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			Begin, then, Sisters of the sacred well . . .

			John Milton, Lycidas

			How many more onions shall I cut up before I die is a thought that intermittently comes to entertain me when I am embarking on yet another of those dishes made from leftover lamb which begin with a chopped, sautéed onion. All cookery takes off from a chopped onion, my friend Elly once said. She also said that gracious living always seems to entail getting up at 6 A.M. Both statements are true. One of my lovers once remarked that my hands always seemed to smell of raw onion (that was long ago, before I learned about dipping them in cold water immediately). I apologised, but he said he liked it; reminded him of gardens and greenhouses and potting sheds. Larry. I wonder what ever became of him? He had the most touching, innocent profile; nothing but downy curves. Not unlike a duck.

			Here I sit, in the Campus Tavern bedroom, thirty feet long by twelve feet wide. The style of decoration is Spanish Gothic—massive polished wood frames for mirrors, wooden lampstands, carved wooden tombstone slab heads for the two immense double beds, each big enough for an orgy of hippopotami; floor lamps tall as the Statue of Liberty; a folding screen of wooden panelling (dog-shit brown, toffee brown, spuriously shiny) across the far end of the room, concealing sink and shower; striped yellow-and-rust curtains (to match the bedspreads) cover the glass-panelled front end of the room, which opens on to a roofed courtyard the size of a parade ground.

			A leaflet, How to Survive a Hotel Fire, is thoughtfully placed by the bedside lamp.

			No daylight or fresh air can ever enter this room; sociologists of a later epoch will deduce that it was one of those incarceration cubicles designed to demoralise the prisoner and speedily disintegrate his personality.

			I phone Room Service and wait some time.

			“You may want to keep your room key in your pants pocket or on the night stand . . .”

			“Ah, we don’t deliver to rooms till 7:30 A.M.,” Room Service told me when they answered my call, in joyful denial of the twenty-four-hour promise on the menu. No use to protest that, for me, it is now 3 P.M. European time.

			“If there is any evidence of smoke in the room, roll out of bed and crawl to the door . . .”

			I wait until seven-thirty and try again. “Melon, coffee, and omelet.” “We have no melon.” “But the menu says melon in season. When is the season for melon if not summer?” “Sorry, we do not have any melon. Would you like juice instead?”

			This dialogue makes me think about what George used to call the Bubble.

			The Bubble is the cartoon mirage that floats above your head, promising perfection; the Bubble is the transcendant opposite of reality. The Bubble told me that Mitchison, Nevada, would be a small, picturesque mountain town, about the size, say, of Ronda; that the Campus Tavern would be an agreeable, compact building, chalet-style perhaps, within walking distance of Mitchison University Campus. Instead, Mitchison appears to cover about a hundred square miles of flat land, with rectangular concrete buildings, separated, each from the other, by a complex system of freeways and thruways; no human foot ever touches this land, you may pass from point to point only by automobile, helicopter, or balloon. And the Campus Tavern I have already described. Its huge, silent areas are defended from each other by bulletproof glass screens and locked doors.

			“Feel the door with the palm of your hand. If the knob is hot—don’t open it.”

			When I was a child, nothing ever worked for me. My attempts to follow instructions from books—how to make paper fans, Indian headdresses, dollhouse furniture—always ended in total failure. Chocolate vending machines invariably rejected my coins, or proved to be empty; special offers closed just before my letters reached them; or the object, if it did arrive, was insultingly smaller than, inferior to, the picture in the catalogue, and was sent in the wrong colour. Nothing ever came up to expectation. By the age of twelve I was wholly resigned to disappointment. No Bubble could deceive me, in my teens or twenties.

			It is only during the last few months (God knows why) that, mysteriously, my hopes, my expectations, have been aroused once more.

			Suppose that Daniel’s child were still living, not drowned; alive (he would be thirteen now), cared for, reared by strangers ignorant of his background? Little Finn, the smiling fair-haired boy. Dare I consider this possibility?

			More and more I find myself doing so.

			Dan’s son, Ingrid Christ’s son; how wild, struggling, and sorrowful a mix of genes must his small frame encompass—poetry, deceit, ambition, love, genius—above all, the urge to self-destruction. Both his parents killed themselves. If I could ever find little Finn, if I could devote myself to his welfare, would I be able to redirect that violent urge in him towards energy, life, happiness? Who should know better than I how to do this? I have been on nodding terms with death since age nineteen. Death holds precious little mystery for me. During the last sixteen years I have eaten death for breakfast, Hoovered it out of my rugs, dug it from my flower beds, mixed it into my sauces, mowed it off my little sloping patch of lawn.

			During the last sixteen years I have learned one thing for sure. The world is a frightening place, people are chancy, unreliable, their opinions based on hearsay; facts can’t be proved, everybody tells a different story. But at least food is real. If you feed people, that’s doing something definite.

			“Fires generate heat, smoke, and panic, so hold onto the handrail for protection against being knocked down by exiting occupants . . .”

			Luckily I have never been afraid of fire.

			The conference does not open until three-thirty. Each menu of every meal has been planned, down to the last olive and butter-ball; catered for, scheduled, checked, and double-checked. I have no duties just now, I need do nothing but wait. I can lie here in this dim, ugly, silent, dispassionate limbo, and take stock.

			Just before coming away from England I went to see Anthony Roche. The interview was acutely gritty and painful.

			Closing one’s house must always be a sad process—even when it is for a period of no more than a month’s absence. Objects reproach, mutely: clean cups on their hooks, clear desk top, pillowcases washed and hung up to dry, books aligned tidily in shelves, wistaria and roses wooing the eye with glowing ruby, clusters of wistful grey-blue; all will be faded, withered, choked among weeds by the day of return. If that day ever comes. Any departure is a foretaste of death.

			I think of Aunt Thisbe, who always unwinds every toilet roll completely (she buys the stiff, shiny, upper-class kind, durable as papyrus, eminently suitable to receive monkish chronicles, Egyptian hieroglyphs, or testamentary dispositions), and writes in red Biro on the last section: “Stranger, if I am dead by the time this leaf is reached, remember Thisbe Angela Churchill.”

