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To Barbie Boxhall, a friend indeed





CHAPTER ONE



Running up the hill to the station, late for the afternoon train, late for life, she had seen an old man with a stick walking ahead and had stopped to avoid him. He had been identical to a stranger putting flowers on a grave in the cemetery, and both times the sight filled her with fear and fury, made her wilt, wounded with memory. After that, she had sat too long by the graveside, distracted by the monuments of chipped angels and worn sandstone, the new stones of vibrant white, the flowers and shrubs, new or faded. She was not mourning: she was assuaging a constant sense of guilt and loss, aware that it was not quite the same sensation. Flowers took a long time to die when left in the air. It was the only place for miles where she could see colours.


Her father had dictated this letter, she was sure of it; his vitriol was infectious. She could feel the pink paper crumpled in her pocket, the reminder of the address they never ever put on letters since they moved and the thousand and one recriminations which would have followed if ever she had dared to knock on their door. Father would have come towards her leaning on his stick and, never after all these years meeting her eyes, mumbling accusations until her willpower fell away with her coat. She had satisfied the insatiable appetite of guilt by taking flowers to her mother’s grave. Standing there in front of a new, crude white and gold headstone which reminded her of a bathroom fitting, she could feel similar waves of disapproval rising like heat, drowning her own anguish in their blind lack of understanding.


It was the grey, utilitarian mess of the landscape above all, but she no longer knew if this judgement was the selective nature of her own eyes which made it seem so dead. The bus from the graveyard into town took her past some rare fields of glowing yellow stubble, blinding in the light, but she could not take unmitigated pleasure in that. She could look at a field in a state of beauty and know it would change with the same unreliability of people, but a painting of the same thing could make her shout for joy.


After art, nature. Never the other way round. Green fields and wide skies were better in oil paint, more easily controlled, invoked no loneliness. Which could not be said for the station, unmanned after the truculent man selling tickets left at four. A dearth of trains to take her into lovely, filthy, metropolitan anonymity. Empty feelings and empty stations, no sense of belonging. If you do not belong when you are a child, you will never belong.


He never touched me, father, only you. I have tried, mother, father, sister, brother, to gain some sort of acceptance, but you haunt me, even in solitude, with all your bitter hopelessness.


Standing alone on the station platform, one line extending each way round a curve, she felt uncomfortably conspicuous, shook herself beneath the dark purple coat, gave way to annoyance to hide creeping alarm. The time of year, she told herself: this time of year, far more unsettling than any mere time of month. The British change their clocks, trick time by an hour, and suddenly afternoon melts into inky black by the time they all go home. In the hour’s wait for this train to London, the sky had ceased to comfort. She had been denied her preoccupation of looking up at rain-filled clouds scudding across the sun, the same preoccupation which made her see colour even in shadows: shadows were made of colours.


Feeling the ticket to freedom along with the letter in her pocket, pink-papered, the last accusation of the many which had followed her down the years to confirm her status as an alien, she had watched the sky change. Still inside a welter of confusion because she always forgot to change the clock, and had spent the Sunday before working with no one to remind her, a state of affairs most devoutly to be wished. Days like this were idyllic until that sense of outrage intervened as the precious light suddenly seeped away by late afternoon. The sky altered then into an angel’s sky, like the one first seen beyond the roof of this station. Clouds battling with half-hearted sunshine, the one fighting the other into submission, the sun seen as a spotlight fading away, like a lamp removed from behind a muslin curtain. An early darkness, pale, then dramatically black as the gusty rain began to fall. Attempting to conjure shapes and light from the dead foliage in the hanging baskets left for next spring, she found nothing, no solace for the eye: the single bulb burning in the foyer seen across the tracks surrounded by a haze. The rain was uneven, spitting off the roof and slapping the stone of the platform, like a sharp, unexpected punishment.


They were not footsteps. She had not heard footsteps: for a moment, she panicked and turned her face to the wall. The platform north and the platform south were connected by a tunnel, dimly lit and grimly clean, unlike the city to which she was so anxious to return. She fastened her eyes on the aperture which would soon produce a head if the steps were real. Rain disorientated sound. The hazy bulb opposite swung slightly, as if disturbed by another presence and she realized then she was mistaken about the placing of these disembodied feet: man, woman or child passing beneath that bulb towards the tunnel would have registered; she would have seen him or her, even a cat. Silence, a slap of rain, a finger of wind lifting the heavy fabric of her long skirt, teasing the hem which drooped behind. The steps were closer. A shuffling in the alcove of a locked waiting room obscured by one of the pillars supporting the roof she had admired in the last of the sunlight, a figure hidden there or beyond the building, where the ground sloped away and a dustbin lay on one side. The steps (no, they were not steps, please do not be foolish) might have come from behind the door. She thought of her father, lurking. It serves you right, daughter, it serves you right.


She was not brave, merely stoic, concentrated on the hazy light beyond. Fear like this, a sense of danger repeated so often now, was time-consuming, energy-consuming, a creator of anger and other sensations she simply could not afford. Like love and flattery, she thought illogically: all redundant nonsense. You walk towards blind footsteps: you do not ignore them. Or so you do if you know where they are or what they may want, or why they haunt you. No one need harm you; no one hates you; you have cleared all your debts, owe nothing, not even the flowers on your mother’s grave. So she did walk, slowly and noisily towards the end of the platform, passed the alcove door of the waiting room, an empty space with ‘Out of Order’ on the door, paused stupidly, the fear suddenly acute, like a pain ignored, her own steps paralysed. The same fear as yesterday, as last week, an extension of that same dread whenever the door bell rang. Father coming home, her turn now.


