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Patrick Gale was born on the Isle of Wight. He spent his infancy at Wandsworth Prison, which his father governed, then grew up in Winchester before going to Oxford University. He now lives on a farm near Land’s End. One of this country’s best-loved novelists, his most recent works are A Perfectly Good Man, the Richard and Judy bestseller Notes from an Exhibition, and the bestselling A Place Called Winter.




Praise for The Cat Sanctuary:


‘A powerful and moving novel in which the darkness is often lightened by the author’s deft touches of comedy’ Independent on Sunday


‘The Cat Sanctuary is a book with claws. It has a soft surface . . . a story set in sloping Cornish countryside, touching on love, families and forgiveness, delivered in a gentle, straightforward prose – but from time to time it catches you unawares. Scratch the surface, suggests Gale, and you draw blood’ The Times


‘Splendidly realised Cornish moorland setting, wellies, ruts, dripping sheep . . . Gale’s specialist forte being pathos into bathos, tears of desolation leaking into the gravy, but he writes about the difficult emotions with delicacy, perception and a rare ferocious charm’ Guardian


‘Gale’s novels always catch one a little short with their flaky situations and obliquely deranged behaviour. It is only later – when the slippery charm has conveyed its resilience to every day brutalities never far away – that his books reveal their grace and beauty’ Observer


‘Sophisticated in its conception and stylish in its execution, it is easily his best novel to date’ Gay Times


‘A dark tale of loss, sex and mistrust . . . A sensitive, thoughtful novel with a conclusion that is both unsettling and consistent’ Time Out


‘Marvellously entertaining . . . there is a compelling sense of biting deep into the core of a bitter truth’ Cosmopolitan
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About the Book


Judith shares her life with her partner Joanna on the lonely wilds of Bodmin Moor, far from the memories and trauma of her childhood. But when Judith’s sister, Deborah, is tragically widowed, the women agree to meet. And what is intended to be a harmonious reunion turns into an entanglement of resentment, jealousy and desire, as aspects of the past force themselves into an uneasy present, with some surprising results.




For Patrick Pender




His Integrity of Heart


And distinguish’d Abilities


(never prostituted to base purposes)


Render’d Him at once,


The Ornament of Society


And the Delight of all who knew him.


Memorial in Church of
St Mary Magdalene, Launceston


‘Quand il me dit, “Viens!”


J’suis comme un chien.’


Mon Homme




One


Deborah was waving Julian off to work when he was murdered. At any other time it would have embarrassed her deeply to make such a display – she usually took a leisurely breakfast in bed with yesterday’s newspaper – but the Foreign Secretary and his wife were staying. They were visiting Seneca for four, long days.


‘You really must make more of an effort,’ Julian had insisted. ‘Get them to think of us as a team. I know you hate being little wifey but She’s the power behind more thrones than his and if we can make the right impression on Her it could just get us out of this dump. It was all thanks to Her that the Maxwells were brought back from Zimbabwe last year.’


So Deborah had played a lot of bridge, had kept quiet about her desultory work for the poverty action group and had affected a tireless fascination with Lady Coltrane’s narrow-minded reminiscences of pre-War Kenya. Last night, she had thrown a party, after closely supervising the assembly of ten, broad trays of exquisite canapés (left to their own devices the kitchen staff did nameless things with tinned mackerel and sliced bread) and now, in full view of their breakfasting guests, she was waving Julian off to work.


The car was intended to ferry the Foreign Secretary to a meeting with some local government officers, but he had overslept after drinking too much the night before, so it was hastily decided that Julian should take the first car while the chauffeur made a second one ready.


‘Bye darling,’ Julian said, kissing her cheek.


‘Bye,’ she said back. ‘Don’t forget those medical people are coming for lunch a bit early because of Bill and Diana’s helicopter jaunt.’


He kissed her other cheek, winked to show his approval and left her, sun-dappled, on the porch. She watched the chauffeur close the door for him and walk out of sight. At the breakfast table, Diana Coltrane laughed immoderately at something someone had just said. The engine started, Deborah waved, Julian smiled and the car had barely begun to pull away when it exploded.


The noise sounded nothing like the full-throated roar of explosions in films, but that may have been because Deborah was standing close enough to have her hearing temporarily scrambled. The rush of air threw her backwards onto the hall rug. For several hideously drawn-out seconds she lay there, quite deaf, watching pieces of Julian and the consulate car slap down onto the drive and surrounding flowerbeds. Then she realised that her mouth and eyes were filling with blood so she lay back, shutting them. As yet she felt no pain. There was only the irritating ringing in her ears. Hands, rough with panic, touched her, arranged her legs and slid a cushion beneath her head. A cold, damp towel dabbed at her face. She tried to open her eyes again but they filled with blood as swiftly as it was wiped away. Behind the ringing, she made out the thin, old-fashioned ding-a-ling of the town ambulance (‘A gift from the people of Bradford shortly before Independence,’ she felt she should tell her guests). From nearby came the similarly reduced phut of gunfire.