			“Why don’t you say, ‘Pray for the soul of Thisbe Angela’?” I was once moved to ask when, with a certain diffidence, I had flushed away her admonition.

			“Soul, Tuesday?” Thisbe is the only person who still calls me Tuesday. “You know me better than that, I should hope,” she said trenchantly. “In what way do you possibly imagine that another person’s prayers could benefit my soul? Always supposing that I have one? Only one’s own efforts can have any effect.”

			“Oh, I don’t know. Other people’s prayers might help—lubrication—like a five-thousand-mile service.”

			“Pish!” Aunt Thisbe belongs to the generation that really said Pish. “I suppose you have been picking up notions from that Catholic friend of yours.”

			Aunt Thisbe, by osmosis, for I don’t confide in her, knows a certain amount, more than most, about my private affairs. But she is generally several years out of date. She has a lot to think about—the Social Democratic Party, Amnesty International, Pimlico Borough Council.

			I said, “Actually I don’t see him any more. Not for five years—since Hugh died.”

			“I would have thought—after the death of his wife—that he would be glad of your company.”

			“It didn’t work that way.”

			“Just as well,” she growled. “You might have become too attached—he was an interesting, well-informed man. Though I can’t imagine your marrying a Catholic. Mind,” said Aunt Thisbe unexpectedly, “you ought to marry again.”

			“Marry Anthony? He’d as soon marry Madame Mao. And I’d sooner.”

			“Don’t be silly, Tuesday. You couldn’t marry Madame Mao.”

			I closed the house. Threw away unused milk, left note for milkman, put chicken fat in the coconut for the blue tits, glancing up from my small, walled garden, up the thorny slope at the castle battlements, gap-toothed in the sky, high above my chimney pots, where, as usual, starlings scrabbled and jabbered. Carried out my travel bag and closed the front door softly, so as not to disturb the Listeners inside. Why feel guilty when I leave house and garden to themselves? They may be glad to see the back of me; there must exist different orders of being in each enclosure, who come into their own at the times when I am not there.

			Shut the door, count and run

			Now the silence has begun:

			Who’s that sitting in my chair?

			Who comes softly down the stair?

			Who lies sleeping in my bed?

			By whose voice were these words said?

			One of Ingrid’s early poems. Children’s Games, she called it.

			Dear little ancient house. Watch Cottage. I always turn to look back at it with love. White, compact, weatherboarded, tiny, it stands in dignity below the brambly Castle Mound, at the head of a short, steep, cobbled cul-de-sac, Watch Hill, which leads down into Bastion Street. There’s no place to put a car, the houses are jammed like teeth in a narrow jaw, so I keep my Citroën at the station garage, where it lodges, expensively idle, sometimes for weeks together. The train journey to London is just as quick, and one can read, or talk to other people.

			A venerable wistaria scrambles over the front of Watch Cottage. The two tiny front flower beds, caged with iron hoops, overflow with campanulas and geraniums.

			Three worn stone steps lead to the faded blue door with its brass knocker.

			The first time I saw it was the day before my wedding.

			“Going away again?” Old Miss Crutchley, setting out her milk bottles at Number Two, sees my bag. Her articulation is all vowels; teeth not yet in for the day.

			“For a month. To America.”

			“Cooking for another of your conferences?”

			“That’s it. Doctors they are, this time. I believe Brezhnev’s own doctor is going to be there.”

			Nowadays I don’t exactly do the cooking myself, but it comes to the same thing so far as Miss Crutchley is concerned. Besides, I generally do provide a festive dish for a special meal.

			“Doctors? Big eaters, I daresay. Mind you feed ‘em well—they’ll give you another medal! And I’ll water your geraniums for you, love, if the weather’s dry.”

			“Thank you, Miss Crutchley, you’re very kind.”

			“You bring me all those strawberry and cheese tarts, dear. I always say, what use is it in life if we can’t do each other a good turn?”

			Aproned, slippered, she turns back indoors. Old Miss Crutchley. When she dies, her little house will be snapped up by some young executive pair.

			On down the steep hill; the town of Affton Wells displayed below my feet like a backdrop in flint, brick, and tiled gables. Tudor at the core, seventeenth and eighteenth century on the perimeter. Grey saltmarsh beyond, receding to the English Channel.

			And now, instead of bearing left, as has been my wont, I turn right into Monmouth Street, where the handsome Queen Anne houses begin, and the avenue of sweet-scented lime trees set into the wide brick sidewalks, and the dignified, white-pillared Monmouth Hotel, and the offices of the more gentlemanly professions: doctors, architects, ecclesiastical commissioners, lawyers.

			This, for me, is the most direct route to the railway station. But during the last five years I have been taking the longer way, through Shadow Twitten and Quakers’ Row.

			Big, four-storeyed, and impressive, the flint-built, stone-dressed frontage of Roche, Quimper, and Durrenmatt, whose premises for years I have taken such pains to avoid passing. The wide-panelled black front door, with its thick, clean mat, stands open on this summer day. I put my head into the receptionists’ enclosure, partitioned from the hall by a breast-high polished walnut barrier, and give my name.

			“Miss Churchill. Mr. Roche is expecting me at nine-thirty.”

			“I should know you, Miss Churchill, I should hope!”

			Miss Knowles, elderly, moustached, and spectacled, beams in welcome. “Though it’s ever such a long time since we’ve seen you. Mr. Roche is expecting you, I know, if you care to walk up.”

			Once inside, you realise that the Queen Anne frontage is only a facade. Sloping stairs, trodden hollow by generations, doorways built for dwarves, reveal their earlier origins. Anthony’s office is situated three flights up. By seniority he would be entitled to something lower down, but he loves the view, a dramatic one down over the town walls and the flat grassy park known as the Severals, enclosed by plane trees and girdled by the river Aff.

			Antarctica would seem like a thermal region compared to the atmosphere in Anthony’s room.

			I had forgotten—strangely enough—his towering height. A fine figure of a man (as Aunt Thisbe would say), massively proportioned, with strong nose and chin, muscular neck, resonant voice, deep-set eyes. More than a touch of grey, now, in his thick bushy brows and upspringing black hair.

