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    Winston Mawdsley Graham OBE was an English novelist, best known for the series of historical novels about the Poldarks. Graham was born in Manchester in 1908, but moved to Perranporth, Cornwall when he was seventeen. His first novel, The House with the Stained Glass Windows was published in 1933. His first ‘Poldark’ novel, Ross Poldark, was published in 1945, and was followed by eleven further titles, the last of which, Bella Poldark, came out in 2002. The novels were set in Cornwall, especially in and around Perranporth, where Graham spent much of his life, and were made into a BBC television series in the 1970s. It was so successful that vicars moved or cancelled church services rather than try to hold them when Poldark was showing.


    Aside from the Poldark series, Graham’s most successful work was Marnie, a thriller which was filmed by Alfred Hitchcock in 1964. Hitchcock had originally hoped that Grace Kelly would return to films to play the lead and she had agreed in principle, but the plan failed when the principality of Monaco realised that the heroine was a thief and sexually repressed. The leads were eventually taken by Tippi Hedren and Sean Connery. Five of Graham’s other books were filmed, including The Walking Stick, Night Without Stars and Take My Life. Graham wrote a history of the Spanish Armadas and an historical novel, The Grove of Eagles, based in that period. He was also an accomplished writer of suspense novels. His autobiography, Memoirs of a Private Man, was published by Macmillan in 2003. He had completed work on it just weeks before he died. Graham was a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature, and in 1983 was honoured with the OBE.


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    The man had been eyeing me most of the way home, and even happened to leave the bus at the same stop; but as soon as I got off he lost interest and walked away hunching his shoulders against the disappointment and the rain. I walked home, up Holly Hill, the wind beating against my back and legs. The road glimmered like wet polythene. I was late. It would soon be dark.


    We lived in one of those big early Edwardian houses, built without taste, but roomy and square and made to last. It had too many steps up to the front door, a semibasement, two floors above, sash windows, an iron gate that wouldn’t shut, and an old street lamp immediately outside. This showed up the brass plate which read J. Douglas Dainton, MRCS, LRCP.


    I opened the front door with my key and went in. They were both at home, and supper was nearly over. We always ate in the kitchen, winter and summer, and even when we had company. It was a long trainlike room, with plenty of space for cooking at one end and eating at the other. It had most of the latest gadgets, for Erica loved gadgets: washing-up machines, mixers, toasters, infrared grills, slicers, potato peelers, bottle openers, electric coffee mills, so that its business end looked like a stand at an Ideal Home exhibition. Cellophaned down one long wall were a selection of paintings and crayon sketches done by all the children, but chiefly by my elder sister, Sarah, whose vision at an early age had been the most primitive and therefore the most prized. The other wall had modern glass cupboards which were full of cooking spices and exotic Chinese teas and highly polished non-used copper moulds and steaming pans.


    Apart from my bedroom it was the only comfortable room in the house.


    When I got in, Dr J. Douglas Dainton, MRCS, LRCP, was just scraping the last of a Boursin cheese out of its silver paper and spreading it on a Ryvita biscuit. Propped against a toast rack was The Informed Heart by Bruno Bettelheim, which he was trying to read at the same time. Dr Erica Dainton, MB, ChB, was stirring her coffee and reading an egghead paperback I couldn’t see the name of. When she saw me she pushed her glasses up her nose and said: ‘ You’re so late. Have you been to a party or something?’


    It was always her expectation somehow that I was going to break out into a gay life of my own.


    ‘No, there was some work I wanted to finish. Is there anything left?’


    ‘Of course. But it’ll be cold. The whole thing was served up before Minta left.’


    My father looked across from his silver paper and smiled at me clinically. ‘You’re wet, Deborah. Thank God I haven’t to go out tonight.’ He picked up the clean knife he was keeping for the purpose and turned over a page of his book.


    I went to the stove and helped myself to the remains of a congealed stew. In silence I began to eat. My mother said: ‘Did you come by tube?’


    ‘No. Bus. It’s almost as easy.’


    ‘But so much longer, my dear, when you’re late.’


    ‘I like it better.’ She knew this already. She knew that I didn’t like confined places, tunnels, compartments, boxes, cupboards, caves.


    ‘Sarah rang up about half an hour ago. Asked to speak to you.’


    ‘Oh … What did she want?’


    ‘To invite you somewhere, I think. She’s never very forthcoming about these things.’


    ‘I expect she’ll ring again.’


    ‘Yes, she said she’d ring again.’


    That rather exhausted the immediate conversation. As a family, although we talked a lot, we were never good on the trivia. When she saw I had nothing to say my mother gratefully pulled her glasses down her nose again.


    I flipped through the pages of the evening paper. Sotheby’s were in the news again with £7000 paid for a Meissen tea and coffee service of forty-four pieces. Prices went ever up. There had been a murder in Kensington. The Minister of Health was advising doctors to exercise economy in their prescriptions. Wind and rain were forecast for the last week in April.


    The telephone went in the hall. They both looked at me. ‘I expect that’s Sarah now,’ my mother said; and my father said: ‘If it’s anyone for me, say I’m out and’ll call them back in fifteen minutes.’


    ‘Deborah,’ said the voice of my elder sister, when I lifted the receiver, ‘whatever time d’you get back these days?’


    ‘Thursday is sometimes a bit hectic. Why?’


    ‘I’m giving a party tomorrow to celebrate – just a couple of dozen people – eight o’clock. Any hopes?’


    ‘Well … thanks.’ I stared at myself in the dim hall mirror. I hadn’t combed my hair since coming in, and the rain had made rats’ tails of it. I looked an absolute fright. ‘Did Erica suggest me?’


    ‘Of course not, you ape. D’you think I take notice of her suggestions anyhow?’


    That was true. ‘ What is it, a dance?’


    ‘In a three-roomed flat? But of course. With the band of the Grenadier Guards.’


    ‘Seriously. Shall I know anybody?’


    ‘Well, there’s me and Arabella. Fruits of the same womb. You’ll recognize me by the red rose.’


    I plucked at a bit of skin round my thumb nail and then bit it.


