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			THIS IS HOW it all came about. I will omit early struggles, a walk-on with a fringe group at the Edinburgh Festival, one song in a musical in Amsterdam, hind-legs of Puss at Nottingham, and a mime part in Papp’s Public Theatre, New York. Yet another non-speaking part, which I gladly accepted, was that of a ghost, in a BBC TV ghost story. I had to play a few notes on a ghostly harp. For this I was chosen — believe it or not — because I actually can play a few notes on the harp: for three happy years I formed part of an amateur music ensemble and alternated on harp and guitar, with occasional brief but exhilarating sessions on drums. One of the men in that group subsequently rose to higher spheres in Pyramid Television and had become a casting director; by lucky chance he remembered my harping expertise and fetched me in for the spook play. I had to sit in a dim glow at the foot of a flight of stairs, dressed in shimmery green, pluck gracefully at the strings of this enormous silver harp, and turn my neck languidly to and fro. The neck movement was supposed to be sinister, also blind; “Think of a maggot, darling,” Harald the director had instructed me. “A maggot or a blind hungry worm that scents food but can’t see it, a worm twisting its head like a radar screen to pick up tiny clues of odour on the air.” Ah, dear Harald Flanagan, that director, he was a broth of a boy for a mixed metaphor. So, blind maggot or radar scanner, I manipulated my head this way and that, after the manner of a tennis umpire, or an expectant daffodil. The ghost play was nothing, a winter trifle, that got deservedly panned and was forgotten in a week, buried out of sight in the vast necropolis of television failures; but all my industrious neck-undulation lodged in some casting-director’s memory, and all of a sudden, six months later, to my utter astonishment, I was summoned to audition for one of two plum roles in a thirteen-part serial. Nineteenth-century costume drama, masterpiece-theatre stuff. Rosy and Dodo, it was going to be called, tossing overboard the original book title, a place name that was imaginary, and not interesting anyway.

			The part I tried out for was that of Rosy, the blonde minx who, by selfishness, snobbery and extravagance, utterly wrecks the life of her handsome, idealistic doctor husband. Oh, she’s a real pig that Rosy, a sweet, pretty, accomplished, soft-spoken, flint-hearted bitch of a girl. Her two primary characteristics, at first sight, are the long neck and a rose-petal complexion.

			All the women of my family (that is my mother, and her four sisters, and me) have, or had, extra-long Russian necks and fair complexions. So there was the first hurdle passed. In point of fact, Rosy is supposed to be twenty, and I am thirty-four, so you would think this was an idiotic bit of casting; but I am always taken for ten years younger than my age, nobody seemed to worry at all about that particular discrepancy.

			“She’ll have to get her teeth fixed and wear blue contact lenses,” growled the female tycoon on the casting committee, scanning me as if I were a half-decorated dining alcove. It’s a very queer, depriving sensation, that of being assessed, not as a person, but as a bit of property. At first it used to make me very dejected. I felt, as slaves must have felt, disidentified, depersonalized, wiped out. But nowadays I find the process quite liberating. After all, ho ho, inside this shell that they are busily creating, there I still am, Cat Conwil, fully aware of myself, them, and all else that’s going on: the Girl in the Iron Mask. When somebody draws an outline all around you, and gives the command, Don’t stir beyond that point! their outline defines you to yourself, in what may be a hitherto unsuspected way. Like being left alone in a locked room.

			I didn’t object to the blue contact lenses, though it was a bore learning to slot them in; for a spell at the start of shooting I continually held up the action and had upwards of thirty light technicians, dolly-pushers, cameramen, actors, and make-up girls on their knees, combing the studio floor for a dropped lens, which mostly proved to have worked its way round to the back of my eyeball. By and by I grew nimbler at slipping lenses in and out with a touch of the tongue for lubrication. Having my teeth fixed might be considered a really positive benefit, paid for moreover by Pyramid TV in their lavish lordliness. Before treatment my two front incisors had bowed towards each other like those of a beaver; I didn’t dislike my own appearance, it made me look friendly and confiding, which can be an asset; but if you are an actress, closeness to the norm is likely to net you more parts, especially for commercials. One has to be realistic. Nobody is going to use beavers’ teeth to advertise Supadent.