			When I was a child I divided people, no matter what their age, into Us and Them, children and grown-ups. Anthony would always have been one of the grown-ups.

			Dan’s black eyebrows were more beautiful, though: soft and glossy, like paintbrushes; you always wanted to stroke them. I think they were what first made me fall in love with him.

			“Good morning. Won’t you sit down?”

			Anthony’s voice, his whole bearing, was stiff with outrage and dislike at this infringement of his five-year privacy. He gestured at the black-leather-upholstered chair in front of his desk. And I thought, That hand used to adoringly cradle my breast, that voice—deep-toned, faint touch of Irish about it—had the power, even on the phone, to make my heart melt like a candle.

			Anthony is able to trace his descent clear back to some character who came over with William the Conqueror. His ancestors have been settling tribal disputes in County Cork for seven hundred years. And, I daresay, intermarrying with quite a sprinkling of the indigenous Celts through the generations. He has inherited all their propensity for grudge and grievance.

			I could easily remember almost his last shouted words at me—in this very room, as it happened, “You’re nothing but a harlot!”

			“Oh, come off it, Anthony! Who are you, to pass judgement, if I may ask?”

			But my words went unheard, and what difference would they have made? He was in such a tearing passion, his hands shaking uncontrollably as he stubbed out yet another cigarette, that I seriously wondered whether he might not brain me with the heavy glass ashtray. And anyway our discussion (if it could be called that) had terminated, there was nothing more to be said, so I left the room, with Anthony still in full peroration, and had not seen him since. Now, glancing politely about me, I noticed one difference in his office, otherwise quite unchanged: the ashtray was gone.

			“You’ve given up smoking!” I exclaimed.

			He glanced at his watch.

			“I haven’t a lot of time. If you wouldn’t mind—” Painstakingly patient.

			“Oh. Yes. Well. It’s like this.” I found it hard to get started, particularly in view of his unconcealed suspicion and hostility. I said, “I have begun wondering—it has been in my mind a good deal lately—whether Daniel’s son might possibly still be alive.”

			“Daniel’s son.”

			“The son of Daniel Suter. My husband.”

			Anthony was being deliberately unhelpful. He knew perfectly well what I was talking about. He had been Dan’s friend in the first place, they knew each other before I knew either of them, they met in a train somewhere, fell into conversation, found they both hailed from Affton Wells, and settled to a discussion of the South-Eastern Arts Council, its parsimony, pigheadedness, and heinous usage of the Cinque Ports University. Dan was always falling into talk with strangers on trains and thus forming lasting friendships; so, when he and Ingrid wanted a divorce, he naturally turned to Anthony for help. The divorce, in the event, had not come about, but it was after Ingrid’s death that Anthony tidied up the legal loose ends, such as there were. And had continued to do so, after Dan’s own death. Two or three debts, complications from his past had, in course of time, come to light, which Anthony dealt with for me in his characteristic way, with speed, energy, efficiency, and ruthless honesty.

			“Do I have to pay this grisly character, Anthony?”

			“Dan was your husband, wasn’t he? You inherited his estate?”

			“A thousand pounds of insurance and nine hundred pounds of debts.”

			“You are in a perfectly good position to pay the debts now,” Anthony pointed out.

			Which was true. By then I had gone back to work for Daisy Dairy Products and risen to Director of Marketing. Also Vanessa, my mother, had settled on me, her only child, the rights to all her Greek drama translations, which had won her the Epidauros Prize and brought me in a tidy annual sum. So I paid off all poor Dan’s seamy debts and bled a little, inwardly, as each was revealed.

			If minds can be covered with scar tissue, mine is like a patchwork vest.

			“You may remember, perhaps,” I said now to Anthony, regulating my patience by his, “that Daniel and Ingrid had a baby, little Finn. He was six months old when Dan and I married.”

			“Of course I know that,” he replied rather sharply, as if I were accusing him of senility. “But the child was on the boat when it went down.”

			“There was never any proof of that. His body was never washed up—when the other two—”

			I swallowed and stopped.

			Anthony looked at me with intense distaste.

			“And what in the world would give you the notion, after all this time—twelve years—”

			“Thirteen. I was twenty-two when I married Dan.”

			“—that the child might still be alive? Why—for instance—wouldn’t the authorities have been notified—if a child had been washed up—?”

			“Somebody might have preferred not to.”

			“And an unknown child was just accepted into a community without question? What Gothic romance put that idea into your head?” he inquired acidly.

			I hesitated before answering him.

			In fact there had been some of the trappings of Gothic romance.

			When I first moved into Watch Cottage the house contained no telephone (it had belonged latterly to a ninety-eight-year-old eccentric who had retired there from Trinidad and peacefully starved himself to death). For my work a telephone was an urgent necessity, but in those days a delay of nine months was nothing out of the common before the post office got around to granting the frantic prayers of would-be subscribers. But I had learned expertise in the pursuit of my profession: I pestered the GPO by letter, card, and phone box calls; I was in front of the Regional Telephone Office counter day after day, cursing, threatening, and pleading; as a result, in a record-breaking three weeks, my phone was scrambled in for me by a pair of what appeared to be moonlighters working after hours; two ends of wire were tied in a granny knot among the jungle of wistaria outside the front window, a hasty hole was bored through the white planking, and Watch Cottage became connected to the outside world. It was intended to be a temporary installation, but nobody ever returned to approve or improve the rather makeshift connection. Consequently, on the debit side, and doubtless a deliberate punishment meted out in retribution for harassing the post office out of its due process, I had to put up with the fact that in windy weather my line tended to go dumb, or become crossed with other lines; thus I picked up all sorts of riveting conversations between total strangers about their illnesses, children’s misdoings, professional problems, habit of smuggling watches from Switzerland, feuds with neighbours, and plans for Christmas.

			Once or twice I suggested to the GPO that they ought to do something about it, but, since the service was satisfactory on the whole, I did not devote the same energy to the matter that I had in the first place when it was a question of getting the phone installed; besides I was bitterly lonely at that time in spite of, or because of, my various lovers, and it became an entertainment, furnished a kind of ghostly companionship, to participate as silent witness in the lives of these unknown people. It was a frill on the edge of life.