    ‘Well?’ she said impatiently.


    ‘Thanks. Thank you, darling. I’d adore to come. What sort of clothes?’


    ‘Moderately smart. I’m sick of these sordid affairs where everyone comes looking as if they’ve been washed up with the local sewage.’


    ‘Lovely,’ I said. ‘What time did you say?’


    ‘Eight or thereabouts. Don’t eat because we’ll eat.’


    After hanging up I was a minute or two doing something about the rats’ tails before going back into the kitchen. Late invitation for a party? Someone fallen sick? Bitchy. Give Sarah credit for honesty: if she’d wanted me as a stop-gap she would simply have said so.


    Pity there always had to be this thing between me and my family. They trying to compensate and be nicer than they wanted to be. Me on guard and not wanting them to be nicer than they wanted to be.


    I went back into the kitchen to my father and mother and told them what was on. Douglas was relieved that it wasn’t a call for him; Erica made a gallant attempt to be interested in what I should wear, but after a minute or two, when I’d picked up the paper again, she went back to her egghead.


    So silence fell, and Erica finished her coffee and Douglas made himself a pot of Soochong tea, and I scraped out the coagulated dish – not all to eat, but chiefly into the waste disposal unit – and sat down with a cup of Maxwell House and we all read.


    We had all had a tiring day.


    My father at this time was fifty-eight, but I don’t think he looked it. He was a very hairless man, of head, eyebrow, chin, legs, chest; and even a photograph of twenty years before showed him to have been just the same then. Otherwise he would have been very handsome, with a clear complexion, a fine profile and smiling frank blue eyes. I don’t really know that he was more honest, more direct, more true, more trustworthy, more sincere than anyone else, but he gave this impression of shining candour. If there had been warmth in his eyes as well he would have looked a saint. But there wasn’t warmth, or not much, or not much more than the professional man could afford to give off to each patient. To those who knew him well I think even this much was a little too smoothly and evenly spread. You felt if you went to him medically you’d get much the same sympathy whether you had indigestion or angina.


    In his youth he’d been a pretty good athlete, and he had kept his figure even today. He always looked astonishingly clean – even when he wore a dirty suit you got the impression that his body was clean inside it; perhaps it was partly this lack of hair. His hands were always cool, like his voice. He never perspired. You could hardly imagine him ill or not in command of a situation – though of course his command was that of someone on the General Staff, not in the field of battle.


    Some people thought him lazy.


    When the Welfare Service came in they were both quite young, with a growing family and practising together, since it was against Erica’s principles to give up her profession to raise children. Douglas had taken one look at the new régime and had opted out of it right away. For eighteen years he had gone on with a tiny but rich private practice, claiming that he made as much outside the Service for a quarter the work. Erica, reacting the opposite way, had at once gone into partnership with three women doctors with a shared surgery in the newer and less prosperous part of Hampstead; no private patients were accepted, and the practice was conducted on strictly business lines, with each doctor having specified hours of work and leisure and no nonsense about personal relationships between doctor and patient.


    My mother was a tall woman and a clever one. She had qualified the year of her marriage. I’d heard her say: ‘Of course I adore children, but they have to be kept in proportion to one’s own life. Otherwise at forty-five or fifty you’re a dead letter. It’s not civilized.’


    My mother’s most stringent criticism was if a thing was not civilized.


    She’d been good-looking too, but in a different way from Douglas, and, unfairly, it hadn’t been as durable. The fresh complexion was cottage-womany in a good light. Her curly hair was grey and looked marvellous just after it was done each Friday afternoon. But by Saturday the texture was going and for the rest of the week it was as light and spiky as straw. Her big brown eyes were narrowed with having to make constant decisions, and these constant decisions, because they had to be authoritative, had given her a bossy look.


    I suppose you could say they both belonged to the Hampstead intelligentsia. They believed in asepsis, Freud, Aldermaston, the four-letter word, the Berliner Ensemble, the anti-novel, Joan Littlewood, the Observer, co-educational day schools, and the use of Christian names between parents and children.


    For Heaven’s sake, I’m not trying to be cynical or to suggest these things are necessarily either right or wrong; I’m only trying to describe my home as it was, so that what happened can be seen against its proper background.


    Perhaps some clever people will be able to see a connection. Or perhaps it was inevitable anyhow.


    You could say in a sense that my father and mother were even old-fashioned in some things. After all they were married and had stayed married for twenty-nine years. At least from when I was old enough to take notice, I don’t think they ever slept with anybody else. They never drank to excess, or took drugs more awful than the occasional secconal or rogitin – even when packaged and supplied free by the manufacturers. If they were out of temper, their temper hadn’t a lot of bite (which is more than I can say of myself). They were never in debt, except to the bank. They paid their taxes, schedule D and E respectively. They’d somehow reared three daughters, who were now all, or soon would be, respectably self-supporting. They performed a valuable service for the community. And they took a month’s holiday abroad each year, always apart.


    They were in fact two highly successful figures in urban society; and if they had any failure to irk their justifiable satisfaction, it was me.


    I often wondered why it bothered them so much. I suppose they looked on it as a reflection on their own professional competence.


    My sister Sarah was a brilliant young woman and had just added another degree to those she had already got, which was what the party was about. After four or five more years in the hospitals she intended to specialize in gynaecology. She was tall and a bit big generally but very good to look at, with those blue eyes in which even the whites seem to take the colour. She had been engaged twice and had always got some young man about her, but the link-up never seemed to last long, maybe because she was too high spirited to stay in the shafts. There was so much in life apart from love. She was probably very much like my father when he was young.


    My other sister, Arabella, was only just twenty and was reading medicine at London University. She was as tall as Sarah but much slighter, and rather delicate looking, with very sexy blonde hair hiding one side of her face and one eye, and a lovely figure. If she got through her studies without being ravished – which seemed unlikely – she would probably go into research, as she was clever enough but hardly had the face or figure for medical practice.


    Although I am myself above average height, I always feel a dwarf in my family, with my mother the next shortest at five feet nine.