What made her falter to a halt, cough bravery for the sake of sound, was that tiny tip of reflected light protruding from the corner of the wall, catching in a pinpoint the hazy bulb which served all humanity on both platforms of a small northern station which had forgotten the imminence of winter. The metal, the reflected thing, silver or gold (she tried to describe the colour even as she gazed), quickly withdrawn, but in that split second, looking like a giant needle pressed into black cloth, hidden. She retreated, again noisily, as far as the empty doorway, pressed herself into it, watched the rain and pretended she had not seen. There was life down there; life and shuffling steps, but life required courage. When she made herself turn to face the infinitesimal sound from that dark hiding place, muffled by the wind and rain, there was no needle, no wicked blade and then, with exquisite relief, she felt the vibrations of the distant train, large, bright, packed, sliding towards the curve beyond the platform with all the efficiency and power of a long, stiff snake.


Trains no longer crash into stations, she realized, a comparative stranger to trains: they creep heavily and expire in reluctant standstill. She moved to the edge as the sound grew louder, watching the rain which glistened on the last six inches of platform uncovered by the roof, clasping her bag with knuckles already white. Three steps, four steps to the door from which no one alighted, her hand extending to touch it wishing for that cold touch of metal which gave entry into a blast of smoky warmth. And then a great black, rustling shape, thrust against her face, flapping round her shoulders, wet, suffocating, filthy. She pushed away frantically as she screamed, hitting out with her bag and one fist as the muffling cloak dragged down her body in curious intimacy, embracing her arms, pressing through the coat, circling her neck, then tugging at the dropping hem, viciously insistent, clutching. She kicked and flailed with her arms, and spat, turned full circle, her mouth full of grit, felt her hand on the door, wrenching it open, staggering inside while the train paused, breathing politely, ignoring such embarrassment. Her skirt hem snagged on the step: she threw the bag first, clutched great swatches of coat and skirt in one hand and leapt after, holding the door in the other hand to slam shut, crash. Turned back to look at the platform, breathing with the engine, go go, go on, move.


As the train drew breath, ready to move, she wanted to laugh, stuck her knuckle into her mouth to preserve that stupid shriek of sound. Dancing across the place where she had stood was a wind-blown, torn, dirty, wet, black piece of plastic, moving like a whirling dervish, taunted by fury. A rubbish sack escaped, doomed to an existence pushed through wind tunnels, driven by trains, made live by winds. Nothing. No footsteps, no life, nothing. She could feel the blood flow back from her feet, wanted to sink where she stood. What a fool. A flushed idiot, dusting herself down busily, avoiding the curious stares of a carriage half full of people travelling from one city to the next, wondering if she dare sit down amongst them, loving the sight of all those faces and rustling newspapers, books, crumbs, dismembered sandwiches which had come with the train so far. All that noise, that glorious, disgusting noise. She moved to join it, embarrassed, a quiet woman who dismissed fantasies. Seating herself, folding her coat around her, she missed the other door clunking shut two carriages down, level with the end of the platform. Someone sat, smiled at the disapproval of passengers, while she sat, ignoring their glances, still with her knuckle in her mouth.


Late. Trains from the North, wherever that was, were often late, he’d been told, and this was a very bad idea. All the same, Francis was stunned when he saw her, had not expected her to be so predictable, since one of her enduring fascinations was a consistent failure to do what other people did, such as catching the train she had said she would catch. Equally unpredictable was her pleasure, or not, to see him. He had no idea about that: he had come like a pupil with a crush to carry teacher’s bag and he knew he was taking the risk of her saying not today, thank you, young man. Which was why he hesitated, did not come forward with his diffident greeting when he saw her striding through the barrier, swinging her big bag to correspond with her long walk and, for all that assurance, that frowning, preoccupied busyness of hers, looking curiously vulnerable. And colourful. A proficient young woman returning from a visit to her family. He tried to recall what she had said about them; he had asked often with only half an ear to the answers which were slow in coming. Oh, they’re fine, a bit like all families, I suppose. She never supplied detail and he never pursued the quest since families other than his own were the stuff of boring anecdotes and he did not really want to know. He actually assumed they were all the same, only remembered her describing something which brought to mind a cottage with roses round the door, wind-blown, no doubt to go with the North. It took his breath away under the bright lights of St Pancras to see the array of her: she would approve when he confessed his noticing of that eccentric purple coat, the many-shaded carpet bag, the vibrant shiny black, or was it grey, of her dancer’s shoes, so unsuitable for a jaunt into the mud of the country. Damn the country, she had said. They must take my feet as they are: I haven’t got any others.


How coy, to stand back, half admiring, half irritated, slightly put off by the very briskness of her he had noticed before. He watched, biding for his moment of risky surprise. Hallo, darling, I thought I’d come and meet you, do you mind, racing off the train like that, was the visit so awful. I thought you were looking forward to it… Did you walk through all the carriages just so you could get off first, nearest the barrier? You must have known I was here. While he rehearsed the words and moved forwards, she suddenly began to run. Looking neither left, right nor behind herself, running across the concourse where people waited and examined the departure board against their watches, she shrugged them aside in a headlong rush down the stairs into the Underground, swinging the bag as if it weighed nothing, a sprite in flight so fast and so amazing he watched without moving. He had never visualized her, so consistently serene, so tranquil, so absorbed, to be capable of such swiftness, which somehow lent her the elegance she often lacked. She flowed with her eccentric coat, drooping hems and magnificent hair, her mouth only slightly parted with the effort. There was an athlete in that Junoësque frame, running like a boy.