			Until the day when, last year, I picked up the receiver to call the Gas Board, and heard two women talking.

			First came various gruesome surgical details. One of the pair was suffering from the after-effects of a dental operation; extraction of wisdom teeth, maybe.

			“. . . They still keep picking splinters of bone out of my jaw. I shan’t be able to eat for another week. I must have lost at least nine pounds.”

			“Well, congratulations. I can put that on in a week. Too many professional lunches, that’s my trouble,” drily responded Number Two, whose sympathy had been perfunctory at best. “When do you plan to get back to work?”

			“Oh, not for some days yet.”

			Both had decidedly upper-crust, horseback-riding accents; those full, ringing British tones that carry the details of their owners’ opinions and domestic concerns clear across a crowded restaurant. St. Anthony himself would not have withstood the temptation of listening in to them, and I’m no St. Anthony.

			“So: what about Robert?”

			“My dear! He was shattered, because Neil had got at him, threatened to commit suicide, in his bath, I fancy. Robert wrote a letter about it.”

			“Did he?” The other now sounded really interested. “Fancy that! I’ll drop round some time for a cup of coffee and then I can read it.”

			“Oh, all right.” Lack of enthusiasm here. Well, poor thing, she has her painful jaw, I thought, she won’t want to be bothered with droppers-in. “We do have these boys here, you know,” she went on in a demurring manner.

			The line crackled—it was apt to do that—for a moment or two, and then came back, clear as a bell. The louder of the pair, Professional Lunches, was now saying, “But what about Daniel’s second wife? You mean she never knew that his child was still alive?”

			“No, how could she? After all, if you think, there was no way in which she could have found out.”

			“Wouldn’t she have tried to find out?”

			“Why should she? He was no concern of hers. She had her own life to lead. And, anyway, what would give her the idea? She’d naturally assume him to be dead.”

			“But if she had loved her husband?”

			“Hmm. I’ll have to think a bit more about that. I might be able to make some use of it.”

			“Make some use! I should think so! It’s the key. There’s a real angle here. You know, I think there could be a packet of money in this one.”

			“You really think so?” Hopeful; greedy; eagerly questioning.

			“Certain of it.”

			And then—just at that moment—I had to go and cough—I was at home convalescing from flu—and one of the women said sharply, “Is there anybody else on this line?”

			I kept mousy quiet, but Sore Jaw said, “Well, anyway, I’m supposed to gargle every hour. I’ll call you again soon when I know more about how it’s going.”

			“So long then. See you very soon.”

			Wait! Wait! I wanted to cry, what was all that about Dan’s second wife, and the child? But—tantalisingly, irretrievably—they had vanished into the ether, leaving me clutching the white Bakelite receiver as if it were a hot line to the banks of the river Styx, the ghostly fields of Tartarus.

			For several months I brooded about this conversation. I didn’t rush precipitately into action. I was cautious. But at length I decided it would do no harm to write to Dan’s mother and ask if I might go to see her. Mrs. Suter had always loathed me, as much as she did her first daughter-in-law, and no doubt still did, though I had long since paid back the four hundred that Dan borrowed from her as a down payment on the boat Valkyrie. Plus interest. She never acknowledged it, though I knew it had been put into her post office account. As when I informed her about Watch Cottage, she didn’t answer my letter, but I went to see her anyway: a long dismal journey on the Northern line, out past a lot of suburbs with Saxon names like Thane Acre and Edwell’s Wood, but wholly un-Saxon appearance. Unending red-brick wilderness.

			Then a half hour’s walk from the Dodman’s End tube station through more and more melancholy streets of little neglected houses. And finally, disappointment.

			“No. Sorry. Mrs. Suter doesn’t live here now.”

			A fat mop-headed woman, who ought to have been jolly to match her girth, but had eyes cold as frozen peas.

			“She’d gone before we moved here. Don’t know how long. No, she never left no forwarding address; or not with us. You could ask at the post office. But we’ve been here close on two years.”

			Now I noticed that the house and garden looked much more unkempt than they had on my previous, infrequent visits. Thin, sour, disillusioned, joyless, Dan’s mother found her only satisfaction in keeping her house grimly neat, her garden glaring with hideous unnatural flowers, Perspex-coloured dahlias, gladiolas, begonias. She had sweetpeas like cheap cotton candy, and roses the colour of plastic curtain material. But now the garden was trampled and straggly, with bare patches.

			I made inquiries at the post office, but it was only a tiny sub-office, selling sweets, tinned soup, and papers as well; they hardly remembered Mrs. Suter and were wholly unhelpful. I checked at the doctors’ surgery and the Registrar of Deaths, but found no indication that Dan’s mother had fallen ill or died; why should she, she was only fifty when he was drowned, he had been her only child, born when she was nineteen. It had been a shotgun marriage, her husband was an alcoholic, she had to do most of the earning, and the father died when Dan was thirteen. No wonder she was so bitterly, jealously possessive. Though her love for Dan had been self-defeating. He couldn’t stand her, and I couldn’t blame him.

			Ingrid’s poem “What big false teeth you have/Grandmother dear!/Will you teach Rapunzel/to burn off her hair?” had been written about Mrs. Suter.

			No neighbours knew anything about her, but that was not surprising; she detested the suburb where Dan had installed her; she never made friends.

			Mrs. Suter had moved away, vanished from Dodman’s End, as she had a perfect right to do. I wondered if she might have moved back to Affton Wells, and searched the phonebook; there were upwards of thirty Suters; it was a common local name, but none of them was Mrs. Edith Agnes, nor E.A. And none of them knew anything about her when I tried calling to inquire.

			I could hardly blame her for not keeping me informed of her move; I hadn’t taken a lot of pains to keep in touch.

			The next step I took, after considerable thought, was to advertise.

			I put messages in The Lady, The Times, Exchange & Mart, and a couple of weeklies famous for their personal columns. “I would be interested to receive any information relating to the present whereabouts of the child of Daniel and Ingrid Suter,” and gave my address, Mrs. Suter, c/o Barclays Bank, Victoria Station, London SW, using that name because I didn’t want to make myself the target for a lot of nutters.