    When I got to Sarah’s flat in Ennismore Gardens about half a dozen people were already there. Two of them I knew slightly, the others were already busy talking and drinking happily.


    ‘Hi,’ said Sarah, pecking down at me. ‘Lovely to see you. You know Philip, don’t you? And Greta? Oh, that’s the door again. Could you go and help Arabella pour the drinks?’


    There were shouts of welcome behind me as I went across to the table where the bottles were. Arabella had a new young man called Bruce Spring, who was a Registrar from the Middlesex and had odd Edwardian side whiskers, a hairy mole on one cheek, and pronounced some of his words as if they were corks being drawn out of wine bottles.


    The room began to fill up, but as Sarah had said, this was no shabby bottle party with corduroys and woollen shirts and patched jeans. Sarah shared the flat with a girl called Virginia, and they had converted their big bedroom into a dining room for the night. For the first hour we drank and talked in the sitting room, and Arabella and I were pretty busy pouring the drinks. Just as we were about to go in to eat and Sarah had given me the nod not to refill any more glasses, two late arrivals came. One was David Hambro, a young surgeon I’d seen before. The other was a man called Leigh Hartley.


    When you get to know someone very well it’s often hard to remember first impressions, they come like Morse signals and you don’t take the trouble to unscramble them. I remember most his curly hair, his common voice, his look of tormented vigour. He was not tall, but somehow wasn’t overlooked by taller men; he had heavy eyelids which could droop over his eyes to give the italics to some word or look; his nose was too narrow for the broad face; his mouth was big and sensitive, the teeth as white as high-gloss paint.


    Not handsome. But it was a face that meant quite a lot in a world where so many are anonymous.


    The first words he said to me, I remember, were: ‘Burnt umber.’


    I looked at him – he was smiling – but I didn’t reply, not seeing the joke.


    ‘Break it with Naples yellow,’ he said, ‘ because of that light coming from overhead. You Sarah’s sister?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘Crikey, three sisters all so attractive! I only met Sarah three weeks ago. Last week it was Arabella. Now you.’


    ‘Can I get you a drink?’ I said.


    ‘Sure. Lovely. Just what I need.’


    I waited. ‘Well, what?’


    ‘What?’ He blinked with his heavy lids. ‘ Oh, you mean to drink. Well anything that’s going. How’s the tap water? Is it a vintage year?’


    ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘but this side of the valley only.’


    ‘Pour me half a glass then and dilute it with a dash of Scotch.’


    While I did this he looked me over. I suddenly found myself angry with Sarah for putting me behind a table where I couldn’t properly be seen and with myself for falling for the trick; or angry with coincidence if that was all it was.


    ‘Seriously,’ he said, ‘I do think your hair’s great.’


    ‘Was that what it was about? Well, thank you.’


    ‘Does it ever get out of place?’


    ‘What?’


    ‘Your hair.’


    ‘Oh, frequently.’


    ‘It shines, you know.’


    He sipped his drink and I sipped mine. Arabella was laughing with her new boy friend.


    The young man said: ‘Maybe I talk too much.’


    I half-smiled but did not look at him.


    ‘What’s your name?’


    ‘Deborah.’


    ‘Mine’s Leigh. Spelled with a gh. Leigh Hartley. You a doctor?’


    ‘No. I work in the West End.’


    ‘The only unmedical Dainton, eh? Thank God. I’m always scared of doctors, even those I know well. And women doctors frighten me even more.’


    ‘Why?’


    ‘Why? Oh, I don’t know. Because they’re somehow the wrong sex for the job, I reckon. And people who are the wrong sex for a job are always slightly more sinister than people who are the right sex … like male nurses, f’rinstance.’


    Sarah was leading the way into the bedroom for supper.


    I said: ‘ Your ideas are a bit Victorian, aren’t they?’


    ‘Old-fashioned, maybe. But why blame the poor old Queen? There weren’t any women doctors in Edward’s day, were there? Or the earlier Georges or the Stuarts or—’


    ‘Well, they burned them then,’ I said. ‘Perhaps you think that’s a good idea.’ I picked up my stick. ‘ Supper’s ready.’


    ‘Can I sit with you, d’you think?’


    I smiled. ‘ No. I have to help. You follow Arabella and then you won’t lose your way.’


    He smiled back at me and turned away, glass in hand. Before he could move far I deliberately came out and limped beside him to the bedroom door. ‘In there. I think there are enough seats, but I’m afraid it’s going to be crowded.’


    He pretended not to notice and nodded and slipped in.


    Actually I didn’t help much because it’s always hard for me to get up and down in a hurry, and anyway the kitchen would hardly take more than three. So after passing a few things I grabbed a plate and a glass of wine, and a couple of people made room for me sitting between them on a bed.


    There was a biggish round table which was normally in the living room, and that took seven. Three or four more sat around the low dressing table, and the others sat on or between the two beds or stood or squatted on the floor. Leigh Hartley was at the dressing table and spent most of the meal talking to a stout dark girl whose name I never knew; but every now and then I could tell his head was turned and once I glanced up briefly and met his look.


    We ate for about an hour. It was Spanish Chablis, with vichyssoise, followed by jambon à la crème. Virginia fancied herself with her foreign menus. But actually it was very good. The man next to me was a doctor and the man on the opposite bed was a doctor and they were discussing the opening of a new psychiatric ward. The man next to me said: ‘ What I’d really like is a selection: about fifteen schizos, five paranoids and a dozen manic depressives to begin. That’s about the right proportion. It doesn’t do to get out of balance right at the start.’ He sounded as if he was ordering plants for his herbaceous border.


    ‘Well maybe we can fix that,’ said the second man. ‘ I’ll talk to Villars-Smith in the morning.’


    The man on the other side of me had just come back from a skiing holiday in Norway, and if supper had gone on another hour he might just have been able to get the whole thing out of his system. I sat there listening and saying yes and no and watching his red young self-important face swelling up like a frog as the room got hotter: a perfect subject for a coronary at forty-eight; but he’d still got twenty years ahead of him of swelling and shouting and accidentally spitting out bits of food. One couldn’t help but speculate what he would be like as a husband. Some poor girl …


    Supper finished about eleven, and everyone was very jolly and talkative. I went into the kitchen, but after a bit Sarah pulled me out. ‘ I’ve told you before, Deborah, you are an ape. We pay to have this cleared up. Come and talk.’