‘That’ll be the chauffeur,’ she thought. ‘But no. If Coltrane hadn’t drunk so much, the chauffeur would have died with . . . Or perhaps not. Perhaps he was prepared to die for the cause or whatever and couldn’t believe his luck when Julian said not to . . . No? Then . . .’


Someone laid fingers on her lips and she realised she had been thinking aloud.


‘Hush dear,’ cooed Diana Coltrane half a mile away. ‘Here’s Doctor. Hold still now.’


Now she felt pain; sharp stabs as tweezers teased things out of her skin.


‘Julian!’ she shouted and tried to push everyone away. ‘Julian!’ Hands held her down and she felt a pinprick in her arm. ‘Daddy! Stop them!’ she pleaded. ‘I have a thing about knives and needles,’ she told them. ‘Anything sharp makes me faint. Ask anyone. Ask Cook. Ask Judith.’ The drug worked fast. The ringing in her ears was swiftly exchanged for cotton wool. ‘Judith!’ she called faintly and passed out.




Two


Judith was working. When she had lived alone, which felt so long ago, she had always worked in bed. She had found that, with her mind focused on her writing, her body became utterly still, a prey to marauding draughts. Working in bed with a quilt about her bony shoulders had seemed the obvious solution. Now that her bachelor pad in Clapham had been almost entirely abandoned for the connubial farmhouse in Cornwall, now that her days and nights were shared, this practice had been abandoned as an unjust intrusion of labour into the realm of love. Her jealously guarded savings were accordingly broken into for the conversion of the hayloft of the old stone-built barn. The latter still housed a chestnut mare, hay bales, a sit-up-and-beg lawn-mower and Judith’s senile but faithful Morris 1000. However a handrail had been attached to make the stone steps which ran up the outside wall at one end rather less perilous in damp weather and the overhead space they led to had been transformed into Judith’s white-painted domain, sleeker and better-heated than any room in the main house. A capacious chaise longue and exquisite patchwork quilt had been tracked down for her in local sales and she found that, with a few adjustments, her old sickroom trolley was still ideal for supporting her word processor at a comfortable height over her travel-blanketed knees.


The windows they had let into the entire length of the sloping ceiling would normally have given her a view of sweeping moorland spotted with rain-hewn granite lumps and, closer to, a gathering of wind-bent trees. A flock of bedraggled sheep usually sheltered beside one of several ancient dry-stone walls, green with moss and navelwort, which had defined a field before tumbling once too often. Today there was no view. The nearest villages, Treneglos to one side and Martyrstow to the other, were set high above the rest of Cornwall, and the house was a further steep climb above them so, when local weather forecasts contained, as they had today, the dread word ‘overcast’, she wound up the blinds to find a shifting blanket of cloud inches from her nose. The thin winter sunlight lent this moisture wall an eerie luminosity, as headlamps did mist. Marooned, laden with sodden fleece, sheep bleated out their melancholic code, lost to the world and lost to each other. They were quite invisible from where Judith sat but she could distinguish a few long-horned, half-wild cattle and the occasional utterly wild pony as dark shadows looming in and out of the shifting grey.


She turned back to her word processor and read yet again the little she had managed to write that morning.


‘Edgar sat at the kitchen table for an hour after his mother had taken her hot milk back to bed. He sat listening to the familiar midnight tickings and creaks of his childhood home; cooling radiators, contracting woodwork, subtly settling masonry and the sporadic sigh and rattle of wind in the soot-caked chimney above the range. As if it were the most natural thing in the world, his eyes had come to rest, then lingered, on the cutlery drawer. His head felt pleasantly empty of thoughts.’


Judith picked through the words with a critical frown, tapping on the screen’s edge with a sharpened pencil she kept uselessly to hand out of superstition.


As was so often the case in her writing, a setting proffered by her imagination as a wholly original confection was transforming, as she etched in its details, into somewhere she knew and so could believe in. Brisk and no-nonsense as a nurse, her imagination was plundering long-abandoned storerooms in her memory. She had sat at Edgar’s kitchen table. She knew every knot on its surface, was familiar with the jam jar covers, candles and tea cosies in its drawers, could recall the exact feel of a nailhead protruding from one of its legs which her infant fingers had nervously worried beneath the tablecloth through countless teatimes. She could catch in an instant the precise sensation of its soap-scrubbed deal on her cheek. If she concentrated she could conjure up a compound memory: the greasy feel of a Latin textbook beneath her hand indivisible from the smell of the pencil she was chewing and the weak, warning tone in which her mother said, ‘Ten more minutes and Daddy’ll be home. I want those books out of sight, your hair brushed and for heaven’s sake get that ink off your hands before he sees it!’


