breathless, into the ground where she sat, smiling, and watched the other two race past her.


Connie zigzagged, arms outstretched, shrieking, ‘Oh, Mother of Mercy, look at me, I’m flying. I’m flying.’ And certainly she was the first down to the bottom.


Fay steered a straight course and wore on her face a mix of wonder and bewilderment. ‘Why are we doing this?’ she panted. ‘There must be easier ways to break a leg.’ But then she, too, was at the bottom and watching when Nina rose and picked her way slowly through cow-pats and nettles.


When they drew together, it was still light enough to see each other’s exhilarated faces. Linking arms, they set off down the road.


The house was silent. Nina, lying in bed, realised this with surprise. It was usually noisy, wind rattling the creepers against windows, blowing at the chimney tops, a gutter banging or pipes sighing and clattering, mice scuttling under the floorboards, starlings whistling in the roof, the noise of two children from what always seemed like dawn. She stretched her legs and, rather guiltily, wondered whether William was awake in their bed in Germany.


Whenever she was away from him he reverted, in her imagination, to the age he had been in the early fifties. When she had fallen in love with him, she supposed. In the silence, she listened to his deep eighteen-year-old’s voice. ‘I’m in a potential officer platoon, you see, but that doesn’t mean I can always avoid a wigging from the regimental sergeant major. He has to keep us in line. The only thing I’m not mad keen on is blancoing webbing and buffing buckles. But you can’t choose in the army, that’s for jolly well sure.’ That had been on Coronation Day, the same day he had looked so strong and handsome and told her about his parents’ divorce with a discernible tear in his eye.


Nina sat up in bed and looked out of the window. She had not drawn the curtains so she knew from the darkness that the moon had made its exit. Perhaps that meant it was nearer morning than she thought. Or maybe it was cloudy. As she looked out, the darkness became patterned with lighter tones of black. From outside she felt a breath of wind.


There were six people in the house. Fay and Connie were sleeping in unused rooms where dead butterflies lay on the window-ledges and cobwebs were decorated with flies. They had stayed over to continue the search for the book about trees. According to Nina’s mother, it would reliably inform them of the age of a tree whose circumference they had measured unreliably as forty feet. ‘A monster!’ she had proclaimed. It was a dark blue book, she had said, without a dust cover, with gold lettering on the spine. She had last seen it on the dining-room table, about ten years ago.


They had not found it. Instead Connie and Fay had come to watch Nina as, lap spread wide, she received the bathed and milky sweetness of her naked children. By then it was too late to catch the last train back to London.


Fay, too, was open-eyed in the darkness. She had been woken by unnatural creakings, and stayed awake to examine the startling discovery that she did not intend to pursue her career as a psychiatric doctor. Her decision to join the profession, she now realised, had been based on the false premise that her detached nature was perfectly fitted to psychiatry. But recently she had come to understand two things: first that her nature was not as detached as she liked to believe and, second, that in exploring the labyrinth of the tortured mind, she was pandering to her own ghosts. She would move into surgery, learn about sharp knives and clean cuts.


Fay turned over again to sleep but a familiar scene entered her consciousness. She was nine or ten, apparently captive in the dark corner of a kitchen. On the other side of the room, her grandmother stood at a table under a window in a brilliant triangle of light as if she were on a stage. Fay had been sent by her mother with a message. She had been interrupted as she lay on her bed reading Oliver Twist, her short-sighted eyes close to the print. Her mother hated this absorption in a world over which she had no control and often disturbed her in this way. Now, in a small act of rebellion, Fay had forgotten what the message was and stood, in darkness, watching her grandmother, although her thoughts were still with the oily riverbed where Dickens had been leading her. Her grandmother was merely a picture, wispy white hair, pudgy face and knobbly fingers.


