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  Preamble




  All the age-old strictures on imaginative fiction, all the outpouring of advice to would-be authors time and again stress that before a writer sits down to begin his story he

  should actually have a story in mind – he should know what he wants to write about, and why – if he’s a serious writer then he’s got to approach the task with a great deal

  of thought, and those less serious writers who’ve a rattling good yarn to tell must have reams of paper with the details of the plot laid out in black and white




  and it’s exactly the same with characters – these should be precisely delineated, at least in the author’s mind if not on paper – after all, before he begins he ought to

  know his characters fully, know them inside out, from top to bottom – didn’t he?




  no, no, no, let’s cross all that out! – I can’t be bothered with those sorts of formalities, I want to get straight on with it, pick up a pen, stare at a

  blank sheet of paper, and start! – literary critics may have the right idea and teachers on creative writing courses are probably quite correct, but my preferred system of work is just

  to pick up a pen, is to sit and stare at a nice virgin piece of paper [which, when you consider the matter in an intellectual way, seems to own the propensity of an invitation to violate

  it], sit and stare until a pale idea presents itself as a possible point of entry to a fantastic work of literature destined to be a certain classic and sell eventually in hundreds of thousands

  over several centuries – one word is written down, another follows it, and I’m off – as far as characters are concerned I’m quite happy to rattle off their name, their shoe

  size, the colour of their hair, whether they can tell their left hand from their right, and let genius and instinct take it from there




  yes, I agree, this isn’t by any means an original approach, in fact it could be said with some authority that it’s an idea as old as the hills, nearly a convention in some ways,

  almost what might academically be called a genre – nonetheless we’ll do it, we’ll be bold and adventurous, with relish we’ll ravish that white paper – I won’t

  have beside me a long route map of the story, no theme, no plan of development, no copious notes of each character’s physical appearance or mental state, no idea of what they like to eat

  – I won’t have so much as an inkling of what they’re capable of or where they might be going, what they might be doing – they’ll be as fresh and new to me as they are

  to you – all I think I know is how many there might be [but let’s face it, that’s variable, a lot of people have a habit of turning up when you least expect them] and I might or

  might not have a rough idea of where the story will lead them, maybe – as for plot and progress, forget it, no idea at all how it’ll turn out – no idea either of what each of the

  characters might end up doing – quite possibly they’ll end up the reverse of what I thought they were going to be – it’s all a bit like a television soap really, where the

  characters start out as one sort and end up as another, mutating as they go along




  it’s a funny old thing, fiction – you start with a character, it comes into your head with enough apparent solidity to make you think you’ve invented it and you give it things

  to do, words to say, you put it into certain situations – but without you noticing it this so-called figment of your imagination ceases to be fictional, it becomes a real person with their

  own ideas about how they should look and act, what they prefer to do, how they prefer to approach life – believe me there’s nothing you can do about it, nothing at all, for with no sign

  of politeness or even common decency they’ll take the pen from your hand and in a firm voice say do you mind? – look here, I’ll be the one to decide how I’ll react to

  this ridiculous situation you’ve put me in, it’s bad enough having to wear these awful clothes and do these unusual things – and what’s more galling, what sticks in your

  creative gullet even more is that they then begin to dictate the plot – we can’t go along that route, we’re not that sort of people, it would be so out of character for us

  – we want to go this way, do this, and if you don’t mind we’ll do it in our own style – and before you know where you are the story you thought you were going to tell

  becomes something else, going off in all directions like a wayward firecracker – they gang up on you, these characters, shoulder to shoulder they stand together and dare you to put them into

  a straitjacket – leave it to us they indignantly declare – this is our story, you just arrange the words




  so unless you’ve spent a couple of months plotting out in precise detail every single scene, every single move, every character’s distinctive response [as those who write action

  stories, by the rules of such things, are required to do], unless you act with the arrogance of a dictator and force these subjects to do your bidding whether they like it or not, then these

  so-called fictional characters will do their own thing, have it their own way – the thing is, and to be truthful, I’m in no way a dictator, not at all, I’m weak when it comes to

  ordering people about, always have been, ‘a defect in my character’ said the sergeant who tried to get me some promotion when I was in the army – and what it means is that any

  upstart so-called fictional character knows it can get the better of me – and the result’s not just disorder or disobedience, it’s anarchy of course, what else?