Francis sighed, tapped his feet, pulled a face, always performing, ready to make himself laugh. This had been meant as a surprise. Perhaps she had seen him out of the corner of one of those great, curious eyes, seen and avoided, but he liked to think not: the running was instinctive, an unknown quantity, like so many of her instincts, but the suspicion remained. What a waste of time, coming all this way to meet a woman like that. What an effort to be so shaken and stirred like a souring cocktail.


Irritation gave way to inertia. He stood where he was and watched the rest of the passengers emerge, while yet more passengers stood round the barrier, impatient for the late train to breathe again. Families, inter-city commuters mainly: the end of light made one forget how early it really was, the ebb tide of the day, neither evening nor afternoon. She had probably forgotten the changing of the clocks. He was beginning, just beginning to wonder why he bothered with the kind of person who forgot clothes and people, lived by the patterns and demands of neither, rooted in an impossibly private world.


Francis watched the last person clear of the barrier. At the time he noticed, with a small, distracted touch of pity, a man limping far behind the straggling queue, carrying a furled umbrella.


Later, he forgot.





CHAPTER TWO



Francis Thurloe knew he had earned the reputation of being a likeable young man. He knew that because he was always popular and had been brought up to honour politeness, to be aware of his privileges and not to abuse his own education of which humility had been part. Entry into any form of society he chose was further massaged by a fine, fair face and a long lean body which somehow suggested competence, a man who was good at playing the game, whatever the team. He was a kind person, he supposed, only slightly lazy and spoiled by the ease of a successful life and the ability to claim immediate attention. A relatively smooth passage made him ignorant of how others lived, but he told himself he was tolerant, gave respect wherever it was due to things he did not understand. He honestly did try to understand, but he was not always aware of his own insensitivities, while his role as a barrister enforced his impression of himself as worldly-wise: he forgot he acquired his knowledge second hand, like his pictures, from beyond a screen, like his ancestors. There were ancestors, after a fashion; a long line of professional men and quiescent, patrician wives; he was bred to charm, stability and the kind of privilege marred only by minor scandals, and he was currently relishing his freedom before continuing a well-established line. Indecision was foreign to him: Elisabeth rendered him indecisive, which he disliked, but then he had been wilfully ensnared into that alien world of hers by the desire for some uncertainty, some other interest but self-perpetuating success. Unattached at thirty-two, he felt, wearily, that he had run the gamut of human experience: it had been a kind of boredom which led him into the whole new suspense of possessions. He had been looking for a new passion.


Elisabeth Young, he had been told by Annie Macalpine, renovated, restored, cleaned, mended and otherwise gave solace to oil paintings, and it was oil paintings, preferably conventional, figurative, glowing, story-telling canvases, which had formed the new passion. About Elisabeth, he was less sure: she defied possession, but he was interested, like a speculative purchaser unsure about his investment, the way he had always been with his relationships, scouring the ground, giving up quickly if the going ever got rough and waiting without impatience for the one who would ensure a lifetime’s effortless fidelity. Besides, the sentimental streak in Francis, normally well under the control of his pragmatism, made him believe that any meeting between the sexes in the pure context of a painting had to be romantic, although there was precious little romance in first standing in that bare, strange flat of hers. Francis’s normal assurance had deserted him. If the thing he had delivered had been alive, he could not have been more nervous and protective. His mouth was dry, and his fluent speech stilted.


‘You do enjoy what you do, don’t you?’ he asked, the voice emerging slightly high. ‘You enjoy the suspense.’


She had frowned, as if any words were an irritating interruption to the concentration devoted to what was held in her hands. Large hands, he noticed. Rather intimidating, like the rest of her. She was looking at the surface of the thing she held, traced with one finger a pale discoloration which resembled a layer of watered milk, frowned again while he stood by as anxious as the patient’s relative waiting for a verdict and talking to hide the pain. Elisabeth’s reply was brusque, equally free from emotion’s visible, weakening signs. Or it may have been they were teasing each other.


‘Enjoy this? Yes, or I wouldn’t do it, I suppose. I trained as a chemist, but chemistry seems far too good for chemists, if you see what I mean. Although that’s what I was supposed to be. Professional with a capital P. Well. Nothing too serious here. Only a surface bloom, I think. Just varnish.’


‘Oh.’ Francis felt stupid and he treasured his dignity. ‘Why does varnish “bloom”, as you call it? Looks more like a fading to me. I thought all the paint might have perished underneath. I was worried. Why “bloom”?’


‘Because it grows. All clear surfaces bloom, even glass. Sometimes prettily in an odd kind of way, a sort of delicate cloudiness. Trapped moisture, or something. The reasons don’t matter. Some varnishes are better than others.’


‘So the patient is curable?’


‘Oh yes.’ She smiled at him, which was enough for the moment to distract his fading anxiety, although there was a hint of impatience in her. ‘You could deal with this yourself, probably. As long as the varnish isn’t cracked, easy.’