‘I have a message,’ began Fay, but too softly to break through her grandmother’s concentration. Deafness was another reproach. Her lack of English worst of all. She was making bread, kneading the dough on the marble slab, grasping in her fist flour from the tin on her right and throwing it at the lump. White specks were caught by the sunlight and hovered in its beams. Impatiently, and forgetting she could not remember the message anyway, Fay raised her voice. ‘I have a message from Mother…’


The old woman turned sharply. As she did so, she put up her hand to brush the hair from her face. ‘The trouble is,’ continued Fay, taking a step forward, ‘I can’t remember—’ She stopped abruptly, the image in front of her so distinct in its stage-lit intensity that she felt herself become the audience. Where her grandmother’s arm was raised the sleeve had fallen back, revealing a row of small blue numbers. The arm dropped, the sleeve fell. Fay’s grandmother blinked enquiringly, her left hand still resting lightly on the dough.


Fay wanted to flee but instead she froze. The whole scene froze, the sleeve for ever fallen back, the numbers revealed. She knew she could escape if her mother called, ‘Where are you, Fay? Did you ask Grandma?’ But she never did. The scene remained until she managed to wake, gasping with dread. Then she was able to remind herself that her mother had called and she had escaped.


Fay woke up fully and reached desperately for her glasses.


Connie had eventually prised a bottle of wine from the sideboard cupboard and drunk most of it herself. Before she had fallen asleep, she had pictured herself as the man in a household of women. She could see that from the outside that might seem absurd – she was so obviously carved in the shape of Eve – but nevertheless her reaction to the little children, the mother, grandmother and widow had been, she felt certain, like a visiting man. She wanted to admire, command and go her own way. She wished to carry trays, not lay them, to open bottles of wine and drink them, to lead conversations instead of following them. She tried to imagine Nina’s husband, who seemed to be a shadowy figure in the family’s life, and decided that shadowiness, too, would suit her. She would like to own a wife at home while she paraded in the field.


Tonight she would have only happy dreams. She was sixteen, living with her sister Eileen in Dublin, filled with confidence, going out on the town in Eileen’s swirly pleated skirt because she was fat and pregnant and borrowing her highest stilettos too. Soon she was interrupted by her little nephews, red-cheeked, hair standing up in peaks, socks round their ankles. ‘Auntie Connie!’ They looked in awe at their smiling film-star auntie. Above her skirt she wore a pearl-buttoned blouse and pale blue cardigan sent by well-wishers in America.


‘Oh, boys, boys!’ She had hugged them both and was off, teetering a bit on her unaccustomed heels. They had a special purpose because tonight Diarmuid Ferguson was bringing along his Yankee cousin.


It was summer, even along the bricked-up walls of the river Liffey. Flies danced above the dark waters, eddying the air so that the buildings behind, the heavy power of the Guinness distillery, wavered too. Five of them jostled each other along, voluble about the merits of Presley in Love Me Tender.


They were showing off and knew it. In their midst, a head taller, twice as broad, the cause of all the jostling, strode Billy Ferguson. While the other males had slicked-back hair over pale, mostly pimply faces, greyish shirt over dingy flannels and dusty black brogues (proudly bought with their first earnings), he sported a crew-cut over a sunburnt face, a white T-shirt under a tartan shirt, canvas sneakers and, best of all, only previously seen in the films at the Palace, blue jeans.


And it was not just his clothes and healthy golden body that enthralled them. He also brought visions of a world where ‘Dad’s car’ could be taken out for a run, where gum was for chewing rather than gluing paper, where there were fifty flavours of ice-cream, where chocolate came out of machines, where hot dogs were sold on street corners, where children slept not just one to a bed but one to a room, where the sun shone every day through the summer and in the winter the snow was pure white and never turned to slush. Tall Billy and slouching Diarmuid were so unlike it was impossible to believe they were cousins, although true enough.


It was no wonder that boys and girls alike took Billy round the sights of Dublin as if he were a film star. It was no wonder that the girls set their hearts on capturing his. During the first hour in Billy’s company, Connie used up witticisms that should have lasted her weeks. ‘Do you know the story about the two tailors? One said he was so keen on the job that he could fit a man with a suit if he only saw him going round the corner. “That’s nothing,” said the other tailor, “I can fit a man with a suit if I only see the corner he went round.”’