She touched one of her hands on the knuckles of the other and felt again the furious scrubbing of a pumice stone on skin already raw from cold.


In a sudden flurry of keys, as though she were trying to take herself by surprise, she added,


‘Edgar rose at last, tugged open the drawer and picked out the long, large-toothed knife they used for sawing frozen meat.’


Startled, she deleted the sentence almost as soon as she had typed in its full stop. Then she typed it back in, biting her lip as she looked in vain for some crucial alteration that might suggest itself. She pushed the sickroom trolley aside and paced to the farthest window which she swung wide open, taking a blast of cold dampness full in her face.


The situation bore all the unfamiliar hallmarks of a creative crisis. The twelve novels that had brought her critical recognition, two niggardly but prestigious prizes and this hayloft had done so in spite of, and quite possibly because of, the failure of their central characters to take any direct action before they absolutely had to. There was no shortage of action around them. People stole their wives or drowned their husbands, fortunes were made and lost, adolescents attempted suicide and children were trapped in hotel fires. On one memorable occasion, which resulted in a prolonged correspondence with several none-too-gentlemanly farmers, Judith had even connived at the devouring of an inoffensive baby by an outraged sow. It took four to five hundred pages of impulsive gestures and inhuman brutality on the part of author and supporting cast, however, to goad Judith’s heroes or heroines out of their philosophical deliberations and into the arena of conflict. Whilst her grasp of psychological truths and eye for fresh dilemma had saved her work from becoming formulaic, its structural pattern was yet predictable enough to provide a source of security to her loyal readers and an easy target for critics, baited by the impotence her success had visited upon them. And now she found herself barely five chapters into a new, still untitled work, and the hero, a moderately well-adjusted solicitor (an idealisation, she began to suspect, of how Judith liked to remember herself in her early twenties), was arming himself against his mother with a lethal weapon.


Judith closed the window again, switched off the word processor because it was giving her a headache and reached for her notebook. She wrapped herself back in her quilt and blanket then turned to the pages where she had mapped out the terrible, often amusing chain of events to which Edgar was only meant to respond with direct action in the novel’s last chapters. She looked for a way of talking him back from the dangerous step he was taking, all too aware that the pursuit was as feeble as a policewoman’s attempt to sound understanding when talking to a would-be suicide through a loud-hailer.


Judith met her reflected gaze in the word processor screen. When she first won a prize, a Sunday magazine had sent a famous, titled photographer to bring back her likeness. He had cleverly pictured her reflected in a screen full of the recently published text. A signed print of the photograph hung on the wall behind her now. It showed her anxious, oval face, framed by her glossy but irredeemably brown hair and seemingly marked by stripes of green-glowing prose as with war paint. Understanding what the photographer had been at and conniving with him she had moved the position of the text on the screen so that the pronouncement, ‘I hate you. More than words can say’ ran cleanly across her forehead. An unkind friend of her mother’s, remarking on her wise childhood habit of sitting quietly out of harm’s way, had dubbed her Puss-in-the-Corner. The nickname was duly borne to school by her disloyal sister where it became Pussy, Katkins and, for moments of rank spite, Mewdith. She had long since removed herself from spite and disloyalty but she still liked to sit quietly and unremarked in corners. Her brown hair had been shot through with a streak of dramatic grey since the photographer’s visit but something vaguely feline remained about her face; in the largeness of her eyes and the delicacy of her otherwise unremarkable nose.


She scratched her nose to break the spell, sighed and lay back with her eyes closed, letting the notebook fall to her lap. This was only happening because Joanna, her fount of sanity, her rock of strength, had expressed a sudden desire to take a trip on her own. Briefly, because the luxury was perilous, she allowed herself the sensation of red hair tumbling thickly at her touch, of breast-warmed cashmere brushing her lips. In all her career she had only once found her creativity blocked and that was seven years ago, when she let Joanna slip away for a whole month of long-begged solitude in London.


She opened her eyes. She never wore watches – something about her made them stop or even go backwards – so with the house buried in cloud she had no way of telling the time. Snatching at an excuse to escape from this contemplation of her failure, she decided that it must be nearly time to feed the cats. She rose, turned out the light and wrapped herself in Joanna’s mackintosh which she had successfully demanded as ransom. Even with the cuffs rolled up it all but swamped her, a stern if comforting reminder that not all slight, brown, wood nymphs were lucky enough to count Juno as even an absent admirer. She dug for the keys in its pockets, locked the door behind her, then climbed up into Joanna’s Land Rover. She scrabbled in the damp clutter that strewed the shelf above the dashboard and found a piece of clotted cream fudge she had given up for lost. Chewing, she started the engine and drove across the cattle grid and onto the lane to Martyrstow. The fog lamps caught the Satanic eyes of sheep and before long, as she edged into the cloud, were the only sign of her presence on the vast expanse of moor.