‘Thank you, I’d rather pay you.’


‘As you like. All I have to do is rub it all over carefully with light oil, then take that off, every last bit, and revar-nish. The time will be in the drying, as usual. Like that one,’ she added nonchalantly, nodding her head towards an easel which stood in the corner of her living room. He started towards it in pleasure. ‘Oh I do love this.’


‘Well, you can’t have it. I wish it was mine but it isn’t.’


‘Oh.’


She was so abrupt, so complete, so short in her explanations, it took away his sang-froid. This was only a painting, he told himself: only an object, paid for with money, but such an object, in common with every painting he bought, invested with energy and part of himself, more powerful than a credit card.


‘Would you like some tea? A drink, perhaps?’


He had sat back into the armchair in her living room, the only room to which anyone on similar errands was ever given access. Later, he extended the range, but never saw where she worked. The armchair groaned ominously as if in despair for the automatic way he looked at his watch and nodded, yes, tea, please, already thinking of his next appointment, not saying what he thought in failing to announce a distinct, and he thought, presumptuous, preference for alcohol. Elisabeth Young was so modest in her requests for payment, so businesslike even in her eccentricity, drinking her wine would be less than generous. A very private person, Elisabeth Young. Friendly and, come to think of it, beautiful but as closed as a country shop on Sundays. All her remarks were gruff.


‘I bet I know where you got this blooming thing. That place in Marylebone. I thought I’d seen it before and I’m glad you ignored the bloom. I hope you’re one of those people who’d buy a painting straight from a leper colony, if you liked it enough, and never mind the name. Oh dear, what a disease.’


‘Leprosy?’


‘No. Being led along by the eye.’


In a few, very short words, he had been approved as a fellow enthusiast and felt absurdly flattered; he did not ask for a more specific endorsement, but looked down into the tea instead and noticed the rich rusty colour. Burnt sienna or raw umber, she would have said: no such thing as a simple colour. Only a girl from outside the south of England would make tea like this, so strong he imagined that if he let go of the spoon, the shaft would stand up by itself. She drank hers with the thirst of a workman.


‘What on earth do you do when you have to spend hours on a canvas you loathe?’


‘Oh, I don’t mind. As long as someone loves it. I just get on. I don’t judge. That’s not what I’m paid for.’


Elisabeth had risen as she spoke, not as a gesture of dismissal, but because of the restless twitch of her limbs which always accompanied some kind of lie. The tea tasted of the past and for this man, at least, the most seductive in her own array of perfumes was linseed oil. She pulled down the long sleeves of her smock, smiled, her arms crossed.


‘I know where you can get more of this artist,’ she said casually, knowing the merest suggestion of the hunt would make him salivate with the old collector’s excitement which was tantamount to the pursuit of love. ‘He was a portrait painter, not well known, died about 1950 … I know someone who has some.’


The looking and the seeing were enough for her, she had said; let him buy. He simply believed her, followed her directions to out-of-the-way places and purchased avidly what she could not afford. He did not see any oddity in this: they both had a fatal attraction to pictures which were flawed, as if the damage made them more irresistible; they had evolved a system of mutual benefit. She mended and restored what he had acquired, and after that he had the final ownership. Perfectly fine. Another servant, another master and for both of them, after a short probation, another lover.


He had left abruptly, that first time. Back to his complete life. Look at me, she said to herself; will one of you, preferably you, just look at me. With my accent and my shovellike hands and my strong tea, will one of you look at me. I know I am bad-mannered: I know I am your servant, you the master class, but will you please look at me. She observed him into the street, permitted herself no more than that, imprinted on her mind the colour of his coat, his hair and his car, wiped her hands on the end of her smock and did not see him looking back.


Look at me.


Francis sat in his flat, comforted by all those glowing canvases on the wall. Thirty-five paintings he had now, ten found by Elisabeth. The numbers were important, gave solidity to his life. Look at me, Elisabeth. You never look at anything but paintings: you are mesmerized by colours. Look at me. I know you need nothing and no one, but look at me. She had run away at the station, but then she always ran from a crowd, her distaste for life as obvious as her hatred for mediocrity. He would go and see her, not tonight, tomorrow. But, for a likeable, popular young man, there was too much in her of the objective perfectionist, too much self-control, too little of the ebullient affection he craved with embarrassing hunger. He did not want an affair which was complicated and he felt he deserved rather more adoration, the kind he had always had from everyone else. That was his birthright.


Elisabeth Young shifted her position and, in doing so, felt the beginning of a draught creeping down her back. The radiator was cold and the window, with a limited view over a scrubby front garden, fitted badly, one of the endless tasks jostling for the price of repair. She stretched her legs, which were long, curved and pale in the light from the street outside. The arms which reached from her sleeves were equally pale; she noticed the slenderness of her own wrist in an absent fashion, sipped her drink and then quickly replaced her hands over her head. The door bell was still ringing.


It had rung, on and off, for a long time, more often on than off. Possibly Francis, with his recent persistency, possibly Annie, possibly another man, but probably Francis. It did not matter who it was: there was nothing on offer. She had an entryphone: she could have picked up the receiver and said, Why don’t you just go away? Don’t you know the time? But somehow she did not quite have the energy. Even at one remove, such an exchange had all the makings of a confrontation. He would say, Let me in; where have you been? and she would simply let him in, all flushed from the cold and as angry as a bite. She knew she would, which was why she was sitting under the kitchen table with her back against the radiator, her long legs stretched all over the floor, refusing evacuation but waiting for a bomb.