  yes, I suppose it’s an anarchy which has to be directly attributable to my laziness – I might start, and indeed I always do start, with good and honourable intentions but the trouble

  is I can’t be bothered with what you might call classroom preparation – as a result the class riots and before I know it they’re throwing things at one another, and at me as well

  – eventually I’m completely ignored, except as some handy commentator who’s prepared to record the shifts and fortunes of the participants as they push their way through the story

  – in fact, I’m lost before I start, and I can already feel this particular story’s characters bursting into life, gathering in the playground they are, nudging their mates at the

  more than easy time they’re going to have – a holiday for them, that’s what it is, nothing but a holiday – and they look up, see me at the window, throw me a glance, snort

  with derision – I look down on them with ever-growing dismay knowing I’m going to have a very hard time




  now they’re okay when I read their names from the register, this is the easy bit, this is the point where they’re more concerned with one another than they are with me, this is where

  they’re just settling into their seats, putting their feet on the desks, sorting out friends from enemies, separating into distinct cliques – it’s very easy for me at this stage

  to lump them together in those cliques, but there’s definitely no guarantee that they’ll stay in them, no guarantee at all




  so we have here the first clique, Mr and Mrs A with three children




  and we have a second clique, Mr and Mrs B with two children and a dog




  there’s also a third clique, a farmer and the farmer’s wife with their two children




  there might well be a fourth clique, I can see something going on among the desks, it’s probably all those sundry characters who are too late for the register




  thirteen for sure then, God knows who else might turn up in later pages, and there’s a dog as well, all of them determined to go their own way




  now I know the name of the farmer, it came to me quite easily, Mr Broadfield, a fairly appropriate name I think and let’s face it, Farmer Giles or Farmer Farrow or Farmer Haystack would

  all be a bit too obvious – Broadfield’s by far the easiest character, at this stage anyway, for his distinctive way is to keep out of the story as much as possible, I can tell that just

  by looking at him – you watch, he’ll pass us by on a tractor waving cheerily, and he’ll mutter under his breath about the enforced need to let out the cottages, wishing he could

  get shot of all these visitors and subsist on agriculture alone, but he can’t do that, can’t survive without subsidies, and even then there’s not enough to go round, he has of

  necessity to put up with these people whether he likes it or not, and if pushed he’ll tell us he doesn’t like it at all




  no, I don’t like it – I could have had a golf course, couldn’t I? – that’s what I thought of, a golf course, but they said I was too far out in the sticks for

  anyone to bother, they’d never find me, and the land wasn’t appropriate, and lots of other reasons why I had to settle for this situation – no choice, what choice have I

  got?




  now you see what I mean? – it was my intention to work into the story gradually and start with the farm’s cat but this fellow, this Mr Broadfield’s put his spoke in before I

  was ready for him – I don’t intend him to be anything more than a relatively minor character [well, that’s the preliminary idea] and he should have kept his trap shut at least

  until the main characters arrive, that’s the decent thing to do isn’t it? – so you see what happens, you see how I’m compelled to follow on? – I’m now forced to

  bring in his wife as well, because if I don’t then his side of the story will be unbalanced and right now horrendously out of context, so the cat will have to wait, won’t it?




  [I might by the way say that it’s a patient cat, getting on a bit, sits around a lot, lies happily on any old bit of straw – he’s what you might call the guardian of the

  approaches, has a favourite spot on a wall overlooking the cottages from where on summer Saturdays he can watch the departures and arrivals of the holidaymakers – name of Sammy, been a pet of