But Billy, it seemed, was not choosing in a hurry. He talked to them all equally, admired the bullet holes in the main post office without taking the gum from his mouth, sidestepped a priest politely enough but made no move to cross himself as they passed St Patrick’s Cathedral.


Finola fell back to join Connie. ‘How long is he staying, then?’


‘Until he goes to college. Eight weeks, minus the week for crossing the ocean.’ Connie had invited Finola along because it was she who’d got her the classy job in the medical hall, she had plenty of money, which might come in useful, and she was exceptionally plain. The night they’d had the longest mouth-to-mouth kissing competition, Finola had not found any boy willing to accommodate her. Connie had won with a count of a thousand, although she’d never spoken afterwards to her partner who kept trying to break the rules by parting his lips. I’d part my lips for Billy, thought Connie, as she bent to place her licked finger over a rising blister on her heel.


Ahead, the boys had stopped, turned round laughing, not at them, probably, but it was enough of a challenge to have the shoes off Connie’s feet and her running along the warm pavement. If it was a tomboy he wanted, then she could be that too. And she’d got him. Hard kisses in dark streets. Bodies pressed urgently together. Yearning, ignorant lust. Nothing more but it was enough.


Turning in her bed, Connie admired the sweet simplicity of her past. Waking further, she stroked sympathetically her rounded breasts and narrow waist. It wasn’t their fault things had turned out badly. Tears dried slowly on her cheeks.


Stealthy as a burglar, Nina felt her way out of the bathroom and down the staircase. She was fleeing, she supposed, touching the old panelling with extra-sensitive fingers. She glided through the kitchen where she found a torch on the dresser. But after she had unlocked the back door, she found the torch was not necessary. A smooth grey light, which felt as if it had no connection with the sunrise, made it easy to find her way to the little potting shed by the overgrown vegetable garden.


She wondered what visual memory had led her to its dark, thick-smelling interior. She listed the smells to herself: earth, rotting onions, tarred strings, sacking, fertiliser, chemical sprays, mice, rusting iron, birds’ droppings, and wet vegetation pushing in through a hole in the window.


Nina pointed her torch towards a wooden workbench. There was the blue book, now mottled a greenish-brown with the damp, cover curling at the corners. Brushing off mouse droppings and a ragged corner of cobwebs, Nina took it outside towards the lightening sky and, opening it randomly, prepared to read as she wandered back to the house.


‘So you found it, then.’ Her mother stood at the door to the kitchen, wrapped in a heavy plaid dressing-gown.


‘You’re early.’ Nina frowned. She had been happy alone.


‘Your father wanted breakfast at six. During his last year, when he slept badly, at five. I think he remembered starving in the camp. Come in. I’ll make us a cup of tea.’


Nina followed her obediently but she was surprised by the confiding expression on Veronica’s face, by this recollection of her father’s past. Her mother had always been secretive and encouraged secrecy in her. She sat at the wooden table and opened the book. The clock on the wall struck six.


Veronica brought a pot of tea, cups and saucers, and Nina was about to remark how many of the book’s pages were stuck together, when her mother spoke in a hushed, emotional voice: ‘Roger couldn’t help himself. Men are like that. I was just surprised he would do it. I suppose I thought he was too old, too settled. It didn’t seem in character. But I should have guessed when he started reading poetry. He used to read it aloud when we were first married. I learnt some Wordsworth to please him:


“It is a beauteous evening, calm and free,


The holy time is quiet as a Nun


Breathless with adoration; the broad sun


Is sinking down in its tranquillity …”’


She spoke the lines in a sing-song old-fashioned way tinged with a kind of ruefulness. ‘Once learnt, never forgotten. But I didn’t know he had a book of his poetry in the camp. I only found out when she told me. She knew all sorts of things about him I never found out. That’s what hurt most. I never knew why she wanted him. Not that she really wanted him. Not to marry, so he told me. She wasn’t trying to take him from me. But she did, of course, although we never spent one night apart until he died.’