It might not be Francis: it could be the man with the stick. Slumped on the cusp of drunkenness, she took a stock of her surroundings. This is my home and the floor is sticky. That cooker is a disgrace because I do not care for cookers. Why did I buy this table? Shaped like a half moon, unable to resist heat and always wanting a polish. It was pretty and cheap, for why, and I can never afford anything which is not the latter. Nothing changes: my empire is junk. This room, my kitchen, is always so dark.


The door to her flat was carelessly ajar. The door shut did not increase safety, since it was not an immediate invasion from close neighbours in the building she feared: no one came down the stairs to her basement without invitation, except Enid; they would not dare since she had so emphatically shut them out. There were several other apartments, all mercifully private apart from the plumbing, otherwise sound-proofed by age, nothing in common but a series of stairs to each of three floors, lit by pressing the time switch on each landing and everyone dead again as soon as the light went out on their own closed doors. The bell rang once more, a sound as imperative as screaming. The cat from another of the dwellings, locked out from the garden and used to taking refuge here, suddenly appeared, tail waving, a mix of cupboard love and suspicion, ready for welcome.


‘Shhhh,’ Elisabeth said. ‘Shhhh. He might hear you.’ Who? Alarmed to find a voice at eye level, the cat raised its tail to ninety degrees. The whiskers tickled one of the large human feet, noted a discarded shoe on the floor and stiffened in indignation. You never really liked me, Elisabeth thought: nobody does and I don’t give a shit. What a cat you are. She wondered what the cat, a handsome animal named Brutus, would do in the absence of food or fuss normally provided on demand. The cat turned, tail resembling a flagpole, picked a route for the open door with rear end contemptuously exposed. Et tu, Brute. The door bell rang again. Elisabeth, still immobile beneath the kitchen table with the glass of indifferent white wine in hand, knew she was ludicrous. Began to laugh, a small sound which became uproarious. He might not be able to get a taxi home; he might be drunk and about to drive. He might be someone ringing the wrong door bell: he might be the footsteps incarnate. She laughed in desperation because the floor needed cleaning and she was afraid and because he would not leave, if it was a he, incapable of taking the hint. Unlike the cat. So helpless in a man to lean on a door bell in the otherwise silent state of being on heat, attracted to some sort of spoor.


Elisabeth Young was opulent as well as tall; equipped with wide hips unfashionably at odds with a small waist and a generous bosom. She found it difficult to acquire clothes which fitted at any points on her whole, well-endowed anatomy, which curved before and swung behind in curious flexibility. It was a body which the life class of several art schools had loved to draw for those gracious but definite lines, but she saw herself as unbearably heavy instead of light, fluid as a dancer, if ample; unaware of the way she proceeded across the room in a series of exquisitely moving parts, only unenviable to the female eye for never resembling a boy, while to the male combining titillation and ferocity. She had a sharp tongue and a sharper intelligence, far-seeing eyes of troubled brown, which did not, for all their size, look as if they forgave much, especially intruders. Which was where the contrast lay. They forgave everything in the end. Her mouth was both full and severe: malice was rarely spoken although the ears had heard plenty of filth. She had no apparent vices except unremitting reserve, impatience, abruptness and intolerance, but responded as well to the cry of a cat or a baby in the street. In the event, sitting there in the half dark to avoid detection, she had no cats, no babies, no authority, no money, the doubtful benefit of thirty eventful years, considerable skills, dirt beneath her fingernails and madness in her heart. She could summon neither the indignation nor the majesty of the neighbour’s cat and she could never ever sustain an argument. She had never acquired the arts of confrontation. Sitting still, she knew she was a failure, which she did not mind, but she resented being bothered, disliked being poor and was made miserable by the lack of light.


‘Excuse me, and what do you think you’re doing, then?’


There was one apartment on the ground floor between Elisabeth and the street door, two above that in a twilight zone of largely rented property. The bells of each apartment could not disturb anyone for whom the signal was not intended unless they happened to be paying close attention. Enid Daley, who had risen from her bed to wipe an irritating smear of something from her dressing-table mirror, a souvenir from the assassination of insects which had occupied most of her afternoon, gave close attention constantly. Although the sounds which invaded one flat from another were minimal, she could identify them all. Her head was in the grip of two dozen small clamps, constructions of wire and rubber around which strands of her thin salt-and-pepper hair were twisted into place, the whole kept firm by a red scarf. Tomorrow, curls would explode after vigorous brushing, a vision well worth the nightly torture to which years had inured her. Vanity would normally forbid Enid to parade in this state of preparation, but vanity was weaker than curiosity. ‘Excuse me!’ she muttered, repeating the lines to stoke the anger. ‘What exactly do you think you’re doing?’ She opened the door of her apartment with the silence of long practice and tiptoed down the passage to the front door. Progress was slowed by the high-heeled mules she wore, one of which always caught in the fringed rug in the hall. The rug was old, worn, gracefully faded by sunlight, and had been supplied by that girl downstairs to catch the mess she made when she came and went. Enid tripped on this rug every single time she made the identical journey, pursed her lips but did not swear. Everyone else liked this covering: she planned the accidental spilling of acid or the introduction of an incontinent horse into the hall and allowed the rug to drive malice into her soul. It was dirty. So was the girl who owned it.