  Mrs Broadfield’s ever since he turned up at the farm of his own accord, no one knew from where – there was talk he came over the hill from the duck farm, a place where you never see any

  ducks, just hear the noise from the sheds – could be Sammy couldn’t stand the racket, had to get away]




  now here I am again! – I said the cat could wait but just like all of them he’s jumped the gun as well and I’ve started describing him! – Mrs Broadfield now, that’s

  who I was going to bring up because her husband’s here, Mrs Broadfield – we have to give her a chance, I suppose, let her put her spoke in – no hope whatever of being

  methodical, absolutely none at all




  the golf course wasn’t a good idea, now was it, he’d have had people here all the time and if there’s one thing he hates it’s having people coming to the farm and

  trampling over his precious acres, he’d have hated that – you’d wake up one morning to find he’s ploughed it up and sown it all with peas




  peas! – peas! – certainly not peas, you don’t know what you’re talking about, never grown peas in my life – the nearest the farm’s ever come to it was when

  my father did it once, regretted it no end as soon as he did it, but it was good mulch when he turned it in, I must say, nice bit of wheat we had following – no, it definitely wouldn’t

  be peas, don’t be so silly




  well, whatever – but you would, wouldn’t you, you can’t just spend your days looking at grass, however much money it made




  I’ll tell you what, caravans, that’s where the money is – some farmers grow caravans, fields of them, rolling acres of mobile homes – now Nigel Frome, remember him?

  – he did that, he had caravans




  he lived in Cornwall, what do you expect, it’s all caravans there




  maybe, but still, a couple of fields . . .




  hang on, wait a minute! – do you mind? – we haven’t properly started yet – it’s the cat, remember, it’s the introduction that’s got to come first, not

  arguments over peas and caravans – Sammy’s the cat, he’s where I plan to start, Sammy sitting on a wall watching the new arrivals, giving us a visual preview of the main

  participants in this story – it’s not part of the scheme to give undue prominence to two minor characters, especially if they’re arguing, adding nothing to the background –

  Mr and Mrs Broadfield are supposed to be local colour, not active ingredients




  well, all I can say is that he’s not very active these days, at least not since we started the cottages – he wasn’t happy at first, said the barn was an ancient monument

  which couldn’t be converted, but the architect said it was all right to do so, it wasn’t a listed building




  it goes back to the seventeenth century, that barn




  it had a corrugated-iron roof, not very antique that! – anyway you were glad to start earning from it, now you’re talking of caravans – that barn was due for demolition

  anyway, the architect said you were lucky it hadn’t collapsed on top of you




  well, I could only give it as my professional opinion – perhaps with a little structural work it could have been saved, I suppose




  hold on, who’s this? – what’ve we got here, an architect now, coming up and putting himself in the story – anyone else? – do the builders want to say a few words,

  the electricians, the plumbers? – any chance of me getting back to the cat?




  what I said was it had no distinctive merit and would readily lend itself to conversion – I do believe it was Mr Broadfield himself who said he wished it had fallen down so he could

  claim some insurance




  excuse me, are any of you listening to me? – before we know where we are we’ll have a whole village of people butting in to this story – let me get back to the cat sitting on

  the wall or we’ll never get started otherwise




  my opinion was that no insurance company would have paid out, the barn was far too derelict – what I’d really like to do, and I know Mrs Broadfield’s with me on this, is to

  convert that other barn and create a courtyard of cottages – if they were to let the farmhouse go as well we could have a nice holiday complex of eight or ten units – very popular these

  days, especially if there’s a swimming pool




  well, you can stuff that idea – I’m not moving out of the place I was born in just so’s a lot of townees can splash about pretending they’re in the country – two

  cottages, that’s all we need, not a ‘complex’ thank you very much – I’m a farmer, my family’s a farming family, this stays mainly a farm, not a leisure

  centre




  I wouldn’t be so sure Lance wants to follow in your footsteps, he’s very unhappy about the spraying – very unenvironmental he says




  Lance’ll be a farmer once he gets those silly ideas out of his head – and if not there’s always Tilly, she’s close to things – you can have women farmers too,

  you know




  at the moment she only likes horses – she’s fifteen with a pony – wants to be an actress, so don’t bank on her – nor on Lance, he’s sensitive, he

  doesn’t really want to follow the family trade, as you like to call it




  Mrs Broadfield’s quite right, I’m afraid – the present climate encourages my plans for a holiday centre with swimming pool and gift shop




  shops?




  this cat named Sammy, does anyone mind if I get back to him? – look, he’s on a wall, he’s poised, if I don’t bring him in now he’ll jump down and disappear and I

  won’t have the beginning I hoped for – if Mr and Mrs Broadfield would kindly leave the scene, just stand back, give me room to proceed – and as for the architect . . .