			There had, however, been a few paragraphs about me in the papers when I received my decoration in the Birthday Honours, and a TV interview mentioning where I lived. I’m in the phonebook under Churchill, C., for I reverted to my maiden name twelve years ago. I suppose it wouldn’t be hard to find out where I am, if somebody wanted to.

			And evidently somebody had. For after a few months—although I did not have a single answer to my advertisements—I began receiving anonymous letters.

			One of these I now silently passed across his large gleaming desk to Anthony Roche. He took it with a look of disgust, as if he could almost see the typhoid germs hatching from the grubby card, on which were pasted words cut from newspapers.

			HA HA YOU LITTLE BITCH WOULDNT YOU JUST LIKE TO KNOW WHO HAS THE CHILD.

			He surveyed it for a while in silence, then asked, “What about the envelope? Handwritten? Printed? Typed?”

			“No. Someone has been to quite a lot of trouble.”

			They had indeed. You can buy gummed labels with your name and address printed, but not less than a thousand. So someone, somewhere, must have nine hundred and ninety-one labels with my address: Ms. Clytie Churchill, Watch Cottage, Watch Hill, Affton Wells, East Sussex. I showed one to Anthony.

			“How many of these have come?”

			“That’s the ninth. All the same. I didn’t keep the others.”

			“Postmark?”

			“Central London. They tend to arrive towards the back end of the week, Thursday to Saturday.”

			He went on scrutinizing the card in his hand. The expression on his face indicated that this was just the kind of sordid, messy business I might be expected to land myself in. Well, he’s right, I thought.

			I said, because I really detest bad feeling, and if he was to help me with this problem, I wanted to establish some kind of rapport between us, however slight, “You’re looking tired, Anthony.” And he shouldn’t be, it was early on a Monday morning. I went on, “How are you keeping, these days?”

			“All right.” His tone was brusque, dismissive. None of your business, thanks very much, and pray keep your distance. Then I flushed, remembering, too late, the terms of his appalling Last Will and Testament, and the savagery with which I’d been informed of it. But surely, by now, he must have revoked that rancorous document and made another? Knowing Anthony as intimately as I did, though, I could not feel confident as to this.

			Would he think I had been inquisitively probing, that I wanted an up-to-date statement from him on his condition of health and expectation of life? Oh damn, damn.

			To switch the current of his thought I said hastily, “Do you think I ought to show those cards to the police?”

			“No, it isn’t the kind of thing they’d want to deal with. No threat has been made, no one is trying to extract money from you.”

			“But suppose they do?” I remembered the overheard conversation. “I think there could be a packet of money in this one.” And a thousand labels meant that someone was settling down for a long siege.

			“If they do, then it will be time to call in the police.”

			“In the meantime, how should I act?”

			“Well—” He laid the card down with fastidious fingers. “We must assume that the intention at present is simply to annoy and distress. Somebody, somewhere, must be waiting and watching for your reactions. There’d be little point in doing it if they couldn’t see the effect it was having.”

			That was a nasty thought.

			“Like obscene telephone callers? Hoping for hysterics, so the quickest way to choke them off is to laugh at them.”

			“I wouldn’t know about that,” said Anthony glacially.

			Another black mark against poor Clytie, who is wholly immoral, gets into messes, natural prey of extortionists, blackmailers, and lubricious telephone callers.

			“So—you think—the—the person who is sending these things must be somebody whom I regularly see, in daily life? Otherwise there’d not be much point . . . ? But who, who in the world would nurse a hideous grudge like that—behave in such a way?”

			“You are the only one who can answer that question,” said Anthony, dry as the Gobi Desert.

			I tried to rack my brains, but his stare unnerved me. Well, certainly, my life has not been lacking in event. When I was nineteen I had a real enemy, a woman called Eleanor Foley, a Lesbian paranoid, who hated me like poison, tried her damnedest to murder me, planned to kill her own brother as well, and was incidentally responsible for the deaths of three other people, two of them my greatest friends. Eleanor, had she been alive, could certainly have sent me such messages—would have been happy to do so—but she had died long ago. There was no doubt about her death. And, since that time, though I have conducted my personal relationships in a fairly unfettered—some would say a regardless, irresponsible—manner, I wouldn’t think it could be said that I have done anybody any real harm—not to elicit a hatred, a venom, like this.

			Hastily, I ran over the circle of my friends and colleagues. No possible candidate at Cuisine Churchill; my business affairs are all transacted in a strictly businesslike way; I rely on my staff; when choosing them I look for buoyancy, resilience, and cheerful spirits, as well as culinary talent, and I am seldom misled, so that we are a very congenial, harmonious group; and in my private life . . .

			I thought of my two dearest friends, Elly and Chris. Elly I have known since schooldays, and Chris since, at age twenty, we both attended a grisly speedwriting course. I was recovering from three violent deaths, she from three years at the London School of Economics. Elly, Chris, and I have seen each other through marriage, death, and terrible times, know all there is to know about one another, meet casually or intimately several times a month, and are still deep friends, despite all. Could either of them conceivably go wild, become subject to such an aberration—?

			No.

			It is all too long ago.

			I said to Anthony, “I honestly can’t think of a soul.”

			Then a really grotesque thought struck me.

			The one person in my entire circle of acquaintance who had ever made his outrage, fury, and detestation of me perfectly plain, unqualified, and vocal was sitting right there opposite me.

			“You have poisoned my whole existence—retroactively. The very thought of you makes me sick to my heart. Because of you I shall never be able to like, respect, or believe in another woman. You have crippled my faith in people—even my faith in God. Oh, I can’t stand the sight of you! You have even debased my memories of Rose—damn you, damn you!”

			That was when I had known it was time to get out, fast. You can’t argue with emotion at that flood level. But five years had passed since then. Five is a mystical number. We slough our physical selves, undergo total bodily change in seven years; debts are wiped out, squatters’ rights become valid, wooers win maidens’ hands. Surely five years ought to provide some statute of limitation for moral debts; at least they should have been set on one side for reconsideration?

			Could Anthony be concealing nine hundred and ninety-one labels in his desk drawer? Could he have gone off the rails to such a degree that he began sending me vitriolic anonymous letters? If so, it was certainly a delicate and appropriate bit of irony that I should have turned to him for help, in spite of our shattered relations.

