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At any rate, concurrently with the development of a sane self in a sane world, I think there is always, in varying degrees, the development of a mad self in a mad world of its own creation.


On the Fear of Insanity, Roger Money-Kyrle


 


 


Nana: Shouldn’t love be the only truth?


Philosopher: For that love would always have to be true.


Vivre sa vie, Jean-Luc Godard


 


 


Winter is for women –
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He was lying on a varnished wooden board, the top of a boxed-in radiator. The board was exactly as wide as his shoulders and he knew, from painful experience, he must sit up like a man emerging from his own coffin. Roll over and he would be on the floor.


Above the radiator, a tall window was covered with thin curtains, a pattern of stripes, green, brown and red. He lifted a corner of the cloth and looked out. Deep space, the heart of night, a single small light left burning through fog above the door of the industrial therapy department.


The time? He sifted it from the air, from the many small clues it gave. Presences, absences. He had owned, when he first arrived, a watch with a brown leather strap, one of his better things. He had managed to keep hold of it for two weeks before it was stolen. He knew who had taken it: a man who choked to death in the refectory six months later, inhaling a mouthful of mashed potato. The watch must have been given to the dead man’s family, along with the dozen other effects from his locker. It might have puzzled them, the nice watch they didn’t know he’d had.


He let the curtain drop. He wondered what had woken him. There was no shouting, no sound of running feet, no alarm. The place was hushed. The room he was in, a common room, a big room with a high ceiling, was deserted. But somewhere something had changed. Something had fallen or risen.


He swung himself to sit on the board, legs dangling. He patted his hair (he still had some) and looked down the length of the room. The stiff little tables with their stiff little chairs, the foil ashtrays. On one wall, screwed to the wall and out of reach, was a painting of hot-air balloons; on the opposite wall, also screwed on, also out of reach, was a photograph of the young Queen in her coronation robes.


Other than for his shoes he was fully dressed. A brown pin-striped suit with a cardigan under the jacket, the cardigan a present from his daughter, the younger one, last Christmas or the Christmas before. Red wool and warm, slightly too big, or becoming so. The older girl had stopped coming years ago. He must have worried about that once. Not any more.


Awake now, clear-headed in one of those lulls when the things they gave him had lost their force, he stood, steadied himself, and set off. In his socks he could move almost soundlessly. From the common room he entered the corridor. It was a wooden floor in the common room but in the corridor there were lino tiles, geometries in bright colours. You had to be careful not to get lost on it, not to try stepping only from green square to green square, or find yourself marooned on a red triangle. The tiles were new and part of a scheme to brighten things up. The Administrator had visited them. He had addressed them in the chapel after Sunday service, spoken from the black wood of the pulpit. ‘Time for change, ladies and gentlemen! We are entering the age of opportunity!’ A few weeks later the tiles arrived and a speaker was installed in the refectory, playing the same three waltzes again and again until the new man, the one with the military blazer and the scarred face, took a chair to it.


The door of the office was open. In the armchair, a figure in a white coat gently snoring. Ian, on nights this week. On the filing cabinet, the wireless, lost between stations, hissed like escaping gas then suddenly spoke, posing a question in a language he did not know. Next to the wireless was an empty Bass bottle and a packet of filterless Woodbines. He leaned in and helped himself to one of the remaining cigarettes, tucked it away in the pocket of the cardigan. The office clock said ten to five.


Pass the office and you come to one of the back wards. Each ward had a name and this was Farmer. Twenty beds on one side, twenty the other. Along the length of the room, nightlights dropped their glow like molten wax. He walked the central aisle, observing the sleeping heads and the few that watched him back. There was no babbling now, no whining. Of all the hours of day or night, this was the barest. Nobody came or went on the road outside. Inside, even the most restless had finally exhausted themselves. It would be another two hours before the shift changed.


He came to his own bed, his name, Martin Lee, written above the hook where his other jacket was hanging. Further down on the same side he stopped at the iron foot of Stephen Storey’s bed. The sheets were pulled up and a pillow had been placed beneath them, the faint fake outline of a sleeper – good enough, perhaps, to fool someone glancing in from the doorway.


Was this what had woken him? Stephen? He was the baby of the ward, and due to go home soon, certainly before Christmas. A young man with his boyhood two steps behind him, who wrote in a small neat hand in small notebooks that his mother brought. When he arrived, carried in an unhurrying ambulance from somewhere that didn’t want him or couldn’t manage him, he had, for the first few weeks, opened the skin of his hands with anything that offered an edge, but they must have got something right because that had stopped. He would play chess with whoever cared to sit down with him. Recently he had been on the bench next to Martin in Mr Hitchcock’s woodwork class. They made toys, all sorts, wooden boats for boating ponds, pop-guns, spinning tops. He had a flop of brown hair, a shy smile, though he looked at you clearly enough. He had once been caught singing, perfectly alone, in the shelter by the football pitch. Even the people who ran the place could see he deserved a future. So where was he?


Beyond the ward was the washroom. Martin looked for him there among the dripping taps, the smell of wet towels. There were no nightlights in the washroom but light seeped in from a lamp outside one of the frosted windows. There was a tap hissing. He found it and held his fingers under a twist of water. On the shelf above was a squat glass bottle. He lifted it, shook it. Half full? He set it back on the shelf and turned off the tap. The cubicles were behind him but he didn’t bother to search them. Even when completely still, completely silent, a human being crackles like a radio mast, and he knew he was alone.