Nina wanted to protest. Why was she hearing this now? Her father had died two years ago. Was it because she had brought new friends to the house?


‘He told me ten years ago. That book you’ve got there lay on the dining-room table. Seeing it just now brought it all back. I was amazed. He was such a controlled man. But later I began to understand. There were things he couldn’t bring himself to tell me, when he first came back, about what went on over there. Do you remember – what were you? Five or six – he was so fat when we had expected a starving skeleton? Now you’re plumper you sometimes remind me of him as he was then. It soon dropped away again. It had taken months for him to get back and he’d eaten all the way. He would only talk about that, the being-hungry part. He said it was reason for staying alive, being hungry, and once you lost that obsession you died. But he never talked about the brutal things. I was young, and I supposed, I still suppose, he didn’t want to spoil our happiness with horrors. And then, when he did want to talk, it must have seemed easier to start afresh with someone new. Someone who hadn’t known him before the war. I don’t know. He might even have believed he was being kind to me.’


She stopped here and Nina felt she was open to questioning. What question? Facts? The woman’s name, perhaps? But she didn’t want to ask questions, she didn’t want to hear this at all. The dust and mould she had picked up in the shed without any worry began suddenly to irritate her hands. Longingly, she looked at the taps above the old basin. But she could see her mother hadn’t finished. She was looking at her directly, almost challengingly.


‘She was – is – a fellow teacher, of English. But her name is not important. Perhaps in time I’ll even be grateful to her for teaching me things about Roger that I would never have known otherwise. We did meet once. She was at the funeral, although you wouldn’t have known. One of the things I learnt from her was that, despite everything, starvation, illness, the deaths and suffering around him, he found a kind of happiness in the camp. He felt his strength and was proud of it. That was what he couldn’t bring himself to tell me and he told his mistress. His friend, shall I say? Mistress is too strong. He was an old man and never very well. They beat him often, she told me, more often than most, and each time it made him stronger.’


She’s telling me my father was a hero, thought Nina, and shuddered a little. It’s not enough that he was a survivor, he has to be a hero and now he has a mistress too. ‘I can hear the children,’ she said, with relief.


‘Yes, you go to them.’ Veronica put out her hand to Nina. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you. It was just seeing the book. I suppose it was a self-indulgence. We won’t speak about it again. Forgive me.’


‘No, please,’ cried Nina, heading fast for the door and then, with a sudden change of direction, for the garden.


Connie heard Fay leaving, Veronica driving her on the way to do some shopping. Fay had been determined to leave early. Connie could hear their voices on the driveway beneath. She liked the way they didn’t fetch her, as if she were quite independent and could choose to lie in bed all day if she liked. She was just thinking this, naked and warm, when the door opened slowly and a small round-faced child, about five years old she guessed, holding the hand of an even smaller child, appeared. They stood there staring silently.


Connie laughed. She could see they thought her beautiful, her black shiny hair streaming over her white shoulders.


‘You are right,’ she pronounced solemnly. ‘I am the Princess Gloriana come from the Emerald Isle to bring magic into your mama’s life. You may kiss my hand.’


Detaching herself from her brother’s hand, Helen came over and carefully placed her lips against Connie’s outstretched fingers. ‘Can you really do magic?’ she whispered yearningly.


‘Helen! Jamie!’ called Nina from below, and the children began to go, although Connie could see in Helen’s eyes that she waited for an answer. She put her fingers on her lips; it was a secret between them. Noisily, the two children scrambled down the stairs.







1966



Fay typed a letter to Nina. She was sitting in her railroad apartment. This was four small rooms, one leading into the next. The room, where she worked, had no windows and would have been very dark, had she not imported a spotlight.