			But no: Anthony could not have committed such a malignant act. After all, he was a Catholic, he went to confession through thick and thin.

			Or did he now? What did I really know about Anthony these days? He had never married again, I knew that. People said it was a terrible pity.

			“Do you still go to confession, Anthony?”

			I could imagine myself chattily putting the question, and knew it was time to leave.

			“So you think there’s nothing to be done?”

			“Nothing for the moment. Wait and see what happens. Very likely the whole thing will die out. Whoever it is will become bored, if there is no visible effect.”

			“How about trying to trace the label firm?”

			He shrugged. “I could try. But little printers do them; they come and go like mushrooms.”

			“Well,” I said, “it will be easy enough for me to do nothing. I’m just off to the U.S. for a month, maybe longer.” So you see, I added internally, this consultation is not an attempt to resume our interrupted acquaintance. I’m off to fresh woods and pastures new. Clytie is a free agent, pray remember that.

			“Going away on a job?” he inquired politely.

			“Catering for a medical conference.” I hoped to detect a wistful expression in his eye. Anthony used to be crazy about my egg patties. I make them with puff pastry, parsley butter, a touch of Parmesan, and a touch of caviare. He always came around to Ordnance Mansions on Friday evenings, and could eat ten or a dozen, straight off.

			But now he merely said, “Oh well, that’s excellent. Ten to one the nuisance will have died down by the time you come back. What happens to your mail when you are away?”

			“Somebody forwards it. Would you mind,” I asked with some diffidence, “if I left instructions for any letters with printed labels to be sent to you?”

			After a short hesitation he answered, “Very well. I can see you wouldn’t want to be bothered with them while you are feeding the doctors.”

			Detecting more than a touch of irony in his tone, I stood up in a businesslike way, thanked him for his time, and got myself through the door before he was able to come out from behind his massive desk—supposing he tried; I didn’t look back to see.

			Down the shallow, much-trodden stairs, remembering the last time, blind with tears; and remembering other, earlier times, on my way in to consult him about this or that point in connection with Cuisine Churchill, Ltd.; at one era the very hollows of those stairs and the massive old baluster rail were endowed with such a potency, such a significance for me that now, seeing them, feeling them, for a moment I was wholly translated back into that earlier state of mind.

			It’s over, it’s done. Forget it. What’s gone is gone. Humpty Dumpty can’t be put together again, and you are on an even keel; professionally flourishing.

			There was one thing I hadn’t been able to bring myself to tell Anthony. I suppose the habit of regular confession makes divulging such intimacies easier? But I had long fallen into habits of privacy, and this was so disgusting—like finding a maggot in one’s own infected wound—that I was unable to speak of it. A great pity, as it turned out.

			I picked up my travel bag from the receptionist’s office and ran on down the hill to Affton Wells station, which is an architectural delight all on its own, being built in a lavish series of noble curves, like some baroque musical clef clasping its signature on the three staves, or tracks, that sweep away in different directions, taking their course to London, Hastings, and Brighton.

			At the bookstall I paused to tell Mrs. Fisher that I would be away for a month and to cancel my daily and weekly papers; then down to the long, curving platform.

			My first sight of this station was when I stepped off the London train with Dan, on a bright blowy day in October.

			He had brought me down from London to look at a house, the house where he was born and spent his childhood.
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			Where were ye, Nymphs, when the remorseless Deep

			Closed o’er the head of your lov’d Lycidas?

			When I first met Daniel Suter, I was in a state of shock. Travelling on a train from Cornwall, where too many appalling things had happened to me, far too suddenly, en route for London, which, so far as I was concerned, gaped empty as a Black Hole. In Cornwall I had lost my dearest friend. She had been shot in mistake for somebody else, by a poor crazy wretch who had then himself been killed, falling off a viaduct. So there was nobody left alive to blame or console. I had also lost the chance of love; had removed myself, with utter reluctance and agony, from the proximity of a man I’d have gone to the stake for. Unfortunately he didn’t need anybody to go to the stake for him; he needed nothing like that; he needed to be left alone. I’d not have been good for him, and, young as I was, and luckily for him, I realised that. He was simple, I’m complicated; I’d have ended by doing him a lot of damage. We won’t even mention his name, if you please.

			I was nineteen.

			So there I found myself, sitting in the goddam train, which wouldn’t arrive at its destination for six hours. Six hours of creeping, painful emptiness. I was like a snail whose shell has been ripped off, raw and bleeding from nape to heel. All my past had been violently snatched away; nothing was left but vacancy ahead. Also—never mind the figures of speech—I had a broken leg in a heavy plaster cast, and was obliged to drag myself about with difficulty and some pain on a pair of arm-wrenching crutches. God only knew how I’d cope with the necessities of existence while on the train; negotiating the narrow corridor to the W.C. was, for instance, not going to be practicable, I could see that.

			We crept through damp, hummocky Cornwall, and on as far as Devon.

			Meanwhile I discovered, reading The Times (which had been bought for me by the kind woman who drove me to the station), that yet another friend of mine, a man I had known for several years and had, indeed, latterly gone to bed with, had died, drowned, in a transatlantic yacht race. So he would never be coming back; not that I had expected him; we had parted on rather formal terms. But he was a thoughtful, honest person, and I liked him; why, why, had he been selected to die, I demanded with rage of the empty air in the empty carriage? How much are we expected to take? Do they think it amusing, somewhere, to see us writhe like squashed bugs?

			My solitude in the vacant apartment was the only thing I had that seemed of any value, so I was even more enraged when, at Exeter, another person got in to share and disperse it. The train (it was morning, midweek) had seemed by no means crowded; why the devil couldn’t this person find himself somewhere else to sit?

			There were dried tears on my cheeks and I wasn’t going to wipe them away or trouble to make any kind of social pretence for the incomer; I hunched a shoulder against him as he established himself with his luggage on the opposite seat. Denying his existence, I peered determinedly through the grimy glass while Exeter’s suburbs went clanking past. My Times slid to the floor and I paid no heed when the stranger quietly picked it up again and laid it on the seat by me.