Another door, sometimes locked, sometimes not. Tonight it opened to a push. No more brightly coloured tiles; from here you walked on stone. He felt for the light switch. It lit only a single bulb under a metal shade ten yards away where the passage was crossed by another. On either side of him were heavy doors with bolts and peepholes. Most of the rooms they led to were used for storage now, though they had kept one for its old purposes. He looked in through the peepholes, saw darkness heaped like coal in a cellar. Some parts of the building (this was one) were said to be haunted, but that didn’t trouble him. He thought if he could help a ghost he would, and he thought they would know it.


At the junction of the passageways he paused under the bulb. Go right and he would reach the fire door. Turn left and he would come to the laundry. He turned left. He could feel Stephen in front of him, quite close. As he walked away from the bulb the passage grew faint with shadow, but he could see his way and could have found it without the help of any light. The laundry’s double doors were open and he went in. The floor was rutted from the wheels of trolleys. He moved carefully between the steel tubs and the strange machines that wrangled and pressed the sheets. Women did the work. You could watch them as they processed in their blue housecoats back to their side of the hospital in the afternoons.


Next to the laundry was the drying room. Linen hung from wooden horses suspended under the ceiling. An electric light on the side of the boiler gave the room the cool blue glow of moonlight. There was a smell of lye, and a slight bitterness, as of things that cannot really be cleaned sufficiently. In the centre of the room was a table large enough for twenty to have sat down at and feasted. It was heaped with folded sheets and towels, a heavy drift of them. Stephen Storey was lying across the top, full-length, face up, dressed and bootless. His eyes were shut, his mouth not quite. One hand rested by his belt buckle while the other had fallen to the side and lay, palm up, beside the black cloth of his trousers. There was an envelope clipped to his tie with a clothes peg. To Whom It May Concern. It was a hospital envelope. At some point he must have gone to the office and asked a nurse for it.


Martin touched him, his cheek, his neck. The skin was not yet cold but cooler than the air around, like a knife in a drawer. He spoke Stephen’s name, softly, as though to a sleeper, and for a minute he stood there, a shade stalled among the muffled voices of his past. He thought of shaking out one of the sheets and spreading it over him, but Stephen could have done that for himself. And there was nothing indecent here. He had seen indecency, had stood in front of it seventeen years ago with his camera, a day in April, the midst of a forest somewhere between the Weser and the Elbe. Nothing here that needed hiding or hurrying into the ground. The room was friendly in its way, like the wings of a theatre, the sort of place he might have chosen himself, might still.


He stepped away from the table, paused, bowed as deeply as his stiffened back would allow, then returned to the passage. He walked beneath the single bulb and kept going until he reached the fire door. He felt for the cigarette in the cardigan pocket, rummaged in his jacket for a match, found one and struck it on the wall. When he had first come, he wasn’t allowed matches, for obvious reasons, though at some point (the second shock? The third?) he had lost his faith in fire.


He leaned against the wall and smoked. Woodbines were made in a factory in the city. It was a place you could usually get a job, women and girls in particular. Some at the hospital had worked there, and some had gone the other way, from the hospital to the factory. There was a kind of trade between them. He smoked until he could feel the embers against the skin of his fingers. He ground it out on the wall. The sparks fell to the floor.


Between the metalwork room and the fire door there was an alarm in a glass-fronted box. He struck the glass with a jab of his elbow, pressed the scalloped brass of the button, then shoved the bar on the door to let himself out into what was left of the night. The fog was heavy. You could barely see the chapel. The women’s wing was hidden entirely. A taste of ditches, winter fields. The sea? He walked. The fog opened and closed at his passing. So many dreams like this! At his back the first lights came on, and behind the thin curtains the place began to roar.
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The dealer who sold him the car had called its colour bleu nuage, then glanced at Eric to see if he had understood. When it was obvious that he had, the dealer’s smile broadened, as if he knew the deal was done – done or as good as.


The Citroën ID: fewer features than the DS but to all intents and purposes the same car, just more affordable. And this one, sitting on the forecourt, had a couple of hundred miles on the clock. That knocked something off the price.


‘Didn’t they like it?,’ Eric had asked, and the dealer had shrugged as if to say not everyone is right for a car like this, not everyone could appreciate it.


Adjustable road clearance, air-oil suspension, rack and pinion steering, heating for front and rear passengers.


‘The front seats go all the way back, Doctor. You can sleep in it if you need to.’


 


Now, driving the winter lanes, the mud, the ruts, the spray, he had to wash the car at least once a week if he wanted it to show for the lovely thing it was. Bucket, sponge, hose, the wax the dealer had thrown in as a gift. It embarrassed him a little to be washing it so often. He did not think of himself as that type of man, suburban, prissy, obsessed with possessions, but there was something voluptuous about the car he couldn’t quite get over. He would in time, of course. In time he would think of it as just a car. Time would level it out, for that, he had learned (quite recently), was what time did.


The dashboard clock said twenty to nine. His first house call was scheduled for nine o’clock. It was Mrs Tallis, a schoolmistress who, he imagined, liked punctuality, but the fog was heavy still and he wasn’t going to hurry. On the wireless before he left the news was of a big London smog, the worst in months, visibility down to five yards, and during the night impossible. An Air Ministry warning of more to come. Listening, he had pictured it, the shrouded buildings, Eros in a cloud, the empty parks, and for the hundredth time wondered if he had given up on London too easily, if giving up on London had meant giving up on other things. Ambition? But he’d had no good connections there, no strings to pull. A provincial with a Midlands accent he had no intention of trying to hide. And London, of course, meant weekends with Irene’s parents, drinks with people he struggled to be polite to, who blathered about the impossibility of finding maids and gardeners, as if the war had never happened. And when they had first come down, the train out of Paddington, the height of summer, Gabby Miklos collecting them at the station (oh, that Mitteleuropean charm worked a treat on Irene) to take them to view the cottage, its empty rooms smelling of old fires, the garden half wild, it had felt in some way inevitable. On the train back up they hardly discussed it. They would go. Of course they would. He would be a country doctor and she would be a country wife. It seemed the solution to a problem they hardly knew they had. And if you wanted his opinion it had done her an immense amount of good to be out from under the shadow of her parents. More playful, more sure of herself, more like her sister, the famous Veronica. Or that, at least, had been the story of their first year. Slowly, somehow, the tide had turned. There had been an alteration. He had not worked out the cause yet; he had not had the leisure. Lack of something meaningful to do? She had complained of it once or twice. Well, that would be changing soon enough.