Three


Joanna had never suffered from the heat. After Cornwall, Seneca had been a surprise, certainly. Cornish heat – intense by English standards – was softened by Atlantic breezes, but Senecan breezes had nothing to cool them. The half-finished Hotel Continental had air conditioning and, were it not for the views it afforded of a blue-domed mosque and a camel market, might have been any Hotel Continental in Europe. The blast of heat that enveloped her when she stepped out onto the street had nothing European about it, however, and she revelled in it. She had headed straight for the teeming commercial area on her first morning there and bought several floaty, ethnic dresses. She enjoyed the way the hot air swirled through them as she walked. She had long since dressed beyond or outside fashion, having reached an age when she doubted the wisdom of any violent external change, but there was still a pleasing holiday piquancy to swanning around in clothes nobody would be seen dead in at home.


Her original plan had been to take a fortnight to pursue selfish, solitary pleasure, simply to prove herself still capable of it, but photographers take cameras on vacation with them like everyone else. For months she had been photographing little but restful phenomena of her Cornish surroundings such as tree bark, hedgerows, ferns and dry-stone walls, so the exuberance and colour of even a strongly Muslim community had been more temptation than her high-principled, American respect for leisure could withstand. Forced to admit at last that her work was her chief pleasure, Joanna had ignored the blandishments of swimming pool and camel ride to track down interesting subjects.


Almost at once she had latched on to the local children, most of whom seemed to be set to work. She had taken pictures of street vendors at first (each of whom expected to be paid for the favour), then of a cruelly deformed little boy who had become a carpenter, courtesy of his dextrous feet.


‘Children?’ she had asked him. ‘Do you know any other children who work?’


And he had led her to his sisters, neither of whom could have been much more than eight, who spent their days risking their fingers at large American sewing machines producing dresses like the ones Joanna had already bought. She had photographed latter-day Davids driving their herds of scrawny sheep and even miniature Delilahs dancing in tissue-stuffed bikinis in the back room of a bar. There was a new newspaper colour supplement back home which printed a photographic feature every week; she would have no trouble selling its editor these. One of the girls slipped a bikini strap off her shoulder for the camera and giggled. Her companion tugged it firmly up again and slapped her hard on the face, muttering what Joanna took for some twisted pious reprimand.


Joanna would hunt photographs for hours at a time, returning to the surreal comforts of the Hotel Continental only when she ran out of film. She would hold her dress in her hands as she took a shower, washing it out with the same water, astonished at the amount of grime which body and cloth could accumulate in a few hours. Then she would hang up the dress to dry in the draught from the air conditioner, loose her long red hair from its scarf and lie naked on her bed, breathless from the cold water and enjoying the tingle of her skin as it recovered from the sun. For all her relish of heat, she was terrified of skin cancers and never ventured out when the sun was at its height. Like most redheads she could never decide if her pale skin was her blessing or her curse. She had resigned herself long ago to its inability to tan further than a delicate honey brown and would never roast it the way Judith would at the first sign of a heatwave. Joanna spread her every reachable surface with protective creams and never left the hotel by day without a cotton scarf and wide straw hat which also served to restrain the uncomfortable tumbling of her hair.


This morning she found that she had exhausted her stock of film. The films on sale in the foyer were way past their sell-by date and those elsewhere would probably have been cooked to uselessness in the heat. Slightly at a loss, she wandered out to the hotel swimming pool and swam several languid lengths. But then she grew irritated by all the attention the waiters were paying to her (tall redheads of any age being a national rarity) and took herself out for an early lunch. Never one to venture further once she had found what she liked, she had patronised the same restaurant every day. It was a faintly old-fashioned establishment built around a pretty courtyard with a well and small palms growing in gaudily painted petrol cans. At night it buzzed with what she took for the local equivalent of an ‘artistic’ crowd. At lunchtime it was altogether better behaved with an unmistakably Belgian atmosphere. She took a table in the opposite corner from a grand old woman who rose slightly and bowed to her as though they did this every day. She ordered a bottle of mineral water and some grilled fish.


‘And could you bring me a newspaper?’ she asked. ‘I don’t care if it’s a bit old.’


They brought her a dish of highly spiced olives and said that the newspaper was on its way.


‘Thank you.’


She took out a postcard. As promised she had sent one every day.