			I had settled into a dull apathy of misery and was beginning to hope that it would be possible to ride out the next five hours in this condition when, after twenty minutes or so, Daniel opened communication by remarking calmly, “I recognised you, of course, as soon as I looked through the window. You wrote that novel, didn’t you—Mayhem in Miniature? Aren’t you Aulis Jones?”

			This gambit did jerk me a short distance out of my anguished numbness; it was the very last thing I expected. Yes, he was right; I was Aulis Jones, or at least those were the names I had used for the purpose of my shocking book, written as a fling of defiance to annoy grown-ups and teachers when I was seventeen. Aulis is my middle name, due to my having been born midway between Athens and Thermopylae, and my mother being a Hellenophile; Jones was her middle name. But most people at that time called me Tuesday; Aulis, not a name I favour, was employed only on solemn occasions, passing-out ceremonies, funerals, and legal documents.

			At that moment I did not at all care to be reminded of my book, which had earned me a certain amount of notoriety two years before, and about a thousand pounds, recklessly spent long since; no publisher had expressed the slightest interest in my second novel, The Last Cup of Coffee in the World, and I hadn’t yet found time to write my third. Hadn’t, indeed, much expectation of ever wishing to do so; writing, I had decided, wasn’t my outlet, it wasn’t physical enough, it didn’t ride me like a vocation. There’s a Chekhov character—Trigorin is it? I suppose Chekhov himself, really?—continually driven by something inside him that says, “I must write, I must write”; that isn’t my feeling at all. I write, as I learned to roller-skate, in order to leave no area unexplored. But one doesn’t wish to roller-skate all the time.

			“It was a very funny book, I enjoyed it a lot,” added this intruder who had thrust himself into my carriage.

			“Good,” I said, and would have returned to my inventory of the backyards of Taunton (a dismal town) but my companion needed to talk. Had, in fact, obviously selected me with particular care as a confidante; indeed, now I came to take stock of him, I recognised with gloom a face that had given me a searching stare through the window at Exeter; he had been walking along the platform looking into each carriage in search of somebody; me, apparently. I daresay we all send out signals to each other all the time. I was not aware of having done so, but he, in a state of high tension himself, must have picked up my vibrations.

			I have a keen, atavistic sense of smell. By professional practice—all good cooks depend on their sense of smell—it has become yet more delicate—but even then it was sharp enough. Other people’s body odours, undetectable to the average nostril, convey loud clear messages to me. I can detect instantly when somebody is nervous, distressed, or unhappy; people emit different essences at those times. I can tell when a person I know has passed through a room, ten minutes after. When I am myself under stress I know that I send out a faint metallic emanation like the scent of a steel knife just removed from hot water. If I am ill the hot-water smell becomes much more pronounced, no matter how often I bathe, shower, or splash on cologne. Some people when happy send out a charming fragrance like the perfume of a ripe wheat field on a warm day, or bread baking.

			Anthony in bed had a smell like roasting chestnuts; George rather sharp and acidic, French mustard is the nearest I can get to it.

			The smell of approaching death is also quite unmistakable.

			So now I was immediately aware that this man opposite was suffering from strong emotional stress, resentment, and anxiety; he exuded a faint but perceptible mineral tang, like crushed rock.

			“Are you going to write another novel?” he asked; out with queen’s pawn.

			“Look,” I told him, “I’m prepared to believe you mean no harm, but I am feeling like hell at present; a great friend of mine died last week, and I just read in this Times that somebody else I know has been drowned; and I don’t feel like talking, do you mind?”

			“But, you know,” said this persistent character, “drowning’s not a bad way to go. If I had any say in the matter, I reckon I’d choose it.”

			“My friend didn’t want to die,” I snapped at him furiously. “It wasn’t a question of choice,” and then thought, what did I know about the matter, really? and, secondly, that this was rather an abrupt conversation to be holding with a total stranger.

			I gave him a more exhaustive survey. After which I was obliged to admit that I didn’t dislike his looks: a narrow, clever face, with a considerable degree of charm; high, well-shaped forehead, humour in the line of the mouth, good teeth, beguiling (what a word, but it did describe them), beguiling hazel eyes, and soft floppy dark hair.

			And those eyebrows. Ah, poor Dan.

			“Look,” he said persuasively, “I’m not trying to pick you up, my intentions are strictly honourable and wholly blameless. I’m not a wolf. I’m married, if you want to know, I have a wife, she’s a writer, too, like you. But, to be honest, I’m in a fairly desperate state myself, I badly need someone to talk to on this journey. And I thought you looked—well, sympathetic and responsive. After we get to London, if you like, we need never meet or speak again. I won’t even tell you my name. I’m a neurotic kind of sod, actually, I know that! I don’t want to put a burden on you, thrust my troubles into your life. But I just can’t face the prospect of a long journey without some congenial person to exchange ideas with.”

			All this, of course, was highly characteristic of Dan, who lived in a perpetual cloud of glory, loved to romanticise himself, to be the dark stranger; and in my depleted state I fell for it. He was quite a lot older than I, in his late twenties, I guessed (in fact he was twenty-eight), interesting, he seemed, quick-witted, sensitive, but above all I realised that he, too, was in a bad way, there was something serious the matter with him, his sufferings were as acute as my own; and so I began to listen to his story; at least lending an ear to his problems carried me out of my own paralysing despair.

			Poor Dan, he did suffer, not a doubt of that; but just the same he wanted a discerning audience for his tale. Not just any old ear would do to pour his woes into, he required a distinguished one, and mine, since I’d written a book that was mildly notorious and had my picture in the Sunday colour supplements, was the best he could find on the ten-thirty Penzance to Paddington train. “Don’t-ee marry for money, but go where money is,” would be an adage to fit Dan like a glove, if you substituted celebrity for money.

			He loved to be around well-known people, especially in the realms of art or literature; he liked cultural name-dropping; unpublished, so far, himself, he made straight for those who had got into print, and cultivated them with as much assiduity as flowers in a desert settlement. I must have seemed a heaven-sent windfall to him on that sad train.