Up ahead, at a place where the road dipped and the fog might have passed for London smog, he saw the floating red lights of a stopped car. He slowed (disc brakes at the front, drum brakes at the rear) and came to a halt five yards behind the lights. He waited, sat there four or five seconds and was about to sound the horn when a figure in overalls stepped out of a coil of fog, peered, then waved uncertainly, a lost spaceman greeting the arrival of the aliens. Eric knew him. It was his neighbour, Bill Simmons, who had moved into Water Farm a few months after he and Irene had moved to the cottage. It had not taken long for the village to find him out – or for the woman who ran the village shop to do so, which amounted to the same thing. A rich man’s son playing at farming for reasons of his own. And the father not just any rich man but one whose name showed up in the papers from time to time, stories written with one eye on the libel courts. To complete the picture there was the little blonde wife, a patient of Gabby’s. She too had an interesting father, though hardly in the same way.


Slowly – and somehow with an air of resentment – the other car started to move. It was not a Land Rover but something like it, something inauthentic. It reversed, then swung off the road and bounced through the open gate into the field. Eric put the Citroën into gear. He lifted a hand, though didn’t look over. He gathered speed, no longer cautious. Under the grey looming of the trees, the car flowed like water.


 


Mrs Tallis lived in a villa off the main road. He parked on the gravel. The garden had the look of somewhere preparing for a long abandonment. It was like the corner of a Victorian cemetery. There was even a small stone plinth, a sundial presumably, but looking funereal, as if it should have a stone urn on top. It would be different in the spring, of course – crocuses, daffodils – but on a day like this the spring felt almost impossible to imagine.


She opened the front door within seconds of his ringing. He imagined she’d been standing close to it, waiting for him. It was what patients often did.


‘Good morning, Doctor.’


‘Morning, Mrs Tallis.’


‘This fog!’


‘Yes.’


She asked if he would care for some tea. He thanked her. He fancied a cup; he also thought it would be useful to watch her making it, that it would give him a sense of how she was managing, her range of movement. She was fifty-six. During the war her husband, too old for the regular forces, had found a post as an auxiliary fireman and was killed in Bristol’s Good Friday raid. Six weeks ago she had started getting pain in her shoulders and hips. It was worst in the morning, and it was sometimes difficult to get out of bed. He had examined her (he was good at all that, could handle people physically in a way that seemed to calm them). There were various possibilities. Rheumatoid arthritis, lupus, even Parkinson’s. When he looked at the results of the blood test and thought about her symptoms, her age, he settled on polymyalgia rheumatica. He tried it out on Gabby. Though not exactly the senior partner, Gabby Miklos had a few more years’ experience and a good instinct for diagnoses. It was usually worth checking the tricky ones with him. When Gabby concurred, he started her on prednisolone. The effect, which had been rapid, was proof enough of the diagnosis.


He watched her now from the kitchen table. How precise she was! Her dress, her bearing, the way she scooped tea from the caddy with the coronation teaspoon, the careful way she answered his questions. Did that come from her life as a schoolmistress? Was it about setting an example? He assumed she was lonely. She didn’t smoke, but he wondered if she drank, a few schooners of sherry after dark to ward off the demons. The kitchen smelt thinly of fish, perhaps from last night’s supper, a bit of grilled sole. Through the window, wintering songbirds moved in a blur around the feeder.


He enquired about headaches, pain in her jaws when chewing, any disturbance in vision. He had been reading up and knew that temporal arteritis was a possible complication. Her answers reassured him. He glanced at his watch. They went back to the hall together. On the table was a silver-framed photograph of a man in a black uniform. He had seen the picture before but only this time did he realise that the shadow at the side of the man was the plinth in the front garden.


She opened the door. ‘Is it starting to lift?’ she asked.


‘I think so,’ he said.


They stood side by side, looking out at the garden. It was the moment, a small lapse in the ritual of the visit, when something might have been said, but nothing was.


 


It was a five-minute drive to his next patient, just long enough to finish his smoke and smuggle the butt out of the car window. A red-brick house, two up, two down, the far end of an Edwardian terrace. There was a small garden with a pair of plaster gnomes fishing in an empty pond. At one of the upstairs windows, as usual, the curtains were half closed.


Here, he didn’t even need to ring the bell: the door was opened before he reached it. The woman stood holding the edge of the door. She wore no make-up; she did not look well herself. When he had entered and wiped his shoes on the mat, she shut the door. In the dimness of the hall (a carpet of purple swirls, the dark stairs with the painted banister, the school photograph on the wall of a boy with the same dark eyes as her own), she stood close to him, as if she almost imagined he might hold her and comfort her.


‘How is he today?’ He spoke softly. She shrugged. A curious look came onto her face, a smile of rage. It was only there for a second.


‘In and out,’ she said.