  Gregory Price-Masters – rural conversions a speciality




  go away, find another story! – I’ve got thirteen main characters to bring in and we’ll go on forever at this rate – 80,000 words, that’s all I’m budgeting

  for, hopefully in some sort of order that an interested reader could follow – going on like this it’ll be half a million and a complete and utter mess – no one, but no one, will

  ever want to read anything as long as that or as disjointed as this is becoming – it might be that spontaneity’s all very well but this is fast becoming the anarchy I spoke of –

  please, please, let me get back to the cat!




  this is the wall he sits on, it’s of red brick, and I don’t mean that sort of plastic-looking red brick you see nowadays looking all smooth and brittle and somewhat artificial

  – this is the old red brick, seventeenth century as Mr Broadfield claims, a red to make you feel warm and cosy with a texture inviting you to run a hand over its grainy, sandy, dusty surface

  – it runs from a corner of the farmhouse, pokes out for ten feet or so with no apparent purpose, but it must have been part of something at one time, probably a little outhouse, maybe a store

  or a privy, with the other walls long gone – in its lee Mr Broadfield’s stacked a number of wooden pallets which helps Sammy surmount its seven foot height – been here a long

  time, these pallets, now they’re starting to rot, home to all kinds of insects, slugs, weeds, even mice, despite the presence, the daily presence of Sammy – but he’s ageing,

  perhaps they take advantage of his stiffening limbs – animals can be very quick to spot weakness – ever noticed the careful contempt in which they hold humans? – not only cats and

  mice but squirrels and birds regard us with disdain for our inability to move as quickly as they can, they play tricks and taunt us – I once used to get pelted with cobnuts on a daily walk I

  made through some Redditch woods, and everyone knows that birds regularly practise their bomb-aiming, don’t they – you think they don’t have a sense of humour? – fragile

  bags of bone and feather will happily make fun of a pregnant cat, daring it to launch an unsuccessful lunge and thus make itself look ridiculous




  Sammy with the mice, you see – they know they can escape into any quick crevice of these pallets – the front of the wall’s a different matter, it faces across what

  Price-Masters would make a courtyard, so the mice stay with the pallets, Sammy sits on the moss-topped wall looking down on the scene with feline equanimity – at lunchtime on Saturdays

  he’ll be here, watching and waiting, though he does the same at other times of course, you can’t tell me cats know their days of the week and say to themselves today’s the first

  day of the weekend, up on the wall, won’t do it on Wednesday, have a day off – some instinct tells him Saturday’s the day when one or two lots of visitors go and one or two new

  ones arrive




  Mrs Broadfield again [now she’s started you can’t keep her out] – that’s only in the summer, mind-there are special out-of-season rates but not many people make use of

  them, they seem to think the countryside won’t be here then – June to August we’re full, but other times can be a bit bleak – I keep telling him he should provide more

  entertainment, get in some sheep so he can make a show of shearing them in May, something like that, put on a bit of a performance – we could buy in lots of produce which he can pretend to

  harvest in the autumn – none of these visitors would know any different, they think a farm does everything – we tell them we’ve a thousand acres when we’ve only got two

  hundred, but they don’t know how big an acre is – sometimes we double it and say hectares




  Sammy doesn’t purr much, maybe it comes from having to compete with all those noisy ducks – not a people cat, won’t go near a lap if he can help it, hates having to humour

  Tilly when she wants to pamper him – he scratched Lance some time ago so doesn’t get any affectionate approaches from him, just guarded looks – with Tilly he has to tolerate her

  bouts of sentiment, has to close his nostrils to her teenage experiments in perfume, keep his claws in so’s she can delight in his silky paws, put his pads to her cheek – she

  can’t get to him on the wall, has to look up, make irritating sucking noises at him which she thinks he likes – as for the parents he’s on reasonably good terms with Her, he knows

  how to extract the right food and get treated with respect, but with Him there’s a dark chasm of intolerance arising from the fact that Mr Broadfield was raised with dogs and thinks cats are

  effeminate – he hasn’t had a dog in years apparently, since before Sammy arrived




  she won’t let me, will she? – when Ben died she said that’s it, no more dogs, what do I need them for she says – it’s no good telling her for company, she

  can’t understand that – if I say it’s a matter of security all she says is get floodlights




  it’s Saturday, early afternoon, Sammy in position, can I get going yet? – do we see a car coming up the dusty track, am I allowed to begin this story? – so many interruptions!