March, 1966. NY, NY


Dearest Nina,


I think of you often, picturing your house and garden, your children and your dear mother. I can’t really picture William, of course, since I’ve never met him, but I did spot his photograph on the piano. It had to be him, a very upright sort of man in his uniform, fair and handsome. Very English. Although as I write this, I realise it just might have been your father. Do the generations of military men look different? Perhaps I could tell with an American. I don’t think I told you – in the end we talked so little – I have a younger brother, Daniel, born in the year World War II finished. He is in college now so exempt from military service. I try not to imagine what will happen if the war in Vietnam drags on.


I am much more settled now I’ve decided to work towards becoming a surgeon. I’ve never minded working hard – although sometimes I look at my poor skinny body and wonder just how it can carry on up to sixteen hours a day and so much of it bent over a book. And then there’s the challenge of being a woman in a man’s world. Our lives are so very different, yours and mine, which is perhaps why I treasure our fledgling friendship. Next time you write, try to make it a little more legible and informative. For example, are you finding time to paint? And, if this is not too upsetting a question, how are your ablutions? I’m addressing this to you in Sussex, assuming your mother will forward it to Germany.


Very best wishes from your American doctor friend, Fay.


PS Do you have a new address for Connie? Why do I worry about her? Is it because she’s so beautiful?


‘You come from a farm in Mayo.’ Merlin de Witt confirmed Connie’s information. ‘Your family are manual labourers.’ His small dark eyes gleamed admiringly. ‘You’re working in a pub yet you’re a friend of my cousin William’s wife.’


‘A very old friend.’ Connie crossed her legs under the table. ‘Although I cannot disguise from you that we have nothing whatsoever in common.’ At least that was true.


Connie got the job. She joined ten other extroverts on the Evening Standard diary page. They sat at a large table surrounded by wastepaper baskets the size of dustbins. By eleven o’clock in the morning these were already overflowing with white paper like froth on badly pulled beer, as Connie, the ex-barmaid imagined.


‘Who wants Mary Quant’s fashion show?’ asked Merlin, waving the invitation like a huckster at a fairground.


‘Me!’ yelled Connie, grabbing it before her rivals.


‘And I’m going with you!’ exclaimed Zodiac, the only chic woman in the room, Connie thought. She lived in a houseboat on some forgotten inlet near Tower Bridge where her mother created feather and sequin appliqué work for an East End shop.


Soon everyone knew that Connie’s mastery of words was reserved for the air. Someone had to write up her exploits from her illegible notes or her descriptions. Yet her reports on sinking barges, two-headed cows, copulating guardsmen, angry boxers, would-be moon walkers and suicidal models were so vivid that as long as someone else pinned them to paper, she was considered an indispensable part of ‘the team’.


‘We’re a team, of course,’ Merlin addressed Connie and Zodiac, with his unconvincing vowels. They looked at him tolerantly. It wasn’t easy pretending to be one of the fashionable working classes when every word proclaimed you Eton and Oxford. ‘But if you buzz off together, who’s doing the Chelsea flowers, the Lord’s cricket and Twiggy on a tandem bike?’


‘Oh, we’ll do them too.’ Connie tapped him sweetly on the cheek. She knew that familiarity had been noted by Merlin as a sure sign of the lower classes so he encouraged his staff in such demonstrations.


Connie had discovered the expense account. After a month of lifting a finger for a taxi she could no longer conceive of wasting time at a bus stop or making her way to a smelly old tube station.


Mary Quant’s show was a disappointment. ‘Her clothes are like school uniform,’ Connie objected, as a flat-chested model, pale as paper, hair black as ink, paraded a tunic with inverted pleats below a white band.