He moved towards the stairs. ‘I’ll go up, then.’ She didn’t offer to accompany him and this had become their pattern. She would wait in the kitchen, a few minutes to herself when she didn’t have to listen out for the ringing of the little bell.


On the upstairs corridor he felt oversized, a deep-sea diver in a Harris Tweed jacket and brogues exploring the wreck of a modest pleasure-craft, one that had foundered years ago but where everything was delicately preserved, each thing its own memorial. For form’s sake, he tapped a knuckle on the door at the end of the corridor – it was always left ajar – and went in. The room’s only light came from the eight inches between the curtain edges. The bed was watery greys, the man in it likewise, what could be seen of him. There was an electric heater by the end of the bed that sent up a dry, dusty heat. There was the usual paraphernalia of a long sickness, the usual smells.


‘It’s Dr Parry,’ he said. He went to the window and shook the curtains open another few inches. He glanced down at the top of his own car, then turned back to the room. On the pillow, the man’s head was a skull. His eyes were shut. Eric wondered if perhaps he was dead, and if that was the news he would take down to the man’s wife in the kitchen. But the eyes opened and the gaze – the gaze of some stubborn intelligence trapped or hiding in a corpse – held Eric where he was for a moment.


‘How are you today, Peter?’


A long pause. Small movements of the hands, the fingers. The gaze roamed dreamily around the light on the ceiling. Peter Gurney was thirty-eight – two years older than Eric. He had been a foreman at a quarry, one of those on the bluffs behind the surgery whose sirens they could hear even at the cottage if the wind was in the right direction, an eerie swell somewhere between raiders-approaching and the all-clear. He had still been working at the quarry six months ago.


‘Are you getting much pain?’


‘Not much,’ said the skull, a voice like a breeze.


‘That’s good,’ said Eric. There was a chair by the side of the bed and he sat in it. In his training he had been taught that patients, even terminal cases, should not be given regular doses of strong opioids. It was Gabby who had changed his mind about it. Gabby gave his patients diamorphine – basically heroin – as much as was needed, and as often as it was needed. Why wait for the pain to become unbearable? There were side-effects, of course, risks (respiratory arrest), but if his patients died as addicts, they were not first driven mad by pain. The old pharmacist by the surgery had found ways to make his disapproval known, and Gabby being a foreigner (and possibly that sort of foreigner) didn’t help, but the new man, Tilly, was happy enough to order whatever was asked for. With Peter Gurney, Eric or the district nurse used to inject him; now there was a bottle and a spoon and it worked just as well, if not better. Mrs Gurney was in charge. He had wondered if she might be tempted to try a little herself. He didn’t think it very likely, though he would be careful to collect the bottle from her when it was over.


‘Is there anything you’d like me to do, Peter?’


‘Sometimes,’ said the skull, the breeze beginning again, ‘I feel people . . . close by.’ He gestured, a slow fanning of his fingers to indicate the narrow spaces around the bed.


Eric waited. ‘Is it a dream?’ he asked. The skull rocked slowly from side to side and smiled.


 


The last call was to the estate. The fog was thinning fast – more mist than fog now. In the RAF he had been taught the distances you could see, could hope to see, through fog and through mist. Fog is a cloud, visibility down to a thousand yards or less. On airfields, with bombers trying to come in at night, they would soak the edges of the runway with fuel and burn it off. It worked, apparently. He’d never had to try it for himself, thank God. The war had had the decency to end before anything like that was necessary.


But even without fog it was easy enough to get lost on the estate. Hard to know what guided the planners, what shape or pattern, if any, they were trying to follow. At one end, the older houses were immediate post-war and already starting to look tatty. At the other end they were still building – brick boxes, handkerchief gardens, some gardens neatly tended, others, most, just a patch of thin grass over builders’ rubble. In the Herald or somewhere, he had read that the population of Britain was now fifty-two million. He had no sentimental ideas about the English landscape. He had grown up in a city, had moved from its rough centre to its smarter suburbs. People going into a swoon over the Cotswolds or the Yorkshire Dales, that wasn’t for him. But fifty-two million! The whole country covered in little boxes like these! Was that the future?


He found the house. He had, he now realised, been there before. There was a swing in the garden and the remains of a rocking horse. The doorbell seemed not to work. He rapped on the wood. A teenage girl answered the door. He frowned at her. ‘Julie?’


She smiled gappily. He had seen her last spring when she told her mother she’d taken an overdose of aspirin. She hadn’t. She looked happy now, and he wondered vaguely at its source. Just being young, perhaps, just being alive.


They went into the front room. There was a television in there.


‘She’s waiting for it to start,’ said Julie, nodding towards the girl curled on the sofa. ‘I’ve already told her there’s nothing till dinner time.’


‘Hello,’ said Eric. He put his black bag on the arm of the sofa. ‘What’s your name?’


‘She’s Paula,’ said the older girl. ‘She can’t speak ’cause her throat’s so bad.’


‘Your sister?’


‘Half-sister.’


She was, he thought, nine or ten. Short brown hair in little waves, enormous brown eyes. She was comically beautiful. He wondered if she’d keep it as she grew up or if this was her moment, her little flare of perfection. If she did keep it, she wouldn’t be hanging around the estate for long.


‘She’s been crying,’ said the other girl.


‘Well, we can’t have that,’ he said. ‘Shall I take a look?’ He reached for the bag, opened it and took out a wooden spatula and a pencil torch. He crouched in front of the child. ‘Nice and wide.’ He pressed down the restless tongue, shone a light on the back of her throat, squinted.