  – just as I feared it would be, I’ve no control over anything




  dusty track, yes – I wanted tarmac, better for everyone, but they all said there had to be authenticity, these architects – holidaying lovers of the country want a dusty track,

  they expect it, I was told – I had to lay down a load of aggregate, got it from Bill Straw and guess why he was giving it away? – he was putting tarmac up to his place, tarmac, lucky

  devil, just what I wanted, but these people, these holidaymakers, oh they have to get their cars a bit dusty and muddy or they can’t prove anything when they get home




  it’s a dusty track then, okay, let’s emphasize that it’s an uneven, freshly potholed stony track with narrow cambers and a scattering of old half-bricks inserted to plug the

  holes – once they turn off the road the visitors need to feel they’re entering a different world, after all this is the country and this is what you get




  I told him he should get some pheasants to throw out from that small covert near the gate, that would make them have to brake and get excited – but he couldn’t be bothered, no, he

  said it’d be a devil of a job catching them afterwards




  well, I made a warren, didn’t I? – spent a week digging holes in the bank – not my fault the rabbits only come out at night, is it?




  if you don’t want pheasants you could get half a dozen quail to run up and down – they’re always a source of wonder to these people




  oh yes? – why not a couple of turkeys? – a stray cow? – a stuffed fox?




  now you’re being silly




  all right! – however it is, the visitors come bumping along the dusty track and if they’re lucky a rabbit bolts back into its hole – at this the children get excited, the car

  gets dusty as hoped, anticipation’s high, women’s spirits low at the thought of having to start work as soon as they arrive




  Sammy sees the dust rising in the distance and settles himself on the moss – the other guests left mid-morning, he watched Mrs Broadfield and Tilly going in and out of the cottages with

  clean linen and welcoming bowls of fruit, vases of flowers




  they don’t clean themselves, you know – takes me a full two hours to go round with the hoover – the mess some people leave behind – dirty devils




  oh dear, now I have to introduce Debbie, don’t I – try leaving anyone out in this story and they’re all elbows, pushing themselves in, demanding recognition, all belong to the

  fiction-characters union – this is Debbie who cleans, comes along on Saturdays, earns her wage by dusting and polishing




  pittance it is – I work hard – taken for granted, if you ask me – get a fortune from these holidaymakers and what do they pay me? – a pittance – and no one sees

  me, I’m faceless, a non-person – the leavers of the mess disappear, I’m gone before the new ones arrive – magic wand, that’s me, one of the fairies – no one

  knows what I look like




  we don’t know what anyone looks like! – and it’s not entirely my fault, you will all keep turning up before I’ve had a chance to say who you are, what you look like

  – if anyone wants descriptions then I’m supposed to give descriptions – if I’d plotted it out as I said I should have done, made notes on everyone, then at this point

  I’d pull out a reference card from D and insert a physical description of this Debbie – here she is, I’d say, vacuum cleaner in one hand, duster in the other, a young woman of

  thirty, dark-haired, medium height, slim build – that do? – satisfied?




  hardly! – that could be anyone – sounds like a police notice – ‘have you seen this woman?’




  she’s a bit of a pain really, I can say that now she’s gone – the most minor of characters whom we’ll never see again [perhaps at the end of the story, if we’re

  that unlucky and if we ever get to that point] – it’s back to Sammy then, a medium-haired white cat with black head, black tail, black bits along the sides, makes him look like a domino