‘Darling,’ she wrote. ‘Two days to go and I’ve no more film. Yes, I feel your disapproval and I shall make good use of my time by going on a camel ride to the ruins or visiting a mosque. Or perhaps I should spend this afternoon rooting out a Really Special Present for my Pusskin? Mmm? Like the sound of that, do we?’


The newspaper arrived. A five-day-old copy of Le Monde. She tipped the waiter for it and set aside the postcard. Serious French journalism always seemed to be written in an elevated form of the language that bore little relation to the slapdash, strictly verbal idiom she had picked up over the years. She skimmed the front page and was about to flip to the second when she found a small item about an assassination attempt that had backfired. Frowning, she folded the paper smaller to bring the piece in question into closer focus. She read it through a second time. She asked for the bill as soon as her meal arrived. She ate half of the fish then abruptly lost her appetite.


‘Dear Judith,’ she continued the postcard hastily. ‘I do miss you. All love. Ever. J.’


There was a post office across the way from the restaurant. She would leave the card there, then she would have to find a taxi. For all her rovings, her knowledge of the town’s geography was scant.




Four


Deborah was sitting up in bed. She had finally eaten some lunch. For the first two days she had lost all appetite, then, when she threatened to regain it, had tried to starve herself. Eating seemed gross to her; unjust. Today, knowing her weakness for them, someone had come in while she slept to leave her a small bowl of British crisps. Salt and vinegar flavour. Not stopping to marvel at the incongruity of such a delicacy in a godless land, she lifted the bowl off the bedside table. She had eaten her way down to the last crumb before she remembered her fast. The salt, remorseless, did its work and, when the nurse next came smiling in, Deborah confessed to being ravenous. Now she lay back against the bank of pillows trying to ignore the streak of blood on her empty plate (she had ordered steak) and feeling slightly queasy. Shamefaced, she lifted her tray onto the floor where Julian’s photograph could not see it. From the loudspeakers above a mosque several streets away a muezzin wailed his call to prayer like an impassioned mosquito.


It seemed she had dreamt of Julian every time she closed her eyes; of Julian or the emotions his abrupt removal aroused. Most often he was in the room but out of sight, pacing up and down behind her. She knew she was to blame in some way and throughout the dream she sat there, not daring to turn, reciting a circular apology along the lines of:


‘Oh darling, yes, I do know, it’s all my fault. If I hadn’t given him so much to drink you’d still be here. Believe me, Julian, I’d change places with you if I could. Perhaps if you were to ask someone they could arrange it for us. You’re always so good with people. Diana Coltrane noticed it. Yes, she said so. You’re so awfully clever and I’m so very stupid and, well, you know how it is. You were always telling me to grow up. I could never live up to you and oh darling, yes, I do know, it’s all my fault . . .’


At other times she dreamed he was on the telephone to her but had just lapsed into a resentful silence. She had always dreaded his silences. Often as not they would fall because she was in the right and, quite properly, had tried to justify herself. Defeated in argument, he would draw a terrible veil of wordlessness over the proceedings, under cover of which, by a chemistry of will, he became the injured party and she the aggressor. In this dream, she would feel that alteration happening and break the silence by muttering wild endearments into the receiver; crazed, would-be erotic obscenities of the kind that made him wrinkle his fine nose in distaste, as though to say, ‘If this display is for my benefit, I’m sure we both have more worthwhile things to do.’


She was still too uncomfortable to have much chance of a full night’s sleep, but already she missed his presence in her bed. They had – they had had – a regular, even extravagant sex life, albeit strictly on Julian’s terms. What she missed, however, was his simple bodily warmth. His body temperature always rose as he fell asleep. Even after evenings where he had been bad-tempered or she had been shrill (as he called it) he would crawl into her arms and expect her to hold him until he slept. He never apologised – not with words – but she took this frequent act of almost babyish humility to represent remorse. As he nodded off, lying heavily against her, his body warmed hers – which was inevitably cool – and she came to prefer this embrace to the more athletic demands he made of her. They had no child (dear God they had no child!) so having him hide himself in her unconditional embrace seemed a kind of motherhood. She liked – she had liked – the feel of his sleeping breath against her breasts.


At first the nurse had tried to prevent her looking in a mirror.


‘Not yet, dear,’ she had said. ‘Wait until you’re feeling a little stronger.’