    So I went in and somebody found me a chair, and in about five minutes Leigh Hartley had edged over to sit on the arm of the settee nearby.


    ‘Hello,’ he said. ‘Remember me?’


    ‘Not very well.’


    ‘I’m that fresh guy who insulted you by admiring your hair.’


    I didn’t reply, and after waiting he said: ‘I suppose the old cold shoulder is the easiest way of keeping wolves like me at bay.’


    I met his eyes. They were grey, absolutely clear grey, with whites nearly as bright as his teeth. ‘ I haven’t any trouble usually. After the first howl or so, they don’t come after me.’


    He continued to look. ‘Because you’re lame, you mean?’


    Most people weren’t quite tactless enough to spell it out. But all I said was, ‘ It could be,’ and turned to speak to David Hambro, who was squatting on a cushion nearby. I carefully didn’t turn back for quite a time, and knew he was sitting there more or less isolated, because the girl on the settee was chatting to Arabella. I tried to think of a way I could get up and leave without speaking to him again, but presently he got up himself and crossed the room. It was funny how angry one could still become, because it probably hadn’t been intended as offensive. You shouldn’t victimize a man for speaking the truth …


    He came back carrying two glasses. ‘You were nearly empty so I’ve brought you a refill,’ he said.


    ‘Thanks, but I’m fine with what I’ve got.’


    ‘Well, let me exchange a new one for the old. It tastes better out of a clean glass.’


    I smiled at him. ‘ No, really, I don’t slobber. This is perfect, thanks.’


    He sat down on the arm of the settee. ‘OK, I’ll drink them both.’


    That ended diplomatic relations for quite a while. About midnight one or two couples began to dance, and David Hambro asked Arabella. Hartley slipped down onto the cushion and hugging his knees looked up at me.


    He said: ‘You’re quite right, you don’t slobber. I’ve been watching.’ He went on: ‘I’m not really a wolf, you know. Haven’t the time.’


    I smiled again, but thoughtfully.


    He said: ‘Well, stone the crows, but you’re really beautiful. Maybe it is a bore to you, but think of the kick it gives other people.’


    The disc ran out at last, and couples stopped dancing, and Sarah went to turn the thing over. It was long-playing and I could see I was stuck for another twenty minutes.


    ‘Why haven’t you the time?’ I asked. ‘You should make it.’


    ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘but sarcasm is almost always lost on me.’


    ‘You still haven’t answered.’


    ‘I paint.’ He bit it off with his teeth, like someone biting the end of a cigar.


    ‘Oh, I see, that explains the yellow.’


    ‘What yellow?’


    ‘You said something about Naples yellow before supper.’


    ‘Well, yes. Well, it explains me, see. I’m the uncouth type. Haven’t had time to pick up the graces of society.’


    I looked at his hands: they were broad and stubby; he might more probably have been an engineer or a carpenter. His clothes were odd too, quite good but overstyled. A few people were going now; two of them came across to say good night to me. My stick got in the way, and one of them stumbled over it. The music was late-night music, dreamy, beat stuff suitable for amorous couples and a crowded floor. I wished I hadn’t come. I wished so much that Sarah wouldn’t ask me. She did it always out of a loving goodness of heart and trying to draw me into the circle of her friends, and always it was a failure.


    ‘What do you paint?’


    ‘Pictures. You know. With a brush. Oil on canvas. Or hardboard when I’m short of cash. Or canvas paper when I’m broke. It’s a simple question of economics.’


    ‘What isn’t?’


    ‘Well, you aren’t … I shouldn’t think so anyway.’


    ‘Are you a good painter?’


    ‘No.’ He stopped looking at me and looked through me. ‘I’m a good draftsman. But that isn’t enough.’


    That was original anyway. Or maybe it was just a new line. ‘You’re modest.’


    ‘No – clearsighted.’


    ‘In that case, why do you still go on with it?’


    I thought he was staring at my bad leg, and moved it for him to see better.


    He said: ‘ Why do you go on breathing?’


    ‘Do you sell your paintings?’


    ‘One or two.’


    ‘Do you work at something else, then?’


    ‘No. I’ve a bit of lolly from an aunt. She married an ironmonger in Dulwich and I was her only blighted nephew. It just about keeps me above the Chinese famine level.’ He gulped his other glass of wine. ‘Can I take you home?’


    ‘Thanks, but I’m spending the night here.’


    ‘You don’t live with Sarah – not normally, I mean?’


    ‘No, with my parents in Hampstead.’


    His face set into fixed angular planes. ‘Will you come out some evening with me?’


    ‘… I actually don’t go out much. I get home latish most evenings.’


    ‘A Sunday then.’


    ‘Well …’


    ‘Good, that’s settled. I’ll ring you. Or what about next Sunday?’


    ‘No, I’m booked.’


    ‘OK. I’ll ring you.’ He looked round. ‘I don’t know anything about you yet. Odd, isn’t it? But you’re beautiful – or nearly beautiful. Been watching you. With some expressions and in some lights it’s like catching light on water. Quicker here and gone than a rainbow.’ He brooded. ‘It’s so unfair.’


    ‘What’s unfair?’


    ‘Beauty. It does things to you. Doesn’t it?’


    So did ugliness. But when he rang I could be out.


    He said: ‘There’s no Goddamn fairness in art. What you feel is absolutely no guide to what you can express. We can all be Rembrandts, Rouaults, Picassos in what we feel and what we get fun out of and that sort of thing, but not one in a bloody million can express it.’


    Most people were going. Release was not far off.


    He said: ‘What do you do? You’ve got a different face from your sisters. You musical?’


    ‘No.’


    ‘They’ve got long faces really. Modern faces. Yours isn’t. It’s oval – a good bet for old man Rossetti. It’s nineteenth century. Very out of date.’


    ‘Thank you.’