‘But it’s so beautifully made,’ drooled Zodiac. Connie left her to it and went to the flower show. It had begun to rain heavily, a summer rain that made her think of sodden Irish leaves, of the field she had to cross to bring home water from the well. She spread herself out to dry in the taxi’s warm, padded interior. At least, she thought guiltily, her parents’ home was on the mains now, a ceremony – according to her sister – that had drawn as near fanatical a celebration as the day the Holy Virgin clinked her rosary at Bernadette. I must write home, Connie told herself. Then, to divert herself from the knowledge that she would not, she started a conversation with her driver about President Kennedy. ‘In a country of the young, he had been the youngest ever president …’


Connie looked about her and saw that in London there were no rules, neither of dress nor of much else. It seemed she could be exactly what she wanted to be.


Fay went home to Chicago for Seder, determined to have a good talk with Daniel. Her uncle Larry was there and he reminded her of how his military cap had given her lice at the end of the war. Then there was his wife Vera and their son, David, and various other cousins. They were all squeezed into the same small, over-furnished room in which she had grown up. She felt particularly irritated by the dim wattage of the light-bulbs that made relatives, hardly able to see each other, communicate at louder volume than normal. Eventually, after the ceremonial meal had been eaten, the guests had left and her mother had gone to bed, she managed to get Daniel to herself.


‘I dreamed about you,’ she told him.


‘A dream or a nightmare?’ He lounged on the only comfortable chair. He was a spoilt mother’s boy, Fay thought, who was about to graduate from the University of Chicago. And then what? That was the worry. That was why she had to talk to him.


‘You were drafted,’ said Fay simply. It was frightening that, as in her dream, he had grown his hair long; despite his jaunty manner, it gave him a sacrificial Christ-like appearance. His eyes were too big and dark, she thought, for the sixties. She found her heart thudding in a way it never did during the toughest operation. ‘It was a stupid dream.’ She calmed herself and managed a smile. ‘You’re savvy enough to figure out it’s graduate school next.’


‘You’re assuming I want to dodge my patriotic duty?’ He wore sneakers, pale trousers, a shirt and tie in honour of the occasion, the last chosen and knotted by their mother. Probably it had belonged to their father, and been packed away for the son. There was nothing wrong in that, Fay told herself, except that her mother had despised her husband when alive – why should she want a dead man’s noose round the neck of her son? Daniel, she observed, had a strong neck and broad shoulders.


‘Do you play games?’ she asked, surprised at the question and that she didn’t know the answer.


‘Sure. Softball. But swimming’s my thing. I’m no slouch, Fay. Your little brother’s been growing up while you’ve been doing all that studying out East.’ His mocking, yet tender voice, as if he were the elder, made her assess him all over again and for a moment she saw a strong young man, no easy battle fodder.


‘I may not get to see you often but I worry about you like a sister.’


‘I kind of intuited that when you settled down at my feet.’ It was true: she was crouching at his knees in an attitude of feminine supplication.


‘I guess you have a bit of experience in that line.’ She smiled and nodded in the direction of their mother’s bedroom.


‘We get on OK. She knows my boundaries.’


With her mother’s bedroom so close, Fay was worrying that they should not be having this conversation but Daniel remained easy. ‘I am going to graduate school.’ He paused. ‘But, if you want to know, I don’t feel too special about it. Politics don’t interest me much but draft-dodging doesn’t feel like a good way to kick off things.’


Fay, concern rising all over again, noted nevertheless that he still seemed relaxed. She decided to risk going a little way down the line. ‘Uncle Larry fought.’


‘Different time, different place. All the same, I don’t go along with this demonstrating. It’s not showing respect for those who fight.’


‘I should think they have to face worse things than lack of respect.’ She looked down and saw her hands were shaking. Where had this fear been lurking?


Fay’s mother had made up a bed for her on the uncomfortable sofa. The room was very warm and still smelt of food, coffee, cigarettes, bodies. Fay, lying awake, thought about germs. She calculated the number that each member of the family had brought in with them.


To say the least, she was bedded down in a hostile area. She’d be wise to prescribe herself a preventive dose of antibiotic. Still unable to sleep, she switched on the light and reached for her book but was diverted by the beam from the light, which showed a multitude of nearly invisible specks – of dust, skin, hair, food particles and something else: the memory that was always there. Her history.
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