			Once assured of my listening ear, he didn’t trouble me much for responses, but poured out his soul; I had his whole life story between Taunton and the terminus. His dead, alcoholic father, his jealous, overpossessive mother; his three years of service at sea. “We’re a naval family, generations of us,” he explained. “Some of my ancestors were admirals, it was just assumed automatically that I’d go in as a midshipman”; the horrors of life in the Navy, nuttier, more sadistic, more rigid, regimented, puritanical, and doctrinaire than Kafka’s craziest dream; the terrifying eccentricities of captains who, lonelier than anybody in the world, have to remain shut up, secluded in their cabins, anchorites of the Establishment, for month after month. One had seduced him; another subjected him to atrocious mental torture; a third fell abjectly in love with him and then went out of his mind, throwing raw eggs at the purser and singing obscene variations of hymns.

			I began to be really engaged by this recital (which bore the glossy patina of much use); compared with such adventures my own seemed quite commonplace.

			“Why don’t you write it all down?” I suggested. “It would make a tremendous novel.”

			But, unfortunately, of course, he had; Conrad, Melville, Masefield had been his models from twelve to twenty; only, for some reason, no publisher would take his book. He had tried twenty. The libel angle probably scared them off, he said.

			Later I discovered that was not the reason. Poor Dan was incapable of writing a clear simple sentence when it described his own experience. His book was turgid stuff. Odd, because his professional copy was straightforward enough, and his conversation so persuasive.

			Bruised for life, he had rushed out of the Navy and into journalism. He still intended to be a man of letters, and had become involved with small superior magazines of the kind that publish your story but don’t pay you for it; then, from a point of vantage as a creative writer (in an advertising agency), he had worked his way into writers’ workshops, and seminars, and weekend courses on Identification, and Subjectivity, and Sexual Politics, and Existential Methodology. He had been invited to write a book on creative technique in fiction. He was going to represent Great Britain at an international writers’ conference in the Seychelles. He had a grant from the Arts Council to do research on orphaned writers.

			All this impressed me greatly; it seemed a far more intellectual approach to literature than my own simple notions about writing books.

			“What about your wife?” I asked. “Didn’t you say that she was a writer too?”

			“Oh, God, yes.”

			She, I learned, was why he was in this state of tension and despair. It seemed she had just tried to kill herself. He had been obliged to abandon a course on creative writing at Exeter University, where he had been lecturing on the Heroic Myth, in order to dash back to her bedside in St. Mary Abbotts hospital.

			“Suicide?” I was aghast. “But why?”

			Even in my own state of utter wretchedness, I found it hard to conceive a point of such desolation that one would wish to give up entirely; not to have sufficient curiosity to want to see what lies around the next corner; not to feel that, if life is so terrible now, surely there must be room for improvement?

			He began to tell me about his wife, Ingrid. Aristocratic forbears, Danish, mother died, father married again; family trouble, unloving stepmother, hostile stepsister, father now dead; she had married Dan and come to England in order, I gathered, to escape from this unhappy background.

			“What did you say her name was? What does she write?”

			“She’s a poet. Her name is Ingrid Christ.”

			It seemed faintly familiar. I had seen a slim volume, perhaps? Or even a couple, with the imprint of some quite prestigious publisher?

			“But why try to kill herself?” I asked Dan. “What made her want to get out of the world?”

			I felt personally troubled by her act, as if I had been giving a party and one of the guests disdainfully glanced about and turned to leave before even first drinks or sticks of celery were handed.

			A wary look came over Dan’s face. He said: “She has always been that way. She’s a poet—you know what that means. She really sweats blood over her poetry; each time she writes a poem it’s like pulling out a piece of her gut and offering it to mankind. All poets are the same,” he added sourly.

			“I’ve never met one.” But, thinking over those whose lives I could recall, I supposed he might be right. Poets are a driven, frantic lot—they die young, they kill themselves with drugs, with drink, with guns. But why? Surely they have special privileges?

			“It doesn’t work that way,” said Dan. “She believes that the world owes her everything, in return for what she produces. And nothing that anyone can ever do for her will be enough.”

			He did sound aggrieved. However, being a poet’s husband can’t be any bed of roses, I supposed. Sappho never had one, Browning and Wilfred Meynell were poets themselves, so knew what it was about. Very likely poor Dan felt excluded from the Orphic mysteries. Or expected her to write her poetry about him and felt snubbed when she didn’t. Or thought he was misrepresented by what she wrote.

			“When we were first married it was all different. She trusted me then,” he lamented. “I thought I’d be able to reconcile her to life—make her happy.”

			Now, of course, I know what a fatal mistake it is to marry somebody thinking that you are going to change their life.

			“What is her poetry about?” I asked.

			“Mostly about death.”

			“What’s it like? Can you say some?”

			“Say some?” He sounded as put out, as affronted, as if I’d asked for a look at his toenails. Englishmen don’t recite poetry on trains.

			“Well, but can’t you remember any of it? Not a single line?”

			“No. Not offhand,” he answered briefly, and went on to describe the terribly difficult relations between Ingrid and his mother, after he had come out of the Navy. He had met Ingrid, it seemed, in Copenhagen, on some naval occasion, was bewitched by her patrician bearing, and married her as soon as he could extricate himself from the service of his country. Back in England, he had persuaded his mother to sell the little house where he had been born and brought up, in a small Sussex town, to buy one closer to London, which the young couple could share, in order that Dan might work for a Fleet Street publicity agency, and Ingrid meet London poetry editors.

			But of course the arrangement proved disastrous; aristocratic Ingrid and middle-class Mrs. Suter had not one thing in common; there had been fierce quarrels and a speedy separation of the parties. Dan’s mother had been especially bitter over losing her house in a town where she had lived all her life and had acquaintances, if not friends, and getting in return only solitude and anonymity in a huge, featureless London suburb.

			“Are you sure you can’t remember any of Ingrid’s poetry? If you think of one, even one verse, one line, do say it,” I put in, becoming bored with dismal old Mrs. Suter, anxious to get back to Ingrid, wondering what means of suicide she had tried, and why the attempt had not been successful. Had it, perhaps, been one of those not-serious demonstrations that psychiatrists classify as a Call for Help? Was anybody helping Ingrid?
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