  – kind eyes, thoughtful, you guess he could be a feline philosopher chewing over the great conundrums of life – moves a little stiffly and his undercarriage has slipped to give him what

  looks like a kangaroo pouch, the joey having left some time ago – a little nick in the top of his left ear suggests that in his younger days he wasn’t always a philosopher but a man of

  action




  right, that’s pinned him down at last, painted him in – but we’re sadly lacking a picture of the others – this Debbie’s no more than a caricature really, she talks

  in stagey worker-speak, nothing true about her – and the Broadfields don’t have any originality do they, just two stock figures going through the motions of disagreeing with each other

  – it would have been all very different if the conventions had been observed, if I’d followed the rules and done some preparation – well, I chose to do it in my own way, so I

  suppose I can’t complain – perhaps it’s not too late to recover the situation – the Broadfields will have to develop their characters as we go along, but we can do it right

  now with the visitors approaching along the dusty track




  Sammy’s whiskers, ever sensitive to changes in temperature, environmental space or the nature of living creatures, begin to twitch – he senses that these new arrivals are a bit

  different from the ones who left the cottages this morning – there were the Williamses in Stook Cottage, a late-middle-aged man and his vitally attractive young wife who hardly went anywhere,

  spent most of their time in the cottage with the curtains drawn, and for all the notice they took of it they needn’t have been in the country at all – their neighbours in the adjoining

  cottage were a total contrast, two youngish, carefully dressed men who every day went out early, came back late, very quietly kept themselves to themselves – they were always polite, these

  two, no trouble to anyone, you’d think the place was unbooked for the week – when they left this morning they presented Mrs Broadfield with expressions of grateful thanks and a bunch of

  exotic flowers, a nice touch – the Williamses on the other hand acted as if no one else in the world existed, rushed away without even handing in the key – it was Lance Broadfield who

  voiced the question as to why they arrived and went home in separate cars




  Sammy sees the dust before he can distinguish what’s causing it, a cloud bearing a vehicle within, rocking from side to side, bumping in and out of the potholes – this must certainly

  be an authentic farm track – a flight of rooks picking over the remaining pods of the beans rises into the air from the ten-acre home field that the track skirts – from behind the hedge

  on the track’s other side [and we can reveal that here there’s a hidden well-maintained track that anyone not a holidaymaker uses] flies up a corresponding flight of doves, fewer in

  number but showing more panic, wings flapping wildly while the rooks disdainfully demonstrate their calm stateliness




  as the vehicle approaches the farm gate the dust clears and we can now see it’s a black estate car with a roof rack holding a blue tarpaulin-wrapped bundle, a nondescript car, made more so

  by the fine coating of dust – there’s no practical reason for the gate to be closed, but it is and the car comes to rest before it, a five-bar, slightly decrepit gate that looks good

  with the notice beside it warning of the dangers of escaping animals, a contingency the visitors are always wary of – the small herd of milking cows Mr Broadfield has to maintain is always

  under control, there are no dogs or goats or wandering pigs to come flying out so the notice has no more meaning than the gate, but it all adds to the pleasure received by the visitors as they

  pause at the gate, get out of their cars, fiddle with the blue nylon rope, swing the gate back [a carefully contrived muddy patch is unavoidable] and tie it up again once they’ve driven

  through into the yard – they then feel they’ve arrived at the pastoral location they imagined and which was indeed stressed in the brochure – Lance’s deposits of

  strategically placed cow dung and the four chickens allowed to roam at will all add to the flavour – and as with certain foodshops where you pick up the inviting smells of coffee, garlic or

  frying bacon as you pass, so Mrs Broadfield’s had Lance stack a pile of sour byre-straw nearby, for the smell to waft into the visitor’s nostrils




  with keen eyes disguised behind a scene-weary appearance Sammy assesses the vehicle as it halts at the gate – he’s become very astute at determining the relationship of its occupants

  from the observation of who gets out to perform the gate-opening – a lot depends on the weather, for if it’s chucking it down it’s nearly always the woman who has to do this,

  sometimes fighting with an inadequate town umbrella, inevitably unhappy at getting her feet muddy in the puddle – if the weather’s fine you can bet it’ll be the man who’ll