			Being physically remodelled for Rosy was an advantage, too, when it came to working myself into the role. My hair, naturally dead straight and apricot-jam colour, had to fade several shades paler; for hers, in the book, is described as being of infantine fairness, neither flaxen nor yellow. I was obliged, also, to gain a few pounds in weight, because her figure is described as nymph-like, which in nineteenth-century parlance meant curvy rather than skinny. So, by gradual degrees, I began to be enveloped by a wholly different personality from me, Cat; I tried to think about Rosy all the time, as much as I was able, her relations with her parents, brother, cousins and neighbours in the dull provincial town where she lived, and where her forebears had always lived, and where her father, a third-generation manufacturer, was an alderman, about to become mayor. (When I say that the town was dull, I mean, of course, dull to Rosy; she longed for wider spheres.) She had been to a school for young ladies and learned to play the piano quite surprisingly well, for she was clever at picking up other people’s tricks of technique, and the harp just a little — so my small accomplishment came in useful yet again; she had learned how to climb in and out of a carriage in a ladylike manner, and how to defer prettily in conversation to gentlemen and older people. She knew nothing else at all. Girls of that period and class didn’t even learn to cook or fill in a form, or change a light-bulb — any of the basics that kids now get in their first year at secondary school. All she had to think about was herself, and what impression she made on men; so she had become a total narcissist.

			I became quite fascinated by turning myself into Rosy — she formed such a total contrast to the way life has obliged me to develop. Due to various circumstances, which I will enlarge on if necessary, I’ve had little education but needed to be independent and resourceful about practical matters. Since the age of sixteen I’ve earned my own living and contributed to the support of others as well. So it felt like wonderful luxury to receive a lavish salary for playing the part of a girl who never did anything more active at home than pull a bell-rope and tell the maid to bring some more buttered toast. And, in conversation, always took care to adapt her manner to that of the person she was addressing. Oh, yes, I can tell you, it was a whole lot of fun becoming Rosy — like taking a warm bath, tossing in cupfuls of bubble essence, so that the froth stands up in peaks and scrunches around you when you lie down.

			Mind you, I had to learn several accomplishments that Rosy had acquired and I lacked; horse-riding was one. Day after day I trudged off to a School of Equitation just beside the Park, and day after day hobbled home stiff and sore with legs that felt like sticks of rhubarb ready to snap; for, later on in the script, when she has corralled her handsome doctor, wilful selfish Rosy goes out riding with a military admirer, against her husband’s orders, takes a toss off her mettlesome grey, and so has a miscarriage.

			Accordingly, I learned to ride, and side-saddle at that. Also I had to learn tatting, since that was what young ladies mostly did in those days, while they were sitting about at home waiting for Mr Right.

			“Tatting?” said Masha, my mother. “You want to learn tatting? What in the world for? Yes, yes, of course I can teach you; it won’t take any time at all. Just look in the top drawer of the little sewing table, right at the back, you’ll find the tatting bobbin that your aunt Tasha gave me.”

			The little rosewood sewing table had accompanied my mother everywhere, from flat to house, from rectory to vicarage, all her married life. Grandmother Conwil gave it to her as a wedding present. It used to fascinate me as a child because it looked exactly the same, back and front, but the drawers at the back were false ones. All through childhood my greatest pleasure was to rummage in those two shallow drawers, untidy them, tidy them up again, explore the contents of the round, tin button-box, with a picture of a Turkish lady that had once held Turkish Delight, open the little dark-blue leather wallet of embroidery tools, play with the scissors shaped like a bird, the bead-covered emery ball for de-rusting needles, and the tape-measure made like a silk strawberry containing tape on a spring that zipped back when you let go — until the day I pulled it too hard and it never went back again.

			Perhaps the part played by this drawer in my early life was the cause of my subsequent obsessive passion for paperclips? All those small, shiny, efficient gadgets?

			I found the tatting bobbin — an oval tortoiseshell tool about the length of my thumb — and, sure enough, Masha taught me how to do simple tatting in half an hour. She chuckled as she did so.

			“How very odd that you should need it for your job — considering how set against any form of needlework you were as a child.”

			Perfectly true. In those days I couldn’t wait to get out into some profession where I would be on equal terms with men. None of your tatting or fancy work for me. Perhaps it was the result of Papa being a clergyman: the combination of father and God made me naturally disposed to assert my rights.