Enid flung open the front door without putting on the light, a deliberate movement to give herself the advantage of surprise over whoever it was standing there with his hand hovering over the array of bells. Listening indoors to the sound of him, she had imagined more than one scenario: she might yell at him, this last of Miss Young’s broken hearts, then invite him in for the comfort of her company. Equally, she could imagine her own shrill indignation making him cower and yelp like a kicked dog. Either episode would carry enormous satisfaction, but when the door was open there was no one in sight. On the other side of the road, a car’s headlights illuminated the car in front and as her eyes detected this, Enid felt a great wash of fury like a hot flush. Unable to contemplate the vision of any one of Elisabeth’s men without this kind of sensation, she crooked her finger towards the car, beckoning imperiously, but the occupant was reversing into a space, stared back with puzzled insolence. Not the man who had been chewing the door bell, then, another. Enid knew she had been fooled into looking the lunatic and the shame made her hotter. She had beckoned the wrong person to her light.


Turning on her heel, she forgot the rug and stumbled. In the unlit hall her hand flailed for support on the walls, her mouth sealed over her teeth but still she fell, one knee hitting the skirting board with a sharp crack, the other thudding into the burning fabric of the wine-coloured rug. She broke the fall by her hand on the table which was for letters delivered daily, rarely for her, and she knew as she rose that all this, the falling, the rising, it being midnight, the misplaced curler which dug into her scalp, was Elisabeth’s fault. She had heard them, down in the lobby, another time, Elisabeth and a man, talking about her. Dislike and envy had percolated into a poisonous mixture. Elisabeth had all the options, including the right to intolerance: Enid had none.


Inside her own kitchen, still trembling, she wrote a note she would never send.


‘Dear Liz’ – the handwriting sloped backwards, more so at this hour – ‘I hope you don’t mind, but someone called for you quite late!!! Do you think you could tell them to stop ringing the bell and then going away!!! Thought you would like to know. Love, Enid.’


People were always calling for Elisabeth, who never knew her luck. Spoiled, she was. Enid never told lies, only ever told the truth, but truth was a large canvas from which she selected and discarded. Such as admissions about Liz downstairs being a nice girl who responded so well to a thoughtful neighbour. Such a lovely calm girl: generous, kind, considerate, even-tempered and popular with the opposite sex. Who made an apparently effortless living and did not have to get up in the morning. Listening to the faint sound of bath water running out in the drain below her window, Enid had never known quite such a degree of hatred in her life.


Outside, the man whose face Enid had seen none too clearly, walked back to his car, satisfied. He opened the door and put inside what he had carried. There was a sharp click of metal against metal, a glint of silver quickly hidden as he hauled himself clumsily inside, following his umbrella to sit at the wheel, tranquil. No hurry, Thomas, boy, no hurry, now. Almost one a.m., that dead hour of night, and a number of things more clearly established. He had known very well where she lived (a shabby house with a shabbier interior, he imagined), and he knew equally well her habit of not answering the door. Perhaps there was a cat who could see in the dark, and there was certainly a contemptible piranha of a neighbour who could not. Also a willingness, quite deplorable in a woman of her age, he thought, to travel alone and ignore whatever followed her: she would dismiss some fears as puerile fantasies while exaggerating the rest. He suspected, simply from the way in which she tended to walk, often hunched, that she found herself ugly. The habits of self-abnegation always made a person less aware of what others thought, rendered them vulnerable. Thomas knew all about that, he and his sister Maria, who, like himself, walked hunched even when she did not need to. But Elisabeth was so beautiful, so completely unaware of it, like the women in his portraits.


Thomas’s encyclopaedia was almost complete, the trap almost ready to spring, although he did not begin to think of it as a trap, more as a privilege. He had compiled his references laboriously, from the first to the last; knew her skills, hard-honed if eccentric, impeccable. He knew it from the best of sources. A little more isolation first, a little more reminding of poverty’s impotence … a little more fear, and then she would come to him. Violence towards objects was detestable, but necessary. She was too wary to come willingly, but look at how she lived in the comparative darkness of a basement, hurting her eyes.


Cars did not count. They had no intrinsic worth. The one in the next street, round the corner (three derelict houses and two more for sale, the avenue reeking with indifference), was very old indeed, suffering rust gallantly. Thomas stopped to check the number, reluctant to do what he must towards something so innocuous. All cars were ugly. Everyone asleep, the old car conveniently far from the nearest sleeper. She must have parked here deliberately next to a lamp post, as if the thing needed light in order to survive. How soft she was really, soft as butter under the knife.


He reversed carefully, with all the deliberation of a man who drove his adapted car less than once a month (and then only at night or on Sundays), until the heavy Mercedes was facing the flank of the rusty little Fiat. Then he drove forward, slowly but definitely, his own engine whirring in protest, but the sound of impact surprisingly small. He reversed again and hit again, enjoying the sensation a little more this time but not increasing the speed, doubting the need to beware of the neighbours: they all believed in each for his own, the most popular of all beliefs, he had found. The solid front of the Mercedes ground into the fragile body of the Fiat. The Fiat groaned and stirred: he withdrew at that point because he did not want a wreck, merely a dramatic disability, revved once more, felt through the vibrating body the offside wing buckle against the force. The twisted metal resembled a smile when he got out to examine, a leer of final protest, the smile of subjection. Only a metal machine. To be sure of his vandalism, first looking up and down the deserted road, he took the jack from the Fiat’s open boot and flung it against the back window. There was a crunching sound as the window crazed into an opaque design, like frost on glass. Risky, that. Then he crept into his own driving seat and purred away with scarcely a mark on his car and none on his soul, which had undergone a kind of cleansing.