But her solicitude had wound up Deborah’s mild curiosity into near-hysteria and made it imperative that she see herself. There was little irreparable damage, although she looked quite appalling. Not only had the bomb sprayed her with chips of windscreen, but it had flung at her most of the hall window (whose glass had not been designed to shatter safely). Miraculously her eyes and jugular had emerged unscathed. The jagged fragments of hall window had sliced into her forehead, her left breast and both her thighs. The bandages had now come off these wounds to reveal brown needlework of a neatness she could never have achieved. Her cheeks, neck and the tender undersides of her arms were peppered with little scabs. She could not remember having had time to raise her arms for protection; evidently the gesture was instinctive in even the most unlikely circumstances. Dr Neidpath (a handsome man who had always reminded her of her father, but whom Julian had declared ‘too smooth by half and probably Jewish’) had assured her that, with the sad exception of her breast, there would be no scars. Sunbathing was out of the question for a while, it seemed. The good doctor told her that, contrary to popular belief, wounds healed best when kept out of the sun because sunrays encouraged the formation of shiny scar tissue. Whether or not this was true, Deborah knew she would be needing no encouragement to linger in shadows and darkened rooms.


‘Eaten it all up? That’s what I like to see. Not even a little bit for Lady Manners. Good girl! You try to get some rest now.’


The nurse took away the tray, leaving Julian’s photograph to wrinkle its nose at his widow’s unmannerly greed.


Whenever she knew the nurse to be thoroughly occupied elsewhere Deborah loosened one shoulder of her nightdress and took out her damaged breast. It felt more comfortable without the fabric pressing on the stitches and, in any case, she liked to examine it. She laid it bare now, knowing the nurse always enjoyed some time chatting in the kitchen. The glass seemed to have cut clean through her nipple. The tidy stitching ran vertically, bisecting the honey brown circle. The teat appeared to have been amputated. She was disturbed to find herself so unmoved by this, feeling that the tiny mutilation needed a mourning of some kind. All she sensed was anxiety that, if she ever produced milk, it would have no means of escape and might build up and curdle with her too embarrassed to tell anybody. At each secret examination she had resolved to ask Dr Neidpath about this, but whenever she saw him again her thin resolve had evaporated beneath his smile.


Sensible shoes sounded on the stairs. Deborah tidied her breast away. She shut her eyes and lay back. The nurse paused in the doorway then said,


‘Oh,’ abruptly and began to turn away.


‘What is it, nurse?’ Deborah asked.


‘You’re sleeping. I’ll tell her to come back.’


‘Who?’


‘You’ve a visitor.’


‘Who is it?’


‘A Miss Ventura. She says she’s come from your sister.’


‘My sister’s in England.’


‘Well the lady says she’s come from her. She seems very nice. American.’


‘American?’


‘Shall I tell her to come back later?’


‘No. Send her up.’


Deborah scrabbled in the drawer of her bedside table for her hairbrush. She tugged it through her hair several times on each side, more from force of habit than from any fond belief that it could improve her appearance. The visitor appeared on the landing and knocked twice on the open door.


Even allowing for her hat she looked nearly six foot tall but, rather than seeming stretched or bony, the rest of her body was built entirely in proportion to her height. She was massive without carrying an ounce of surplus fat. Likewise her mouth, her eyes, even her startling pinkish red hair (when she released it from her hat) were all designed on a scale slightly larger than life. A press agent would have called her Junoesque. She wore the loose ethnic clothes which, in a Westerner, Julian had always said, betokened fashionable socialism. This combined with her size to make Deborah nervous. She did her bed-bound best to draw herself up.


‘Good afternoon?’


The woman jumped slightly.


‘Oh! Sorry I was staring wasn’t I? It’s just that, for an awful moment, you looked so like Judith.’


‘I hope she doesn’t look like this.’


‘No. At least,’ the woman laughed, ‘she didn’t when I last saw her. I’m saying all the wrong things as usual. Hi.’


‘Hello.’


‘We haven’t met before, have we?’


‘No.’ Deborah gestured to a chair by the wall. ‘Do sit down.’


‘Thanks.’ She sat on the bed. Deborah drew in her feet to make more room. Miss Ventura caught sight of the photograph and seemed briefly transfixed. ‘I’m so very sorry,’ she murmured. ‘About your husband.’ And then she started to cry.


‘Don’t,’ Deborah asked her. ‘Don’t cry. Please.’


But her visitor was beyond recall, her red mane tumbling across her face as she searched for, then shook out a large ethnic handkerchief. Rather than use it to wipe her nose she wiped it across her forehead then wrung it distractedly in her fingers, letting tears splash freely on her thinly shielded bosom. Briefly Deborah envied her her tears – they were so plumply generous. Her own recent weeping was her first since childhood (until now she had taken pride in an uneventful life) and it had been quite dry, inducing a pain like acute sinusitis. This strange woman’s inexplicable grief was infectious as laughter however and Deborah soon found herself shedding tears as satisfactory as her visitor’s. Clawing up a fistful of tissues, she held them to her face then dropped them and lay back, careless, against the pillows to wail her heart out. She wept richly, not for Julian who, however unfairly, was far beyond pity, but entirely for herself.