			(Oddly enough, since the day Masha taught me, I have become quite keen on tatting, and find it a first-rate accompaniment to feeling out a part, to any creative thought, or just for reducing tension. I must say the product is quite hard to dispose of: yards and yards of skimpy lace, the kind used at the beginning of this century for edging table-mats and nightdress collars. But sometimes one’s friends will accept it for trimming lingerie.)

			Masha was a little pale and breathless by the end of the tatting lesson. She had been, at that time, in bed for five months of her terminal illness. And, of course, had been walking about with it, getting on with her life and duties, for god knows how long before that. I noticed her check her breathing once or twice and press a hand against her back.

			“Are you in pain?” I asked with dread, for I knew she was approaching the point when pills were not going to be enough, when injections would have to be administered. How can one summon up the courage to give an injection to one’s own mother? Trained for two years as a nurse, I possessed the technical ability. It was courage I lacked.

			But no, no, she said, she was not in pain, just the merest trifling rheumatic twinge.

			Masha’s dogged lifelong heroism, her stoic disregard of pain, or adverse circumstances, or any inconvenience to herself, her total self-sacrifice and generosity to others, may be among the contributory causes which make me such a contemptible coward and hypochondriac. Just to imagine, to attempt to grasp what she went through during her illness is enough to make me break out in cold perspiration, turn dizzy, almost keel over. As I write I can feel my hip and spine begin to ache.

			“Anyway,” she went on comfortably, “now you know how to tat. Such a useful accomplishment! I’m so pleased there’s still something left that I can teach you.”

			And she chuckled again with satisfaction, with a kind of triumph. I, too, even amid my unhappiness and worry, felt a smug complacency that I had been able to give her this pleasure. How incredibly selfish, how egotistical we are when dealing with our parents. Why, why, did I ask her so little, ever, about herself, about how she felt, what she thought? On this occasion we discussed the part of Rosy, and Masha did enjoy that, she always liked to get her teeth into an abstract topic. She had been to Cambridge, but had to give up teaching during Papa’s change of life. The novel from which the TV serial had been taken was in her bookshelf, she said, and told me to get it out, a well-thumbed classic two-volume Everyman edition; hopefully she asked if I would not like to borrow it, longing to be allowed to do me that service as well. But I declined her offer since I had already bought a paperback copy for myself (brought out in anticipation of the TV publicity); shortly after that I made an opportunity to take my leave. They were drainingly exhausting, those visits: one had to be so cheerful, so careful, so carefree, so false; assuming a hope and confidence that were wholly without foundation.

			Rosy, I’m sure, in such circumstances, would have made out far better than I ever could. Falsity wouldn’t have troubled her, not a whit; she never noticed the difference between falsity and reality. She would not have become tired and frantic; she could have stayed all day, smiling and serene, because it was the proper thing to do.

			Now, long after, I wonder why, why in the world, during that period, did I never, never level with my mother? Why didn’t I say, Look, I know — you must know too — that you are dying. What do you think about this, what do you feel about it, do you want to discuss it, what do you have to say about it? We’re both intelligent, it’s important, we love each other, you are my mother, I’m your only daughter, why can’t we be honest with one another about this?

			I get a hole in my heart, now, thinking back to those dissembling interviews. My only relief comes from the recurrent notion that perhaps it was Masha who created the climate for them and forced the pretence on us both. She was a strong individual; perhaps she knew what was best for her? Or did she think it best for me? Perhaps honesty is a luxury that one ceases to wish for during the approach to death?

			“I must go,” I repeated, and she said wistfully, “Must you? Really? Can’t you stay just a little longer?”

			She had never been a demonstrative parent after one had outgrown the small-child stage of falling and hurting oneself, and needing to be hugged to make the hurt better. I think she missed that stage. She said to me once, sadly, “Children grow up so fast. The time has flashed by before one realizes.” And in her last illness she liked to hold one’s hand, as one sat by the bed and chatted; from that clasp it was hard, often very hard, to disengage oneself.

			“Tell me about Fitz,” she said now quickly. “You haven’t told me anything yet about Fitz. Is he enjoying Harvard still?”

			Unfortunately his last letter had been read to her on my previous visit; Fitz is not a lavish correspondent, though his infrequent letters, when they do come, make marvellous reading. “I’m writing to you from a dungeon,” he wrote to Masha once, and she was delighted. I resolved to telephone him that night and urge him to write to her without delay. I knew it would fret her too much if he phoned her: the terrifying extravagance of a transatlantic call would quite paralyse her powers of verbal communication.