  get out stiffly to demonstrate the rigours of travelling, stand, stretch, breathe in the air, cast his eye approvingly round the view and effect the opening with an insouciance indicating his

  long-standing familiarity with such things – but Sammy’s noticed it’s always the woman who has to go back to shut the gate afterwards




  this continual observation’s enabled Sammy to discover where the power resides in the family just arriving – by the length of the pause before the gate he gauges the degree of

  cooperation between the occupants, and in the way the opener conducts themself outside the car he can determine the level of mutuality – he’s so expert in this that if he were able to

  speak he’d tell you whether or not the holiday was going to be a happy one




  with his whiskers twitching he’s not so sure about this lot – it’s a fine day today, sun high, cloudless sky, just the sort of weather when the man usually volunteers for the

  chore, but this isn’t the case with these visitors, it’s the woman who gets out from the passenger side after the briefest of pauses before the gate – does this mean she’s

  in charge, she’s the one to decide on these things? – in her late thirties or early forties, fair, short-styled hair, not overweight but with a slight roundness of figure which

  you’d describe as acceptable and which she no doubt brands a condition she really has to watch lest it leads to portliness – dressed in a simple top and jeans she owns the face of a

  person cheerful in extremities, you can imagine words like ups-a-daisy, well-it’s-all-for-the-best coming from her pleasant lips – a motherly sort? – well, not entirely,

  there’s a good deal of woman-of-the-world about her – she looks approachable, that’s the main thing – Sammy knows she’s just the type to want to pick him up, so

  he’s forewarned in that direction




  this competent-looking gate-opener’s not very good with the blue nylon rope, she fiddles about so long that the man gets out to assist the little woman – after a minute he succeeds

  in unfastening the gate so that together, with pleasant smiles and unheard words of self-congratulation they cooperatively push the gate to its widest extent – Sammy’s estimate is

  they’ll be the sort whose children could possibly be well behaved, not too much of a pain in the neck




  he can see one of the children’s heads poking from a window, little bit of blond hair framing a face that could be either girl or boy – when the parents return to the car, conjointly

  triumphant over their success, the head pops back inside to be replaced almost immediately by another, to Sammy’s fading eyesight, identical to the first – twins, he thinks, and

  inwardly groans at the doubling of trouble, but he’s wrong, I’ve decided for a fact they’re not twins




  following established custom the woman doesn’t get back into the car but follows as it moves through the gate and pulls across the shingle – though she was unable to untie the string

  she’s competent enough at least to tie it up again, doing so with a flourish and a large smile to emphasize her cleverness – and here they are thus prepared to receive the Broadfield

  treatment




  the car parks exactly where it’s supposed to, between two marks of Lance’s cow dung – the indignant chickens, flustered, run across the concourse with rewarding vocal protests

  at the manner in which Tilly’s ejected them from their roosts at the point of a broom – Mrs Broadfield switches on a fan hidden next to the pile of old straw, the satisfying pong of

  which duly wrinkles the noses of adults and draws from the children a chorus of poohs! – there was talk in the Broadfield household of playing at this point a tape of a barking dog, but Mr

  Broadfield wasn’t having any of it – want a dog? – get a real one! – so it’s just the chickens and the smell which, once it’s permeated the fresh air is switched

  to a more wholesome one of the bread baking specially in Mrs Broadfield’s oven – now what could be more truly rural than all this?




  I ought to return to being the instigator of this tale, I can’t leave it all to the cat whose powers of expression are naturally limited – yes, Sammy can observe, twitch those

  whiskers, hood those eyes and yawn most cavernously, but it’s not right to rely on him as an instrument of exposition, he’s just not up to it




  now this is that first clique I mentioned, Mr and Mrs A with three children – I suppose this is the point at which I have to give them names, that’s the technical bit in any story,

  naming the characters – sometimes it’s a very important process, you can’t throw any names at them – imagine Susie of the d’Urbervilles, Gary Bede, Jo Karenina, Fred