    ‘No. It’s got something. It’s sensitive, and gentle. Of course, I can see you aren’t a bit gentle really, but that’s not what I mean. You look romantic, even though underneath you may be—’


    I didn’t learn then just what else Leigh Hartley thought I might be underneath, because Sarah came across and interrupted us, bringing with her a girl neither of us had yet met. I waited until the conversation got going and then slid away into the kitchen and saw no more of him that night.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    I work for Whittington’s, the auctioneers. This might seem a bit of a comedown in a professional family like ours, if it hadn’t been Whittington’s.


    When I left school the one thing I was certain I wasn’t going into was medicine, so my mother sent me off to France where she had a married cousin. I stayed there, outside Avignon, and read for university entrance but never got far as I’m not really the academic type. Being laid up so long has fostered the reading habit without giving it discipline, so that I can always read and study and pick up quickly what I am interested in, but what I’m not interested in simply slides away and my memory of it is as blank as a cinematograph reel that hasn’t been exposed to the light.


    My half uncle is an archaeologist and writes popular books on Pompeii and Arles and Perpignan for the French public. I read these and they touched off a fuse, so that I went back to the scholarly works from which he’d got most of his facts, and then I couldn’t read enough about it.


    So later I had gone to Whittington’s. It was a time when employment by any of the big three was just becoming fashionable. Even Debs applied for jobs in Whittington’s or Sotheby’s or Christie’s, and when I put my name down I was at the foot of a long list. But it wasn’t long before I got a second interview, and with it, at nineteen, a job as a receptionist clerk. There were, you see, certain things in my favour. Already I knew quite a lot about early art. And Mr Hallows, who first engaged me, must have reasoned that it was unlikely I should get married. In a world where woman-wastage must reach about 90 per cent, this virtue isn’t to be sneezed at.


    So after two years I was put in the antiquities department, and then later transferred to the porcelain which was much larger and really covered most of the things I was interested in. A year later I became a cataloguer, and now I was Mr Mills’s right hand and usually went with him if there was a china or porcelain collection to be itemized out of town. On smaller jobs I often went alone.


    Whittington’s is the smallest of the big three, but in some ways the most select. It is just the oldest, by a matter of five years, and its links with English aristocracy are secured by long custom. All the same it was slower than the other two to discover that even tradition must give way to progress, and in the postwar period – when I was still a child at school – it nearly ran on the rocks. Then a new generation of directors grew up and shook it out of its dying sleep and put it on its feet again.


    He rang me on the following Wednesday about nine in the evening.


    ‘Look,’ he said, ‘ you free this coming Sunday? I’m a member of the Seven Arts Club and we have a film show every Sunday evening. It’d be interesting this week—’


    ‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘I’m already booked up.’


    ‘Oh.’ He sounded really disappointed. ‘ Pity.’


    ‘Yes. Thanks all the same.’


    He sensed I was going to ring off and said quickly: ‘That’s a pity because it’s the Picasso film – it’s an old one, made ten years or more ago, but I’ve never seen it. The old boy in action. People who’ve seen it rave about it.’


    ‘Oh … Yes, I have heard of it.’


    ‘Not that the Seven Arts Club is often much to write home about. I sometimes reckon it’s more an excuse to watch blue films than anything else. But every now and then they turn up something real good.’


    ‘Like this.’


    ‘Yes, like this. We wouldn’t need to get there till nine. What hopes?’


    ‘No hopes … Sorry again. I must ring off now, as I left a kettle on.’


    ‘OK … Deborah?’


    ‘Yes?’


    ‘When is your next free Sunday?’


    Damn the man. ‘Well … I’m not absolutely sure. Perhaps next month.’


    ‘As long as that? Anyway, I’ll ring again.’


    ‘Yes, all right. Goodbye.’


    ‘Bye.’


    In the drawing room my mother had just finished playing the piano. It was an ascetic, sterile room, with two small Hamadan rugs on the polished oak block floor. The charcoal leather settee was without cushions. The Bluthner six-foot grand in black veneer had an Anglepoise lamp on it. That was all there was in the room except for three framed reproductions of paintings by abstract artists, two small pieces of modern sculpture, and three chairs. Douglas, my father, always said that if one’s intellect was worthwhile, that furnished any room adequately. People cluttered their rooms, he said, as they cluttered their minds. (Yet, of his three daughters, I collected porcelain and Sarah collected old silver. Arabella so far only collected young men.)


    Erica wore an expensive but seventh-winter grey barathea suit. ‘Was it for you?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘Not one of the girls? Because I wanted to ask Sarah—’


    ‘No, it was somebody I met at Sarah’s party.’


    ‘They were inviting you out?’


    ‘No. They wanted an address.’


    Up in my bedroom I had a moment’s regret. The Picasso film was one I hadn’t seen, and God help me, it couldn’t have hurt to go out one night with a man. And I could surely handle Leigh Hartley, in the very unlikely event of his needing to be handled. (A few men had been interested in me in my life, but very few. In most cases the sight of a withered leg put them right off, and in others I think they felt I was delicate and they’d be taking advantage of an invalid.)


    I stared at the slightly damaged Italian majolica dish I’d picked up in a shop in Brighton. A gorgeously rich ruby lustre and the central picture was of God turning Adam and Eve out of the Garden of Eden; it had probably been painted by one of the Grues of Castelli. The plain answer to my question was that men really weren’t for me. Any more, perhaps, than they should have been for Eve.


    Leigh Hartley in his obtuseness clearly hadn’t come to appreciate all this, for he rang me the following Monday evening and told me that because of its great success the members had managed to get the Picasso film for a further evening. Could I come next Sunday at nine?


    I said: ‘You’ve seen it once. You don’t want to see it again,’ and then cursed gently under my breath while he reassured me he was going a second time in any case. When you’ve not said no at the very beginning it’s harder halfway through. Of course I should have said: ‘For God’s sake go away and stop bothering me!’ But last week’s thoughts were still in the back of my mind; and, after all, the poor fellow didn’t mean any harm. His rather humorous blunderings were better than the glassy-eyed self-adulation so many young men have.