			“Well, never mind,” she said. “Read me his last letter again. I shall enjoy that just as much as a new one.”

			The deep and loving bond between Masha and Fitz made them seem almost of the same generation; their rapport, of love and intellect both, put them closer to each other than to me. I have never been jealous of this, how could I?

			As a matter of fact, I have often felt fairly complacent about having brought them together.

			Alas, I had left his previous letter back at my flat in Notting Hill, and so I said yet again that I must go, and managed to detach the hand she had been clasping.

			“You had better keep the tatting hook,” she said. “They are probably hard to come by. And I doubt if I’ll be using it again. Last year I began to get a little arthritis in my right forearm; that was why I stopped doing it. But I don’t imagine you’ll do enough to give yourself arthritis.” And she chuckled again.

			I said I would like to keep the hook very much. “How old were you when Aunt Tasha gave it to you?”

			“Oh, twelve or thirteen. It was a Christmas stocking present.”

			There were five of the Conwil sisters — Tasha, Dolly, Mig, Minka, and my mother. Tasha and Dolly, the two eldest, never married, but lived together. They were one quarter Russian, three quarters Welsh. Great granny Conwil’s maiden name had been Ousspensky. Masha had been the youngest and was the last to survive.

			“You will come again soon — won’t you?” She had managed to reclaim my hand, clasping it tightly. “Tomorrow?”

			“Well — we have a rehearsal at twelve. I’ll try. But this part really does take up a good deal of my time.”

			“It’s absolutely lovely that you’ve got it,” she said with warmth and pride. “I’m so very, very glad about it.”

			Indeed she was. I knew she’d be boasting with innocent vanity about it to the nurses. But, just the same, there was a note of wistfulness, of disappointment in her voice, that my time for her was now so limited. And I daresay I made the TV serial an excuse to come less often than I might have, why conceal the fact? Because, how many hours of each day can one spend sitting by somebody’s bed in despairing grief? The anguish begins to leave its mark and one’s work deteriorates.

			Nervous, at bay, I glanced round her little private room. Would she have been happier in a hospital, in a public ward? Where there was company?

			She’d enjoy the general goings-on, but I knew that, basically, privacy was as essential to her as fresh air. The room was tiny, just space for bed, chair, her own sewing table and bookshelf (Yeats, Donne, Plato), but from her window she could see the pleasant garden, a paved walk, lavender hedge, and the graceful majestic droop of a big ilex; light from the declining sun shone kindly on a section of old brick wall. No rays came into the twilit room at this hour, but the sun woke her before breakfast and that, she said, was what she liked best. And the window, despite the efforts of cleaners, nurses, matron, doctors and visitors, stood wide open all day. Like Rosy, in one respect, my mother possessed a will of iron when it came to getting her own way.

			“Well — supposing you can’t come tomorrow — you will on Friday?”

			Of course, of course I’d come on Friday, I said, and stooped and kissed her cold soft downy cheek. Friday would be her birthday and I had devoted much fruitless thought to the choice of a suitable gift. What can be offered to somebody on the threshold of death? In the end I bought her a shawl, but was denied the chance of presenting it, for she died on the Thursday night.

			People very often do die just before their birthdays, I have learned since then.

			After that, for weeks and months, I went around in two kinds of anguish, one deep, one trivial. There had been something else I had intended to say, to ask her, on that final visit. What could it have been? I tormented myself by the thought of her twilit figure, my final view of her in the shadowy room, leaning back with resignation on her piled pillows — but, nevertheless, craning her neck round at a desperately uncomfortable angle in order to get the last, the very last glimpse of me as I went away.

			Before that, while still able to sit up in a chair, she had always insisted on moving that chair to the window, before one left, in order to look out and wave as one walked across the garden to the gate. Her eyes, through the glass, were like the hands of shipwrecked sailors, extended beseechingly out of the water.

			“Would you like me to come back for the funeral?” Fitz said at once when I telephoned him to tell him of Masha’s death. “I can get on a standby flight tonight?”

			“No, no, love, what would be the point? Just to hear a few words said in some revolting crematorium building? Masha would be appalled at such extravagance and waste of your time. I’ll see you when you come back at the end of May.”