‘I’m so alone,’ she cried, incomprehensibly. ‘What shall I do? I’m valueless, meaningless. I have been discarded.’


The nurse came running but Deborah shooed her away impatiently and let herself be lifted off on another tearful wave. After a few minutes more her eyes went dry and her sinuses began to hurt again. So she stopped.


‘Run out of tears,’ she mumbled, and blew her nose. Her visitor had already tidied herself up and bore no signs of her grief except that, if possible, her eyes seemed even larger and wetter. She brought Deborah a cold, damp flannel from the sink.


‘Thanks,’ Deborah sniffed, wiping her eyes.


‘All cried out,’ the woman said. ‘You’ll be able to start again in twenty minutes or so.’


‘No thanks.’


‘It’s good for you.’


‘It hurts and the effects are far from flattering. What did you say you were called?’


‘Joanna Ventura.’


‘Are you American?’


‘My grandfather was Sicilian. My real name’s Verdura which is like being called Miss Spring Greens. I changed it by deed poll before I moved to England.’


‘Oh.’


‘I’m sorry for crying all over you like that.’


‘Not at all.’


‘I cry easy. Always have.’


‘I never could,’ Deborah admitted.


‘Your national failing. Judith finds it hard too.’


‘She cried at Bambi once. She was much older than me. I remember being shocked. Have you been her friend long?’


‘Eight years.’


Their communal weeping had eased the strain on Deborah. She found herself talking freely. Then she remembered their odd social situation.


‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘But why are you here? Nurse mentioned Judith. Is she all right?’


‘Fine. I saw a paper, you see. Le Monde. It was several days old or I’d have come round quicker.’


‘But I don’t quite see.’


Joanna Ventura took her hand and peered urgently at her.


‘Deborah, come away,’ she said. ‘Come and stay with us.’


‘Us?’


‘Judith and me.’


‘You live together?’


‘Yes. Didn’t she ever . . .?’


‘In Clapham?’


‘No. She’s still got the Clapham flat but we spend all our time in my place out west, on the moor. Five miles from the Atlantic. You’d love it.’


‘Ah yes. I think our mother mentioned something. But I . . .’


Joanna pressed her hand.


‘You needn’t come for long. Just till you decide what to do. You’ve no one else.’


‘What makes you say that?’


‘Well, have you?’


‘I might have.’ Joanna raised an eyebrow. ‘Not really,’ Deborah conceded.


‘It’s miles from anywhere. You needn’t see anyone or do anything if you don’t want to. Do you like cats?’


‘Not much.’


‘Oh.’ Joanna looked slightly crestfallen. Deborah sharply withdrew her hand.


‘Look this is nonsense. I don’t even know you or anything. Besides, I’m ill.’


‘What’s wrong with you?’


‘I’m in pain and I’m . . . I’m badly scarred. The sun’s bad for scars. Dr Neidpath said so and besides, Judith and I haven’t spoken in years. We don’t get on.’


‘Well, whose fault is that?’


‘Not mine,’ Deborah answered quickly. ‘I think you’d better go.’


Joanna stood.


‘Sorry. I’m tiring you.’ She reached into her pocket for a terrible colour postcard of a half-finished modern hotel in the centre of town. The Continental. ‘Here’s where I’m staying. I’m off tomorrow evening. Call me, huh?’


‘Can you find your own way out?’


Joanna Ventura smiled infuriatingly from the doorway.


‘You two are so different but, Christ, you’re horribly similar. Ring me, OK?’


She paused at the landing looking-glass to arrange her hair back inside her hat, then walked downstairs, waving over her shoulder in a gesture Deborah instantly recognised as coming from the end of some film. Liza Minnelli in Cabaret.


Deborah set Julian’s photograph back at its former angle – that woman had shifted it with her inquisitive fingers. Her coarse fingers. She threw some pillows onto the floor then sank back, cross and exhausted. It was the funeral tomorrow. Julian’s mother was arriving late tonight. Deborah battened down, like so many complaining coolies beneath a hatch, upsurging thoughts of her sister. She calmed herself by picturing a long, refreshing succession of hats.




Five


Soon after she had moved down to Joanna’s Cornish farmhouse, Judith killed a man’s cat. Her mother, who had not quite died then, had run her to earth by means of some judiciously unscrupulous detective work. She had promptly rung her up, announcing that she was still not quite dead and asking when she could expect an invitation to stay in her daughter’s unnatural love-nest. They had successfully not communicated for two or three months; change of address cards had been sent out only very selectively. Judith was furious at the way she had been tracked down but her mother had guilt on her side and so their argument had been bloodier than their usual half-courteous skirmishes. Her mother had delivered a blast of calculated cruelty against her latest novel. Stung into spite, Judith had then confirmed that she loathed the woman who had helped make her childhood a misery and her adolescence a torture and added that the last thing on her list of emotional priorities was coming home for Christmas.