Swinging from the mirror of his car was a small picture tied to a brilliant blue St Christopher medal by a cheap, pink ribbon. A present from Maria, a crude good luck emblem presented on a birthday, ugly in his eyes as she was superbly ugly, so manifestly imperfect she did not count, although he knew she had her own version of beauty which included this picture and its attendant piece of glitter. Showing a saint who was made into a legend, purely by such effigies as these. Christopher, the Canaanite, a huge and ugly man who had served the devil first and then dedicated his prodigious strength to God, carried Christ across the water and now brought luck to travellers.


Thomas slewed the car, tore down the medal with violence and hurled it from the window. Then felt guilty. His sister’s gift. A sort of bribery which verged on love, he supposed. He wondered what she was doing, angry for having to wonder, turned his ludicrous car past Elisabeth’s house, where no lights showed.


Downstairs in the same house, the cat whose owners had gone away finally recognized the futility of howling distress, a method of gaining attention which Elisabeth could have told it was bound to fail. Aiming to exact prompt obedience to its needs in the future, the cat coughed and deposited her anguished disgust on the fringed rug in the hall.


Maria clambered into bed in her basement flat which seemed to consist of no space at all. Not enough to swing a cat or for her to turn without knocking something over, which was one reason why there was so little to knock. There was a tiny kitchenette, screened from her bedsitting room by a piece of floral curtain which Thomas had thrown out long since, another room for lavatory and basin. In her bedsit room was a comfortable bed, also his once, a chair from the same source, but all the pictures were her own. Down to Westminster Cathedral once or twice a week for replenishments, and she knew all about art, reckoning her knowledge was far superior to his, although the passion shared made her tolerate him better than she might. There was the Virgin Mother, Madonna with Child, St Bernadette surrounded by an aura of unearthly light, with a blue robe and roses at her feet, each holy picture replaced when the touch of her fingertips dirtied the surface. Art was wonderful: it was her religion, and for that reason alone she understood Thomas. Maria would have liked other people to see. Thomas visited rarely, never lingered: he might learn a thing or two about what made paintings inspirational, but the need was not urgent. These were hers and this was her only home, stamped thus as her own although it depended completely on him. She did not mind her relative poverty and, not usually, her ugliness. There were no mirrors, no reminders in this home, a womb lined with holy colours, no luxuries. She whistled and wheezed to the tune of a hymn, rubbed her body with cold water, never looking down at it, making her ablutions deliberately rough. The proper treatment for a body was mortification, but the soul needed art.





CHAPTER THREE



‘People shouldn’t complain of being poor, Annie said, apropos of nothing. ‘Being poor means having nothing to steal, which is nothing to envy. Someone whipped some of my stock yesterday. Three gilt frames. Bastards.’


‘Nothing much, I hope.’


‘No. You’ve done this beautifully, Liz. Sorry, Elisabeth. Beautiful. Wouldn’t know it was the same canvas.’ Elisabeth detested that shortening of her name. Call her Liz and she glared; call her Lizzie and she practically spat. No, not spat: that was far too violent a reaction for Liz. I wish I knew you better, Annie was thinking. But then again, perhaps not.


‘Yes, I have. Done it beautifully, I mean.’


‘I don’t know how you manage. You can’t even see where the tear was. No bump, even.’


‘Bandage,’ said Elisabeth with a hint of pride. ‘Patch it with gauze instead of canvas. I get it from medical suppliers, pull together all the threads in the tear, face the back with bandage. Then it never shows through.’


‘Well, I don’t know,’ Annie repeated. ‘Medical suppliers, you do shop in strange places. Is there anything you can’t mend? I mean, that picture looked as if it had been kicked for a hundred years.’


‘Fire,’ Elisabeth murmured. ‘You can’t make them recover from fire. If you want to kill oil paint, burn it, acid or flame, similar effect.’


‘Fancy that.’ Annie’s mind already running on to the selling of the picture, the profit after Elisabeth’s bill: she had become so used to this constant calculation, the mechanics of trade, that she almost forgot to look at the pictures themselves. She was bored with the complexities and sometimes wished she was selling handkerchiefs. Not like Elisabeth: hers was not merely a living but an ongoing love affair more consistent than anything Annie had ever encountered. Until death do us part, me and my paint box, Annie thought wryly, uncomfortable with such intensity. She didn’t much care for people who lived for art and they certainly weren’t the best customers. Annie was preparing to haggle, the exercise of second nature. A graceful haggle since she was fond of Elisabeth, equally fond of her friend’s habit of undercharging from modesty, but still a haggle with the merest undertone of guilt.


‘I shan’t get much for this, you know. It might be good, but it isn’t signed. Why do so many good artists forget to sign? Anyway, it’s Mrs Ballantyre’s and she’s only paying three hundred.’


‘Uh-oh …’


‘Don’t knock her, Liz – Elisabeth. She’s a good customer.’