			I tried to keep my tone firm and brisk. May seemed light-years away.

			“It would be a sin to interrupt your work, just when you’ve got started. And I’m all right. Really I am. Busy with this part.” He knew about the part, from my letters.

			“Well, thank heaven for that, at least,” he said. “But you’re sure you are okay?” He still sounded doubtful, anxious, loving. Anyone lucky enough to have a Fitz in their life ought to thank heaven on annual barefoot pilgrimage to Compostella. What have I done to deserve him? I sometimes wonder. Well — Masha gave him to me.

			“Will there be someone to keep you company at the funeral?”

			Papa had died last year, and the four elder Conwil sisters before that. I could not think of any relations. But hundreds of people had loved Masha — only, unfortunately, many of them were poor, ill or elderly, and might find it impossible to get to the ceremony.

			“There’ll be plenty of people,” I said. “And I’m going to take her ashes to Dorset and scatter them in the garden at Yetford, where the squills grew, under the big cedar. She’d like to be in that place. It was her favourite.”

			“Yes it was,” he agreed. “She always talked about it. You don’t think the Dickinsons will mind? Worry that her ghost will haunt them?”

			“He’s a vicar, he shouldn’t entertain such idle superstitions. Besides,” I said, “anyone ought to be pleased to be haunted by Masha’s ghost.” I wiped a tear from my right cheek and tried to laugh but it came out shaky.

			“Well, okay old Cat; if you’re really sure,” said Fitz. “I wish you could get away and come over here.”

			“I wish I could too. This part —”

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Well I hope they’re paying you a hell of a lot.”

			“It’s not peanuts. And there will be more, if they do repeats and sell it overseas.”

			“Good. When I come back we’ll buy a Peugeot and go gliding round Europe in it.”

			“That’ll be terrific —”

			“Are you eating enough food and stuff?”

			“Oh God yes; I have to, for —”

			“I know, I know, the part, the part. Well, take care —”

			“You too,” I said, choking.

			“I must go now,” he said. “Lecture.”

			“I’ll look forward to that Peugeot ride —” I called, but he had hung up.

			The next time I saw Fitz, I was married. To James Tybold, Lord Fortuneswell.

			In the first three episodes Rosy, as an unmarried daughter at home, wears her hair demurely arranged, mid-nineteenth-century-provincial-young-lady style, pulled straight back, or with coiled plaits at the front and a small cluster of ringlets at the rear. No problem, I could do it myself, though they sometimes used to tidy up my ringlets a bit in the make-up room.

			But in the latter half of the story, Rosy has nabbled her doctor and is leading the life of a successful married woman and doyenne of small-town fashion, wearing exquisitely fitted diaphanous blue dresses and elaborate hairstyles. For these I was despatched to Maître Jules Paschal in Brook Street, who himself personally cut, shaped, washed, set, dried, combed, did this, did that, and then with a triumphant flourish displayed the result of his activities. A cold rigor came over me as my incredulous eyes met the glass.

			“I don’t look like that!”

			“Now you do, madame,” corrected Maître Jules, worshippingly surveying the rococo machicolations of my new hairstyle.

			“But it’s atrocious! It’s intolerable! I can’t go around like that! I look exactly like a lemon meringue pie!”

			“Now, madame,” he chided in his phoney Franglais. “It is very beautiful, au contraire, very becoming. Madame does not look in the very least like a lemon meringue pie but, quite the reverse, most stylish, ravishingly chic, absolument comme il faut.”

			“Even at the studio I can’t believe they’ll like it,” I muttered, poking at the cendré-fair contortions, resolving to get my head under a shower at the very first opportunity and eliminate all those bouncy silvery curlicues. I felt like an Oxford Street store, decorated for Christmas.

			“They will rave about it,” pronounced Maître Jules, and he was right of course. Worse, I was obliged to live with this hideous embellishment through five episodes. Several times I rebelliously tried to wash it away under the shower, but I might as well have tried to wash away a Henry Moore statue: Maître Paschal’s work was equally impervious to water and shampoo, returning with lively, steely resilience to the shape in which he had cast it.