‘That does looks sore.’ He took out the spatula, turned off the torch. She let him feel her neck, this little animal. She watched him with an intensity that brought him close to laughter.


‘It’s her tonsils, isn’t it?’


‘Yes,’ said Eric.


‘She’ll have to have them out. I did when I was her age. She doesn’t want to. She’s frightened of it.’


‘Let’s try something else first,’ said Eric. ‘It all depends on what’s causing it, the soreness. We’ll try this. It may be all she needs.’ He sat on the sofa, prescription pad on his knee. He wrote out a prescription for penicillin, signed it, tore it off and handed it to Julie.


‘Can you pick these up at the chemist’s this morning? Mr Tilly will explain how she should take them. And are there any aspirin in the house?’


The girl blushed, shook her head. Eric found a bottle in his bag. He tipped two into his hand. ‘Dissolve these in a glass of water. Stir them around a bit. Give her half the glass and see how she does. Give her the rest in a couple of hours. You can get some aspirin from Mr Tilly as well. Tell him who they’re for and that he can ring me if there’s a problem. And she should eat.’


‘She doesn’t want to.’


‘She has to eat. Have you got any soup?’


‘We’ve got cubes.’


‘Get a couple of tins of soup when you go out.’ He turned to the child. ‘What flavour do you like? Tomato?’


‘Room,’ whispered the child.


‘She’s saying mushroom.’


‘You’re about the same size as a mushroom,’ said Eric. To the older girl he said, ‘Got any money?’


She shook her head. He took out his wallet. In the little leather frame the wallet manufacturers had provided – some assumption that one would carry around such a thing – he had a creased photograph of Irene taken in the weeks before the wedding. The expression on her face – what could you call it other than brave? He tugged out a ten-shilling note and held it out to the girl between two fingers.


‘There’ll be enough change from that to get a tub of ice cream,’ he said. And to the younger girl, ‘Mushroom flavour, I suppose.’


At last, a smile.


 


At the surgery he entered by a door that meant he didn’t need to walk through the waiting room. There would be half a dozen people in there by now, sitting in their coats, flicking through copies of National Geographic or studying the floor, fretting about whatever had brought them there, trying to get their stories straight. He had the consulting room at the end, by the main road. Gabby was at the other end with a view of the garden. The garden was not much bigger than an allotment, but Gabby had planted bulbs, tulips mostly, and there was a plum tree he harvested to make a liquor he had promised to let Eric try one day.


He sat at his desk. Mrs Bolt the receptionist (whom he had also contrived to avoid) had left his mail on the blotter. There were ten minutes before he was due to see his first patient. The larger envelope was this week’s copy of the Lancet. He and Gabby shared a subscription. They used to have time to talk about what was in it, but they were busier now. Beneath the Lancet were a couple of envelopes containing publicity from pharmaceutical companies. Shiny brochures, colour photography. Sometimes there was a gift inside, though the gifts usually arrived with the reps, the salesmen – some of them ex-doctors – who sat there like friends who just happened to be passing and talked chummily about a new drug for hypertension. At the beginning of the summer he’d been offered a year’s free membership of the country club, exactly the sort of place he despised, though he had, anyway, joined it.


At the bottom of the pile there was an envelope addressed in blue ink, a free-moving hand, big, confident loops for the D of Dr, the P of Parry. He picked it up, and as he did so, he glanced to the door as if he imagined Mrs Bolt bustling in, or even Gabby, with those big sad eyes that had seen God knows. But the door was shut, the settled light of morning filtering through the net curtains behind him. He was quite private.


He opened the envelope with the paper knife (Distaval in gold on the handle). Inside, one sheet of headed paper, watermarked. Had she scented it? Or was it just the press of her hand as she wrote, the nearness of her wrists with their rubbed and blood-warm smears of perfume? She had told him once the name of the perfume and he had made a point of not remembering it.


He read the letter quickly. She was, she said, writing after her bath. She was wearing only her silk kimono, the one with the lilies, and the silk touched her in a way that made her long to have him with her. She said things – wrote things – he still found it shocking that a woman might be thinking. Where did she learn such stuff? From novels? The sort, perhaps, he saw the women at the country club carrying. Fat novels to fill up their endless afternoons.


He read, he reread. She made a caress out of language. But a letter, here, to the surgery! He had told her the last time; he’d thought she had understood. And of course, she had understood. This was part of a game, of how she teased him, that part of him she called Sunday-school Eric, though he’d never set foot in a Sunday school in his life.


All that she did was so extraordinarily accomplished. The maddening suspicion that she knew more about life than he did, she who hardly left the house. He considered tearing up the letter – but put the pieces where? How hard was it to imagine Mrs Bolt playing jigsaw with the fragments (and the silk touches me in a way that makes me long . . .)?


He slipped the sheet back into the envelope, put the envelope in the inside pocket of his jacket. He thought of his father, that steady man who rose from ganger to assistant station-master at Birmingham New Street, who wore a black silk trilby to the office and took it off with his ganger’s hands to hang it on a coat tree. A man to be trusted with the movement of trains, the flow of crowds. His father’s example – that had been his Sunday school, though it had had nothing to do with religion.


On the edge of his desk was the intercom box. They had installed it six months ago. It meant Mrs Bolt did not have to walk down the passage every time she had something to impart. But the buzz always startled him. There didn’t seem to be any kind of volume control. He depressed the switch. ‘Yes?’


‘A call from your wife, Dr Parry.’


‘My wife?’


‘She’s on the line now.’


‘Right. Well, put her through.’


‘Transferring her now.’ Mrs Bolt had made the machinery her own. She had mastered it.


He picked up the receiver. There was a click, another click. He waited.