‘More money than sense. Comes in here with her Gucci bag and says, Hmm, I’ll have that and that and ye-e-es, I think so, like someone in church, all whispers and reverence, as if she was buying icons. Taps her little trotters, snaps her little jaws and signs her little cheques. No smiles, no joy. People with her money should be singing and dancing, wild with excitement, but she never buys anything just because she likes it. She’d kill herself rather than buy anything anonymous, always knows the artist, always for investment, like buying by numbers.’


‘Now, now,’ Annie remonstrated, surprised at such vehemence. ‘Don’t like to see you standing in judgement. Have a coffee. Envy makes your eyes crossed.’


‘I am envious. I’m riddled with it.’


‘Listen, if you owned half the things you mend, it wouldn’t make any difference.’


‘Yes it would. I’d be able to work on pictures I like. I’d be able to buy what I wanted to save. I’d be able to afford light, a better studio.’


‘Oh, I thought you meant you could buy a swimming pool. All you want is work. You must be mad. All right then, I’ll get us some coffee. Watch the shop.’


Life at Annie’s stall in the basement of the Antiques Centre was one long nibble, especially when business was bad; coffee, tea, Coke in summer, pastries, chocolate, cigarettes in between, no deference to health. This floor was empty of customers, floodlit but unprofitable early in the day. The coffee shop was on the third floor: Annie’s high heels clicked away into the distance on the uneven floorboards, her cigarette smoke floating back, her eyes looking ahead, ignoring the stalls as she went. Seen it all before. So had Elisabeth, but in ten years’ watching, never learned the indifference of the woman who was at least the equivalent of a friend. As much as anyone was. Unfailingly, Elisabeth found the Antiques Centre a church to her spirit, the way a born housewife might find a supermarket, taking half an hour for each aisle, which was why Annie was so quick to volunteer for the coffee. Our Lizzie looked at everything en route, looked and touched in the same way Annie herself could not get across the room at a party because she knew so many people and always stopped for each. Elisabeth would stand transfixed by the colours of a Paisley shawl, mesmerized apparently by the sheen of mahogany or walnut on a veneered music box, smiling at the vivid blues of Venetian glass. Delivering back to Annie a picture she had restored was only an excuse. Going for coffee was only an excuse to renew acquaintance with old friends, spotlit, the presence of paintings, tapestries, bronze, brass, vases, silks, china, pottery and porcelain, cloaks, scarves and shawls, violins and fans, the only panacea she needed. Objects, shapes, sizes and colours brought all the sensations of peace. As long as such things existed and were treasured, life was not mad and all was more or less tolerable with her world. There was no such stability in people.


He saw her from the other end of the aisle in the basement of an uncomfortable warehouse, far from the subdued galleries of the West End; watched her and knew exactly why she was there. She had come for the work and the colour, so distracted she might simply forget to tell the other woman about anything new or distressing in her life, supposing she had noticed: her secretive habits such that the troubling of anyone else with her own woes would be anathema. Even in extremis, she was not a person who knew how to scream for help; a useful attribute, that. Instead, she removed herself from whatever it was tormented her, stood as she was now, examining the three new pictures Annie was giving her to restore. Thomas marvelled at her from where he stood, but he did not speak. Naïve paintings, he noticed: American, once fresh portraits of wide open faces painted in poor materials and now vividly aged by cracking, with no shadows beyond those solemn heads. Shadows are multicoloured; naïve paintings have no shadows: the naïve artist does not understand shadows, paints, like a child, a vision of what he thinks he sees, not what is there. Elisabeth had cleansed the shadows out of her life, deleted them for ever. Not this shadow: never this one. Look at me, he wanted to say. Look at me, damn you, but he did not want her to look. If she did, she would only turn away and dismiss him. In that piercing light, created from dozens of spotlights illuminating stalls where one or two owners were polishing their silver the better to reflect the curves, Elisabeth knew no fear. Despite the footsteps so close to her ears, a sound diffused by murmuring voices, approaching, then receding, her broad back impervious as long as she clutched the painting, examined and held like a shield. A three-cornered step, one two click, one two click, like a man with a stick who did not need a stick but carried it for affectation, an Edwardian gentleman who placed little weight on his prop. Edwardian, the era for decorative painting, ladies in fine frocks. Concentrate. One two click, fainter now: she still could not turn towards that sound, heard here for the first time, as familiar as dusk or dawn: one two click, sounding on the pavement beyond her house, in the station two days before, inside and outside of everything she did. Fainter and fainter, another sound superimposed. Annie’s high heels clattering back, progress announced with loud greetings to left and right, such an audible perambulation as the other faded away. You shouldn’t live alone, Annie told her, she who liked a crowded life. Too much space: space means shadows.


‘You naffed off a buyer, then?’ Annie said. ‘You look sick.’ Elisabeth took a cup of scalding liquid, beigey brown coffee slopping and scalding her fingers. Pink, pudgy fingers, swollen: the dermatitis caused by chemicals was back for a while. Never mind. A little dribbled on the olive green of the cardigan she wore, edged with violet ribbon: the belt matched, olive and violet striped, the whole effect a neat patchwork. She drank, burning her mouth. The footsteps became part of a compendium of memory, dreaded and resisted, ignored and absorbed in unequal proportion. It was the first time she had heard them here: fear made her unnaturally calm and objective. There was no point telling Annie because Annie would not listen. No one did.
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Half Light

‘Undiluted brilliance’
The Times