    So I found myself weakly agreeing to meet him at the Hampstead tube at 8:30. He would have come to the house, but I couldn’t bear the thought of leaving under the speculative eyes of my parents. I never really knew how they felt about this sort of thing.


    This Sunday evening was the first Sunday in May, and when I got to the tube he was waiting standing beside a very small red sports car. I got across the road without him noticing, and came up behind him. His face lit up when he saw me. He was younger than I remembered, probably years younger than I was; crikey, he must still find me attractive, I thought; odd, is he a ‘case?’ but generous and warm; give him his due; pity about his bad voice – just flat rather than accented, and thin in timbre; a sort of cockney voice without the accent; it didn’t go with his physique, which was husky and strong. Artist barrow boy? And those clothes.


    ‘Can you fit in here? Let me take your stick. That bogey across the way has been looking pretty nasty, I reckon one shouldn’t park here. Mind your coat – this door has to be slammed. Good. Hold your breath and we’ll see if it starts.’


    The show was in a little cinema in Wardour Street, and had just begun when we got there with a short film about sculpture in Japan. When it was done we ran straight into the Picasso. I’d never studied painting as such; but inevitably as pictures and furniture were the two biggest sections of Whittington’s, one came to know a certain amount about them.


    When the lights went up we had drinks at the bar there, but it was crowded and noisy. So he said, let’s go round the corner and have coffee in peace. This we did, and sat in a café and talked in quite a friendly way for a while.


    Then he said: ‘You didn’t want to come out with me tonight, did you?’


    I picked at a flake of skin on the edge of my finger. ‘ Not particularly.’


    ‘You reckon I’m a Smart Alec, who won’t take “not particularly” for an answer.’ He was smiling, but one really got the impression he cared what I said next.


    ‘It isn’t quite that. Maybe I’m a bit abrupt – a bit rude. Or seem so. It isn’t that I intend to be.’


    ‘Good. I’m glad to know it.’


    I said carefully: ‘Of course I enjoyed the film, and of course I wanted to see it. It was fun … I get a great deal of fun out of life, but it isn’t always quite the same fun. I mean the same as other people’s.’


    I paused. He said: ‘Well, go on.’


    ‘There’s not much more to say, is there?’


    ‘D’you mean because you’re lame?’


    It was the second time he’d mentioned it, and emotionally I still resented this.


    ‘As you say. But I’m quite happy, I assure you. Really perfectly happy, thanks.’


    He thrust out his bottom lip and sucked at his coffee. ‘OK, OK. You’re happy. That’s fine. Couldn’t be more pleased. But I’m trying to separate this up, see. I am trying to sort it out. If you wanted to see the film, why did you “ not particularly” want to come out and see it with me? Have I got smallpox?’


    I stared past him at a dark young man in the corner who was eyeing me.


    ‘What’s the matter with you?’ Leigh said. ‘ I mean, why are you lame?’


    ‘It’s a fine evening, isn’t it?’


    ‘Oh, I get the danger signals. So tell me just one thing. Why does it make you different from other people? I know, maybe you’re not good at ballet or skiing. So are seven million other girls not good. In what other way has your fun got to differ? Eh? I’m interested, Deborah. I want to know.’


    I lifted my coffee cup. There was a thin circle of brown in the saucer. Someone had just put sixpence in the juke box, and it was thumping out one of last year’s pop songs.


    ‘If you’re white,’ I said, ‘ why want to be brown; if you’re brown why want to be white? If you’ve straight hair, why pine for curly? If—’


    ‘That doesn’t answer a damned thing. You’re only evading the issue.’


    ‘All right, I’m evading the issue!’


    We were silent for a while. Then he said:


    ‘What’s your work? Some sort of secretary?’


    I told him.


    ‘Hm. Interesting. I thought perhaps you were shy, but you must have to deal with people all day long.’


    ‘Oh, yes, but that’s in the course of business.’


    ‘Well, how about treating me as if I was in the course of business?’


    I laughed. ‘What have you got to sell?’


    ‘Myself.’


    We looked at each other. ‘Make no mistake,’ said the disc, ‘you gotta be certain in love. No mistake, no mistake, no mista-a-ake.’


    I said: ‘ Phew, it’s nearly eleven-thirty. I think I must go.’


    ‘Come round to my place for a drink.’


    ‘Not now, thanks.’


    ‘You’ll come out again?’


    ‘Find me another Picasso and I will.’


    ‘Next week it’s some nudist film from Sweden. But I’ll shop around. We’ll find something.’


    The dark young man in the corner was just leaving. I was glad he’d be gone before I had to get up.


    Leigh said: ‘D’you have a lot of friends?’


    ‘Oh, yes, a lot.’


    ‘How about including me in?’


    ‘But of course.’


    He blew out a breath. ‘OK. Let’s go.’


    ‘Why d’you sigh?’


    ‘Because you said “ But of course” in a Goddamn party voice that meant nothing at all. I reckon I ought to know when I’m beat.’


    Something moved me to say, ‘Sorry.’


    ‘No, no, if that’s the way you feel, that’s the way you feel. It’s a free world. Look, you wait at the door and I’ll get the car.’


    He got the car, and we drove back to Hampstead in a sort of cold-war silence.


    ‘Don’t bother to drive up,’ I said. ‘ It’s a nasty hill and One Way.’


    ‘No. Party manners’ll triumph even over the brush-off.’


    We roared noisily up Holly Hill. ‘Which way now?’


    ‘Fork right. That’s it. And it’s the third house on the right.’


    We stopped just short of it. I said: ‘Thank you. It’s been very nice.’


    ‘But you don’t want to come out with me again?’


    ‘Well, it’s just a question of looking the facts of life in the face.’


    ‘Such as?’


    ‘You’ve already spelled them out. Good night.’ I began to get out of the car.


    Another car came up behind and turned to go into our garage, which I hadn’t noticed was open. The headlights lit up Leigh’s tiny sports car. ‘Hold it,’ he said, ‘ I’ll just draw ahead to let this character get in. One of your household?’


    He drove on a few yards, and I knew by the rapid expert swing of the other car into the garage that it was my mother driving.