‘Eric?’


‘Is it urgent? I’m about to start. I’m probably late already.’


‘The hospital called,’ she said. ‘They’ve been trying to reach you.’


‘What hospital?’


‘The asylum.’


‘What do they want?’


‘I don’t really know. They wanted to speak to you. I told them I’d pass on the message.’


‘Though there is no message.’


‘They want you to call them.’


‘All right. I’ll ring them later.’


‘He made it sound quite important.’


‘I doubt that it is.’


‘How has your morning been?’


‘Same as usual. Look, I don’t have time to talk now. I’ll see you this evening.’ In the background, the sound perfectly clear, he heard the cottage doorbell. ‘Who’s that?’ he asked.


‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Probably the post.’


‘I’ll see you later.’


‘Right-oh.’


‘Bye, then.’


‘Yes. Goodbye.’


He replaced the receiver and reached for the intercom. ‘You can send the first one down now, Mrs Bolt.’


With his pen (a Parker 51, grey and silver, Glaxo inscribed up one side) he wrote on the blotter, in small letters, asylum.
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Rita lay on her right side, blonde hair on the shadow-coloured pillow, her face in a frown as she backed out of a dream of the club, some version of itself, Chinese lanterns flickering in a breeze that came through the open door and down the empty stairs. No band on stage, the mirrored shelves behind the bar all bare. The place had been raided? She had been there once when it was. There were complicated arrangements between Eugene and the police that didn’t always hold up. Sometimes they were apologetic (orders from above) and sometimes they were angry. The sight of a Negro bandleader with a diamond in his tiepin, the smell of hashish down there, and the girls, black girls and white girls, who weren’t much interested in dancing with policemen. Eugene fretted about them. He said they were skittish as horses, you had to settle them down, it wasn’t just about money. But in her dream the club was a place no one was coming back to, not Eugene or Gloria, not even the police. The stairs were narrower than the real ones had been, narrower and longer, at intervals (what is time in a dream?) lit like an X-ray by the neon above the street door. Something had happened in the world above. The H-bomb? Or a comet the size of London smashing the world off its axis? Go up there and she might be the last one. Endless winter in an endless night. And yet she had to see, she had to know . . .


She stirred and began to unwind herself from the sheets. The whiteness of day showed between the not quite perfectly closed curtains. There was an alarm clock on a chair on Bill’s side of the bed, the alarm set for five, the time now almost nine.


The room was cold, though she’d known it colder. At the foot of the bed was a paraffin heater, but her nose told her it wasn’t lit. Bill was nervous of it. He thought it would gas them with its fumes or set the bedspread on fire. He said the bedspread looked like the kind that would burn well.


She swung out her legs and sat on the edge of the bed. The dream was familiar enough, the mood if not the details. She looked down at her feet. She had on a pair of Bill’s boot socks and was wearing a set of his pyjamas with the cuffs rolled up. Under the jacket she wore a long-sleeved vest. That, at least, was hers.


She listened for sounds of activity from the yard and heard, as if her sitting up was its cue, the bellowing of a cow. A train clattered past. She had learned in the last two years to tell a goods train from a passenger train, locals from the express.


She shuffled out to the corridor and down to the bathroom. There were no curtains or blinds at the window, but they weren’t needed. The nearest house – the doctor’s – was on the far side of the field, though today, through the fog, she couldn’t see it at all. She could barely see the field.


There was a full-length mirror in the bathroom with a black japanned frame they had bought in a bric-a-brac shop on the Gloucester Road in Bristol. The woman had said it was French. It was not screwed to the wall (that was a job still waiting to be done), just propped against the faded seashells of the old wallpaper. She pulled up the pyjama jacket and the vest, held them in one hand just below her breasts. She studied the reflection of her belly, then turned side on and twisted her neck to look again. She touched her skin and flinched at the contact of her cold fingers.


Something? Nothing?


She let the cloth fall and raised her gaze to meet her own blue eyes, puffy with sleep. She reached up to pat her hair. ‘You’ve let yourself go, dearie,’ she said. She went to the washbasin. The water shuddered in the pipes. There was a back-boiler on the Rayburn in the kitchen, but the Rayburn was as old as the house. When they moved in, she and Bill had peered inside it, like Hepburn and Bogart scratching their heads over the engine of the African Queen. Sometimes water came in a wild gush and your head was lost in steam; sometimes it was cold as iron and burned you the other way. This morning it was, she thought, about the same temperature as the fog. She washed her face, then cleaned her teeth. The bristles of the toothbrush turned pink, and when she spat into the basin, a little blood swirled around the plug hole.


She used the toilet and waggled her toes in the socks. When she was done she looked out of the window again. Only minutes had passed, but she could see the field now, and beyond it the blush of the doctor’s roof tiles, his house like a ship anchored off the coast, riding out the weather. As she watched, a light came on in one of the upstairs windows.


‘Good morning,’ she said.


 


In the kitchen – she had pulled on one of Bill’s jumpers; there were no proper women’s clothes for this kind of life – she stood beside the cream steel of the Rayburn, leaned right over it (she knew which bits not to touch), then turned to warm her backside. The cat, large, brindled, was sitting on the table between the wicker egg basket and her knitting things (red wool, size 12 needles, the beginnings of a bobble hat). The cat had come with the farm. If it had a name they didn’t know it. It was not affectionate. It had drawn blood from both of them, from Bill several times. It gave the impression of intending to outlast them, of being confident of doing so.