  Shandy – none of that sounds right, does it? – unfortunately they don’t come ready-named, prepackaged, so to speak, I have to employ the task of allocation, and I suspect

  you’ll not agree with what I choose – she’s not a Pamela, you’ll say – more of a Chrissy if you ask me – well, of course I don’t ask you,

  it’s my story [more or less] and I’ll give them any names I choose, whether you agree or not – in time, you see, that’s the thing, in time they’ll grow into their

  names so that you’ll never think of them as anything else – we could well have had Fraser Copperfield or Peter Nickleby and providing they ran well euphonically then we’d never be

  any the wiser – euphony, you see, that’s what it is, does it sound right?




  how about we call these people, this family just arriving, the Oxfords, how does that sound? – in due course you’ll come to love it and think how apt, how suitable, how clever I am

  to suggest something so easily memorable – and speaking personally I’ve always liked the name Pansy, ever since I was a schoolboy and miserably in love with a girl in the form above me

  – it’s old-fashioned I know, but Pansy Oxford pleases me as a name for her [have I heard something like it before?] – and what about Martin for him, her husband, a nice square,

  honest sort of name – Martin and Pansy Oxford then, with their children – Ellen, now I believe she’s nine and a bit of a bossy-boots, sweet but going to be a forceful woman one

  day – Sean [apparently named after Martin’s father, who always said he was Irish but no one ever believed it] a boy of seven with such curly blond hair that he’s sometimes

  mistaken for his sister [hence Sammy’s ascription of twins] – and PS aged two – now PS stands for Penny Samantha, but these names were chosen to fit the initials as PS was applied

  to the embryo once Pansy discovered she was pregnant again when she didn’t expect to be – when they think of it they call the child Penny, but mostly it’s PS, as you’ll see

  – of course it’s occurred to them that any moment now Ellen’s going to cotton on that PS stands for postscript and being an intelligent girl she’ll start to think what a

  coincidence, but the parents are rather set in their ways and console themselves that at least they didn’t go for Afterthought or Accident




  how do I know all this? – well I’m inventing it, aren’t I? – as the author of this work [ha, ha, I hear the characters cry in unison, a grand chorus of derision] as the

  author I’m supposed to know something of the background of my characters – I may not know what they’re going to get up to but I do know, as the current idiom has it, where

  they’re coming from, at least up to a point – I have to qualify this because there are huge blanks in my knowledge of them – certain details such as knowing the derivation of

  PS’s name come to me loud and clear while a staggering eighty per cent of everything else escapes me totally, I’ve really no more idea in that direction than you or the man in the moon

  or the Registrar General [who’s a person who should know everything], I know so little of their life outside the confines of this story that you might say I share with you the

  expectation of the element of surprise – I’m privy to their present thoughts and current moods, and that’s about all




  let’s get on – we’ve sorted out the Oxfords, at least cursorily, we’ll come to the other lot later




  so now this family’s arrived at their summer quarters – only for a week, mind you, these places are expensive [which of course the Broadfields would strenuously deny, probably being

  as outraged as that Debbie with her complaints of a pittance] and in any case a week with friends, especially friends who are not of the bosom sort, can often be long enough – the Waterfords

  [yes? – do I hear you object? – it seems a logical sort of name to me, if you’re going to have one town name you might as well have another] the family of Waterfords who are yet

  to arrive [and who’ll get whichever cottage the Oxfords spurn] are connected through the workplace of Martin and Josh Waterford and whose concomitant partners are friends more by association

  than by choice – but it must be said that all four have spent a good few happy hours together on various social occasions stretching back over several years, so they all know one another

  reasonably well – this however is the first time they’ve ventured jointly for any period longer than a day and who knows how well they’ll maintain their companionable relationship

  – let us just say that Pansy and Beth are friendly enough to go to the hairdressers together, so there’s no reason why on their side anything should happen to unbind them, surely




  with Martin and Josh however it could be a different matter – they work in a manufacturing plant where each has the supervision of compatible departments, and ambition being what it is,

  and men being what they are, a certain spirit of competitiveness resides within their breasts – already evident is Josh’s habit of taking the lead when entering pubs or restaurants, a

  matter which has Martin lowering his brows and scolding himself for never being prepared for that extra step forward which Josh always seems to deploy at the critical moment – a little niggle

  maybe, but I think we’d better watch this space
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