    ‘I’ll go now,’ I said. ‘Thank you very much. Good night.’


    Of course he had to get out and help me out, though Heaven knows I’ve learned to be quick enough at that; but my stick had got lost somewhere behind the seats, and by the time he’d found it Erica was on us and I had to introduce him. We talked for three or four minutes and then he drove off and we went in.


    ‘Are you on duty tonight?’ I said, hoping to head her off the subject.


    ‘Well, of course, otherwise I should not have been called out. Who’s the young man? Was he bringing you back from Sarah’s?’


    ‘No, he took me to see a film.’


    ‘Odd voice. Where did you meet him?’


    ‘At Sarah’s. He’s an artist.’


    ‘Oh?’ It was a mistake to have told her that. An interest stirred in her voice. ‘Ask him in for drinks some time.’


    ‘Yes … some time.’


    We went up the stairs. ‘You really should have more men friends, Deborah. There’s absolutely no reason why not.’


    ‘No. No reason at all.’


    That night I had my old dream back. I dreamed that I was in a coffin but somehow it wasn’t long enough and my head stuck out through a hole in the end. My hands and arms and legs were tied and I couldn’t move a muscle. People were looking at me – three or four of the undertakers – and I knew that in a matter of minutes I should be buried and the earth would be shovelled into my mouth. I tried to protest, to scream, to explain that I wasn’t really dead, that only my body was dead and my head and brain were very much alive. Each time I tried to speak to the undertakers they turned away.


    Then I knew really that it wasn’t just burial they intended but a kind of torture. All the time there was this terrible sound of a great animal breathing: I couldn’t see it but it was somewhere near; and all the time the men were watching the dials on a kind of clock to see how much pain I could stand. And the pain wasn’t yet there, but I knew, I knew it was going to start.


    And then one of the undertakers came forward with a long rubber tube and began to push it up my nose, and every now and then he said ‘ swallow’ and pushed in a bit more; and then I had no breath but only pain, no breath to speak, no breath to call out, no breath to exclaim. The weight of burial was on my chest. I was dying, dying; and the pain, the terrible pain, and the suffocation …


    I rocked backward and forward as Erica gripped my shoulder and shook me awake.


    ‘Deborah! You’ll disturb your father!’


    No one, no one who has not suffered such nightmares can understand the inexpressible bliss of waking to find a familiar bed, a familiar room, movement in one’s limbs, easy breathing, no burial or intended burial, a stern but familiar motherly hand. And no pain anywhere.


    ‘Sorry,’ I said, struggling still. ‘ Did I wake you?’


    ‘Yes. You were crying. That awful whimpering sound. It’s only about two o’clock. I must only have just gone off.’


    ‘Sorry, Erica. So sorry. I’ll be all right now.’


    ‘Did you get overexcited tonight?’


    ‘No, not a bit.’


    ‘I wondered if going out with that young man … It’s years since you had one of these turns.’


    I struggled up in bed. ‘Don’t call them turns. I’m not having fits or anything. They’re just horrible nightmares. I’m all right now. Sorry to have got you out of bed. Really, I’ll be all right. Like me to make you a cup of tea?’


    ‘No, no,’ said my mother, horrified. ‘That really would end the night. Tannin is as stimulating as caffeine.’


    I lay back and stretched luxuriously in the bed. Even my bad leg felt cool and comfortable.


    ‘Thank you for coming. I was just being buried alive.’


    ‘Really, Deborah. Sometimes I think you glory in it.’


    ‘No glory, darling,’ I said. ‘But it’s glory to wake.’


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    I sometimes think that the most threadbare things in the world are yesterday’s smart ideas; and surely one of the most dated of them all is calling one’s parents by their Christian names. The notion, of course, is that if everyone gets on a matey first-name basis from the start, it helps to abolish the gap between the generations; with resultant reduction in tensions; but this really is most awful nonsense, because nothing can ever abolish a gap of twenty to thirty years. Far more important is a good imagination on the child’s part and a good memory on the parent’s; and the second is the most obligatory; because a child can only try to imagine what it must be like to be a parent; a parent ought to be able to remember what it’s like to be a child.


    Erica, in spite of all her forward-thinking ideas, didn’t seem to be awfully good at this. Maybe too much clinical experience had rubbed away the sensitive feelers that enable one human being to apprehend how another is feeling. She was terribly proud of her other two daughters but was always making gaffes about their love life; and her attitude towards me seemed to vary between trying to thrust me into personal relationships with outsiders and trying to guard me against them.


    All I really wanted to do was live the life I’d worked out for myself. I hoped I hadn’t got a chip on my shoulder about a comparatively minor disablement; I tried to be realistic about it; for the rest I was busy and content and just wanted to be left in peace.


    But no one seemed particularly willing to co-operate in this, except perhaps Douglas, my father, who constitutionally favoured any line which required no effort on his part.


    On the next Saturday we all met for supper, Sarah and Arabella, too, and we had hardly got through the grapefruit before Erica was saying she had heard this young man Hartley twice ringing up, and me telling Minta to tell him I was out.


    So then we all had to discuss him and to discuss whether it was a good thing or not that I should choke him off. Everybody studiously avoided mentioning that this must be the first young man I’d had for about four years; instead they talked about him. Sarah didn’t know much, except that she had met him at David Hambro’s, and David Hambro had met him through an antique dealer and had gone to see an exhibition of his at some East End gallery. She said she’d ask David about him next time they met, and I said, For Heaven’s sake, and she said, But tactfully, of course, ducky, without mentioning your name. And I said, This family is disgusting; it will leave absolutely nothing alone.


    The following week we were pretty busy in Whittington’s, and on the Tuesday I had coffee and a sandwich for lunch and did not slip out until four for a cup of tea. (Whittington’s office tea is awful.) As I came out into the thundery gloom of Grafton Street a voice said:


    ‘Do you know that the Kingdom of Heaven is on hand?’


    I should have recognized his voice, but just for a moment I hadn’t, and he must have caught the expression on my face.


    He said: ‘Who shall abide in thy tabernacle? Who shall dwell in thy holy hill? Only Deborah Dainton, who now turneth a cold fish eye on him who waiteth.’