Out of the cat’s reach, on top of the old meat-safe, was a saucepan of cold spaghetti and tomato sauce, the remains of last night’s supper. Spaghetti was one of the things she could do. There had been a time in her life – the Pow-Wow Club, the temping – when spaghetti was a main source of nourishment, packets of it in thick blue paper from the Italian delicatessen on Park Row. You only needed one ring to make a meal. You could add anything – a tin of peas, margarine, ketchup. You could eat it bare if you had to, with just a pinch of salt. She lifted three or four strands from the saucepan and lowered them into her mouth. Like a baby bird, she thought. The thought made her tearful. She wiped her eyes with the back of a hand, then teased out more spaghetti. Tomato on her chin, on Bill’s jumper.


Her morning job, the first, the only one that really mattered, was feeding the hens. Bill would have let them out after milking, but by now they would be frantic. She wetted her fingers under the tap, wiped them on a cloth, took the basket from the table and went to the back door. She leaned against the wall and pushed her feet into gumboots. You had to fight to get the door open. Like almost everything else in the house it was not well made. It swelled with the damp. It was not even a particularly old house. Above the front door a date was gouged into the plaster – 1907, the year before her father was born.


She tugged. She would have liked the strength to tear it off its hinges. She enjoyed the thought of moving through the world with unstoppable force. Attack of the fifty-foot woman! Doors, men, whatever tried to check her progress, flicked away like spent matches. She tugged again, swore at it, and the door gave. She stood on the step, breathing in the morning, the dissolving weave of the fog. The coop and the run were ahead of her. To her right she could see the end of the cowshed where a pair of rooks or jackdaws perched on the tin roof, watching her and perhaps waiting for her to start feeding the hens. On the far side of the yard the gate to the track was open. There was no sign of Bill and she couldn’t see the car. He used to leave messages for her on the kitchen table saying where he was going, but not any more. He didn’t have the time, and perhaps it didn’t matter.


Behind the wire of the run the hens were chattering and scolding. There were twenty-five of them, brown, white, speckled. In the first year, the fox got in at dusk before the hens were shut up for the night. Some of the hens seemed to have died of sheer terror. It made her feel differently about the hunt.


They sold the eggs at the village shop, and they had a wooden box by the milk-churn stand at the end of the track. People left their money in a tin. Sometimes the money in the tin didn’t add up, but sometimes they had more.


She went to the meal bin and scooped out grain, sent it, with a quick movement of her wrist, skittering across the scraped earth of the run. The hens chased it. They were lovable and idiotic. She laughed, and dug out another scoop. She began to sing: ‘The mashed potato started long time ago . . . with a guy named Sloppy Jo . . .’


She filled the drinkers from the tap by the back door, then opened the coop and looked for eggs. Some of the hens were broody. They sat in the midst of themselves, feathers puffed, and pecked at her hands when she moved them, though once the eggs were in the basket they seemed to forget them soon enough and hurried off to join the others, searching for the golden grain.


She sang again, a breathful: ‘Mashed potato . . . feel it in your feet now!’


She did not, she knew, have much of a voice, but it was only hens for an audience, hens and, further off, the cows in the shed and the ones in the barn. And the bull, of course. Bill’s two-hundred-guinea gamble.


She carried the basket back to the kitchen, half filled the big kettle and put it to boil on the hotplate. The droplets on the base of the kettle spat and hissed. ‘A watched kettle . . .’ she said, a voice that belonged to someone else. Aunt Elsa? She thought for a moment of that large cold flat in the city, of the gramophone that must have been fifty years old. She raised herself en pointe – or as high as she could in Bill’s socks – using the steel rail of the Rayburn as a barre. Aunt Elsa’s voice came through more clearly. Kick up your feet, dear, and don’t forget to smile. That’s it. Round you go. Now reaching up. Now looking over your shoulder. And you could pout a little here. That’s it, dear. Don’t overdo it . . .


The cat was watching. She stuck out her tongue at it. Aunt Elsa was dead. When she’d had a drink, she used to say that one day she was going to leap out the window and impale herself on the railings, but in the end it wasn’t like that. The landlady found her when she brought up the milk. She was lying on the living-room floor in her nightie, staring at the damp stains on the ceiling.


She made tea in the pot, poured herself a mug, sweetened it, fetched her book, fetched her cigarettes and matches, dropped a cushion on the floor and sat down with her back against the Rayburn. The book was a new one. The travelling library had stopped in the village on Wednesday. It came once a fortnight and parked at the side of the shop. The librarian – also the driver – was called Keith. He wore glasses with heavy frames. He smoked a briar. She thought he fancied himself as an intellectual, and perhaps he was – who was she to say? – but mostly he was the randy-uncle type. She could sense him watching her when she was in the van with him, knew he was weighing up the pros and cons of touching. She wasn’t afraid of him. She knew the randy-uncle type well enough, had received their attentions since she was twelve or so. And Keith brought things she liked, the sci-fi novels and stories he ordered for her from the big libraries in Bristol. Sometimes he placed them in a box on the floor of the van so she would have to bend over for them. Cheap thrills!


Wednesday’s book was Venus Plus X. It had the sort of fiery cover she preferred (nothing clear, everything possible), and though she had only read twenty-five pages, she thought she liked it and had chosen well. The hero’s watch was running backwards but time was flying the other way. He falls, wakes, and finds himself cared for by a man he has never seen before, and strangely dressed, maybe not a man at all. He can’t work it out! Who could? And this was something else she liked, that drop into the fever of not knowing, except it’s not confusion exactly, more a case of one part of you not yet ready to accept what the other part knows perfectly well.