‘Well as it’s going to be my last,’ her mother retorted before hanging up on her, ‘I might as well tell you that I shan’t be wanting any self-centred lesbian bitches at my funeral.’


Shaking with rage, unable to explain to Joanna, Judith had jumped into her old Morris and driven several miles to the pub at St Breward. There she hid in a corner of the bar behind a loud crowd of farm workers, and downed several whisky macs. Shaking still, but less from anger than a dim sense of triumph, she was driving home when a cat ran out of a cottage garden and under her wheels. There had been a revolting lurch. She knew without looking that it was dead. The owner was a withdrawn old man she had seen in the market once or twice selling cut-price bed linen. He insisted on picking the cat’s remains up himself. He furled them gently in what was plainly the old jersey from its basket and carried the sad parcel into his garden.


‘I’ll bury her later,’ he said, waiting for Judith to stop hovering at his side.


‘I feel awful,’ she said, certain he could smell the whisky on her breath.


‘Good.’


‘You must let me . . . Here . . . Can’t I . . .?’ She had fumbled for her wallet and was holding out some money.


‘I won’t be buying a replacement for her,’ he said quietly. ‘She’s left some young ones behind.’ Feeling worse than ever, she put her money away again. ‘Send it to the Pet Protection League,’ he told her. ‘It’ll do more good there.’


So she had driven tearfully and very slowly home and had sent off a large cheque the following morning. She had enclosed a letter of explanation but had not been expecting a reply. She was surprised then to receive a letter welcoming her ‘decision to join the League’, still more so to receive another, in crabbed blue-grey handwriting, the following week.




Dear Judith Lamb, she read,


You don’t know me because I never pay visits now but I notice that we live only two miles apart. I was given your address by the League, which I gather you have recently joined. For twenty years now I’ve been running a cat sanctuary here but my rheumatism and generally seedy state of preservation have made it impossible for me to do so without help. My most recent assistant has just married a Bristol veterinarian so, of course, she cannot continue to work here. I wonder if you might oblige? It would be interesting to see you in any case. Call in any time, day or night. I’m never out and I rarely sleep.


Yours,


Esther Gammel





Esther lived in what used to be the village’s rectory when there was a congregation large enough to merit a rector to itself. Now, as in most of Cornwall, the Jehovah’s Witnesses and Methodism held sway and the remaining worshippers in the older faith spent their Sunday mornings in pursuit of the mobile priest and organist who shared a Mini to spread their labours impartially across five parishes.


Though the house was built on generous proportions by the local standard, Esther confined the diminished operations of her life to one lovely room on the first floor. Every other room in the house either had its windows darkened with plant life or gave onto the noise and smells of the cat sanctuary at the back. Her severely arthritic pointer, Bunting, lived up there with her, though he would occasionally venture out into the rhododendron jungle at the front. A side door remained ajar in all weathers for his benefit. The milkman, log merchant and local stores delivered all Esther’s needs. Apart from bread, cheese and apples, the only food of theirs she trusted came in tins; baked and other beans, tuna, sardines, sponge puddings and creamed rice. This evening Judith had made a detour, plunging down precipitous lanes through the mist to the harbour in the little fishing village of St Jacob’s. There she bought Esther a bag of prawns and a jar of mayonnaise, knowing the combination to be a favourite dietary supplement of hers.


The cat food was all paid for by Esther and delivered direct from the manufacturers. She had found a firm which produced catering size cans of imperfect pilchards for schools and the Third World. Crates of these, sacks of cat biscuits and cartons of long life milk were stacked in what had once been an elegant conservatory but was now a glass cavern in a hillock of ivy and Virginia creeper. After two weeks of bruising her fingers, opening fifteen or more tins at a time with an old hand-powered tin opener, Judith had bought the cats an absurdly efficient electric one. She bought it as she walked away from the crematorium where, in defiance, she had attended her mother’s last chance to be the centre of attention. This impulse buy was the confirmation of what she had already come to feel as her duty to the sanctuary. The funeral had been the last time she saw Deborah, her younger sister, and her fatuous husband.


She walked around the side of the house, grimacing as the unkempt shrubbery tossed drizzledrops down her neck, and let herself into the conservatory where she set the prawns and mayonnaise out of harm’s way. Then she went about her daily routine. First the food dishes had to be collected. As many of the cats were wild ones this had to be performed in leather gauntlets (left over, Esther claimed, from the days when she and a friend dabbled in falconry) often using a garden rake to retrieve the dish from the perilous far side of an enclosure where a cat had pushed it. The dishes had two compartments. Judith had to wash them, then fill one half with a mixture of sardine and biscuit, the other half with long life milk.
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