    I said: ‘What are you doing here? How did you know I should be coming out now?’


    ‘I didn’t. My flat feet were not flat earlier in the day.’


    ‘You don’t mean you’ve been here for – since lunchtime?’


    ‘I came at twelve. But don’t be unduly impressed. It’s no more than I’d do to see Charlton Athletic.’


    I felt very peculiar for a second or two, flattered, angry with myself for feeling flattered, angry with him for making me feel angry with myself, very slightly happier than I’d been two minutes ago, but still wanting no part in any of it. I turned and walked on, and he walked with me, taking the side that my stick wasn’t.


    ‘I said: ‘You must be— crazy. Don’t you ever work?’


    ‘Constantly. But look at the day. This light is impossible.’


    ‘So you … But there are other things you could have …’


    ‘Oh, yes. Where are you going? for tea?’


    ‘Yes.’ Somehow from the beginning the conversation had got off on a different level. ‘Why can’t you—’


    ‘What?’


    I was going to say ‘ leave me alone’, but the words did not come.


    ‘Join you?’ he finished.


    ‘If you want.’


    ‘I must have made my wants clear by now.’


    We turned into Bond Street, and crossed. There was a café nearly opposite that tried to look Continental, with a sunshade in the open entrance and an artificial palm. We went in there. He ordered tea and toast. He was always heavier than I remembered him. He sat on the edge of the tubular chair with an air of nonconformity, like a carpenter invited into the parlour during working hours.


    He said: ‘ You’re always out when I ring.’


    ‘Well … I often am out. I—’


    ‘Last time we met, you asked me to look the facts of life in the face, didn’t you? Well, most of the facts of life I know begin with boy meets girl. Clue me up with the special ones in this case.’


    I fumbled in my bag. ‘Well, as you pointed out when we first met, I’m lame.’


    ‘What’s wrong with you?’


    ‘I had polio.’


    ‘So?’


    ‘So I’ve got a rotten leg. Understand? It’s about an inch shorter than the other. Also the muscles have wasted. It’s as thin as a stick and as much use. Can’t you see for yourself?’


    ‘Is that a good reason for hating me?’


    I said angrily: ‘Can’t I have likes and dislikes of my own?’


    Just then the waitress came with our order and he glowered across the room as if thinking he’d get up and leave. But he stayed on, and with fingers shaking with annoyance I poured the tea.


    He said: ‘How old are you?’


    ‘Twenty-six.’


    ‘I’m twenty-five. I want to paint you.’


    ‘Oh, so that’s it … And all the time I thought you were attracted by my exquisite charm.’


    ‘I am, God damn you.’


    ‘Sugar?’


    ‘No … I reckon you don’t take me seriously at all.’


    ‘Should I?’


    ‘Yes.’


    We looked at each other like personal enemies. Bond Street roared by without anybody taking the least notice of it.


    ‘What time d’you get off tonight?’


    ‘Why?’


    ‘Never mind. Tell me.’


    ‘Oh, it’ll be late. Six-thirty or seven.’


    ‘I’ll wait for you.’


    ‘You’re wasting your time.’


    ‘Well, it’s my time, isn’t it?’


    I sipped the tea and burned my lip.


    ‘I live in Rotherhithe,’ he said. ‘ D’you know where that is?’


    ‘Near Tower Bridge?’


    ‘Fairly. I’ve got a studio near what’s called Cherry Garden Pier. It looks over the river. I’d like to show it to you.’


    ‘All right,’ I said.


    ‘You’ll come?’ He looked really astonished, staggered.


    ‘Yes – to see it – I don’t mind.’


    ‘When – tonight?’


    ‘Yes – just to see it. But not – forget this idea of painting me – tonight or any time. That’s out.’


    ‘OK, OK. I only asked.’


    ‘Yes, but is that why you wanted me to come to your studio?’ He took a bite of his toast. His teeth I remembered as soon as I saw them again. ‘I wanted it for every reason, Deborah. You can’t hardly have failed to notice that, can you? But so far I’ve had no encouragement. Damn all. Well … this is encouragement—’


    ‘Yes, but—’


    ‘Wait. This is encouragement but no more. Message received. I deal but you play the hand. Right? I’ll meet you at six-thirty. The bloody parking meters will be off duty by then. I’ll be outside the front door or as near as I can get. Agreed?’


    ‘Agreed.’


    He looked at me. ‘You’re not going to nip out of a back entrance while I’m not looking?’


    ‘Why should I?’


    He shrugged. ‘Why should you? No reason, except that maybe you’ve suddenly gone dead easy, and I’m scared of the double cross.’


    ‘No,’ I said, ‘I haven’t gone dead easy.’


    In fact, the thought had crossed my mind to do what he suspected; but you can’t sink quite as low. He was waiting for me in that little uncomfortable red car and we drove south across Westminster Bridge and then took the New Kent Road. ‘Traffic’s always grotty at this time of day,’ he said, his face in uncomfortable, wry planes as he stared at the car in front, ‘ but this way round is better than going straight.’


    Up Tower Bridge Road there was a break and he accelerated away. The car was open and the back draught blew my hair over my eyes. I put up my hands to hold it back, but he said: ‘ Let it blow; it looks fabulous.’


    We turned right some way before the bridge and came into a lot of new property, council houses, flats and children’s playgrounds, and then dived up an alley with derricks at the end of it. Another couple of turns, and he stopped in a narrow chasm of a street between two warehouses. ‘If you’ll hop out here I’ll drive the car on the pavement.’


    After we’d done this he opened a gate with an open padlock on it and led the way beside the warehouse to a shabby brick wall with an old Victorian-style door up three steps.


    ‘Up here. I’ll go first. This is it. Mind your head.’


    We went into a big long room with a low ceiling at the sides but rising to a high peak, with open rafters. There were two big windows and also a skylight. The room was littered with easels, cloths, cushions, painting knives, brushes, tubes of paint; it was in an awful mess; the furniture, what you could see of it, was of worn dusty green velvet. The windows looked right over the river.
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