She sipped her tea and smoked. She had forgotten to put an ashtray on the floor so tipped her ash onto the boards. It could be brushed under the Rayburn later. The butt would go into the firebox. The warmth of the Rayburn moved through the muscles of her back. All winter you hold yourself like a fist, a tension you’re hardly aware of until the first warm day when you lift your face to the sun. It was far too early to start dreaming of summer – the shortest day was still two weeks off – but somehow she did begin, and it moved under her reading like a shallow stream, became part of the mood of what she read. Bill and Teddy getting the hay in, Bill showing off his farmer’s tan. Lilacs plump in a jug on the kitchen table. The half-dozen nights you could sleep with the window open. And there was, last summer, that evening she’d laid the picnic rug in the orchard and they’d sat out late, moths around the jars where she had put tea-lights, the cat hunting between the trees, bats flitting, the heavy smell of grass. The dark had come slowly and hardly seemed like darkness. When the candles guttered, they had stayed on, and she had half thought they might see strange dancers under the apple trees. They had meant to do it again, had promised it to themselves, but there was always work to be getting on with. The long days needed to be used, and the summer slipped away.


After twenty minutes she shut the book. She had a length of barley straw for a bookmark. She stood, thinking how there would come a time soon when she would not be able to rise from the floor so easily. She went upstairs to the bathroom, used the toilet again, then back to the whiteness of the bedroom. She should have made a hot-water bottle, but couldn’t be bothered to go back down. She felt drugged. Her own blood was drugging her. She lay down on the imprint of herself. She hauled the covers to her chin. She shivered. She could feel the beating of her heart (and somewhere inside her, a second heart ticking like a ladies’ wristwatch). She thought of the doctor and of the doctor’s wife, of what she was, at last, going to do today. She thought of her dream, the club like a theatre where she had been happy, or not unhappy, or not unhappy all the time. She thought, with the usual ripple of grief, of her father. And then, as if such thoughts had been small tasks to be completed, she slept.


Later, she heard Bill, became aware of his presence in the room, heard him whisper her name.


‘Rita?’


She did not move, and after a while she heard him go back to the door, into the corridor, down the stairs. She slept again, and when she woke she sat up so sharply she made herself dizzy. The strong sense of having been called to by someone who could not possibly be there. The alarm clock said eleven-thirty. She walked to the top of the stairs and looked down, then went to the bathroom. The fog was gone. There was the orchard, the field, the doctor’s house. She spent several minutes on her face, several more on her hair. In the bedroom she pulled a pair of jeans over Bill’s pyjamas, exchanged his sweater for a thinner one of her own, a roll-neck of powder blue lamb’s wool, soft as a baby blanket, a treat bought on an outing with Gloria some morning they’d come back flush with tips from the Pow-Wow.


In the kitchen, she picked out six eggs from the basket, the most handsome, washed them, patted them dry and placed them in an empty box. She went to the office to see if Bill was there. The primness of an empty room. She wrote a note on the pad on his desk. She fetched her boots, put on her duffel coat and beret and left by the front door. She walked through the orchard. In the tangled branches there were a few apples shining like decorations while others lay brown and rotting in the wet grass. At the edge of the orchard was a wooden gate with rusty hinges and flaking black paint. This, she thought, was the gate that Death would enter by. She opened it, closed it behind her, and set off across the field, where exactly nothing was happening.
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There were still moments when it made Bill laugh out loud to think he was the lord of thirty-two acres, owned fields and cattle and a barn, that he had, in late summer, harvested a field of his own barley. Not by himself, of course. A contractor had come in a combine, a man red-eyed with fatigue and complaining about the narrowness of the lane, the narrowness of the gate, the smallness of the field. ‘You want to get those hedges out,’ he said. Hedges were the enemy (a waste in themselves and wasting land on either side. Expensive to maintain. Harboured vermin).


And then there were moments when he felt as if the land and the animals and everything he possessed, the machinery, the buildings – the house! – were all conspiring against him. Finding the lights in the milking parlour would not come on because mice had chewed through the wires, seeing a cow hobbling out of the parlour and knowing that probably meant another call to the vet, discovering how prone his fields were to flooding, how tall the thistles grew, how hard they were to scythe. Realising ten times a day how little he knew about what he was doing. If I was a sailor, he thought, I would have drowned by now.


This morning it was the gate. It had worked yesterday, had opened without a problem, but at some point in the night the top hinge had torn free of the post, and he would need to come back with his tools before the whole gate came away and his cows set off down the lane to Bristol.


His fields all had names. This was called Barrow. That was the name on the deeds. It might have been called Barrow for five hundred years. On old Richy’s farm by Queen Camel there was a field called Purgatory.


He looked up. The sky had no depth to it. They were in a cloud, the morning light seeping downwards, like cream through muslin. Fog in the yard, the house wrapped in fog. Even in the shippon – he called the cowshed a shippon because that was what Mr Earle, the man who sold him the farm, had called it – there had been a haze above the heads of the animals, silver droplets glittering in the light from the bare bulbs slung from the beams.


He lifted the gate and began to walk it open. Somewhere in the field there were four dry cows and a pony. Usually they came to the gate when they heard him stopping. Had the fog confused them? The mental life of his animals remained a mystery to him. They certainly had a mental life; they had minds, they weren’t blank. A cow had as much personality as a dog. Some of them watched him in a way that seemed thoughtful, as if they returned his curiosity with one of their own. Some liked to be handled, some not. He had two kickers – Livia and Drusilla. Drusilla had caught him in the shoulder last spring, his skin tattooed with the outline of a hoof for weeks. She was in the barn now, waiting to calve. He had looked in at her first thing and would look in again as soon as he was back.
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