			I suppose spies and criminals become inured to living incognito, wearing always an appearance, an identity that isn’t their own. Perhaps at last, after years in disguise, you lose track of your original shape and aspect altogether; or it ceases to have any significance for you. We live in a fluid universe and we are, I suppose, about seventy per cent our own creations, likenesses, images that we have contrived from our basic bodies with the help of paint and dye and woven materials; just collages really.

			The trouble was that I had been accustomed to my own invented image, felt comfortable in it and approved it; walking around all the time in disguise like this I found really disconcerting. Encountering, in bar mirrors, in shop windows, in my own bathroom glass in Notting Hill, the image of this fantastic stranger, my first response, every time, was to mistake it for some third party and search again in startled dismay for my own lost reflection. Over and over again it was like the shock of that dire moment in Schloss Dracula where poor visiting Jonathan observes for the first time that his courtly if peculiar host has no reflection in the glass. I felt that my true self had been spirited away and some opulent extra-terrestrial alien left in substitute. That feeling was repeatedly confirmed when friends failed to recognize me in the street, or colleagues in the offices of Pyramid TV. Even if I greeted them people were slow to respond.

			“Good God, what have you done to yourself, Cat, I didn’t know it was you!”

			Doubtful, embarrassed appraisals, conveying uncertainty as to whether I expected admiration or sympathy.

			“I had to do this for Rosy; it’s not what I would have wished myself.”

			“Oh, I see, that explains it then. What an amazing change in your appearance, I’d hardly have thought it possible,” they would respond nervously, as if looking for fangs to protrude from the corners of my mouth.

			I have two natural dimples which normally I take pains to suppress. I have always thought there is something repulsively cute about dimples, they are emphatically not my cast of mannerism. But Rosy was much given to dimpling. She rarely smiled, first, because the frightful creature had not the vestige of a sense of humour, and secondly, because, endowed with such a hugely inflated sense of her own value, she found none of her companions worth a smile, certainly not her poor wretched husband once she had him stapled down. “The lovely curves of her face looked good-tempered enough without smiling,” it says about her. Ugh! as if she charged for her smiles by the second. So, in civil life, I practised winding my head about on my long neck and just faintly displaying my dimples at people, males mostly. It certainly was an eye-opener to discover how different were the reactions to this technique from those evoked by my normal behaviour. And the new hairstyle in itself brought a whole series of unsought, unwonted encounters with strangers: men came up and spoke to me in trains and buses, asked if they had seen me on telly, offered in pubs to buy me drinks; I was both fascinated and alarmed by this alter ego that I had acquired, willy-nilly, and began, in a bemused, nervous, superstitious way, to wonder whether in time Rosy would take me over entirely. Plato says something of this kind, Masha once told me.

			If Masha had still been alive . . . But she wasn’t.

			At the start of the part I had been objective about Rosy; just worked hard at getting under her skin. Then I began to loathe her, because I knew her so well, because she was so destructively successful. And then, last of all, I grew to feel sorry for her because, poor shallow egotist, she was never satisfied, like the Fisherman’s Wife, always craved what she hadn’t got, and messed up the life of a decent man in the process. By that time I had grown fond of her again, as one might of a fallible but accustomed friend.

			There were many reasons for the obsessional fervour with which I threw myself into the part. It was my first big chance. I had never done anything on such a scale before, and found it an exciting challenge. Further, I was buoyed up by the other players, all much better known, more experienced, more professional than I. It was like a tennis match against first-class players: one’s own game can’t help improving.

			I became specially friendly with two others in the cast: the first was Nol Domingo, the actor who played Will, a kind of secondary hero in the complicated plot. He was gay, which made him comfortably easy to get along with, handsome in a Latin style, quick-witted, great fun off the set, and a stunningly good performer on it. He’d done a lot of stage work, National Theatre, Shaw and Shakespeare, and this was his third or fourth big TV role. He taught me a tremendous lot about acting, in the scenes where he had to flirt with, and then furiously reject me. Another of my mentors was Sophie Pitt, a middle-aged actress with a good minor role as an aristocratic, snobbish, sharp-tongued clergyman’s wife; she had a splendidly ravaged tragedy-queen’s appearance, just right for the part, and, by her excellent unselfish acting and shrewd goodnature, made herself greatly valued during the weeks of rehearsal. She possessed a gift for pulling the group together, making a homogeneous unit from a randomly assorted gang of people who met at odd intervals and intermittently. The plot structure of Rosy and Dodo is built from a leisurely novel about class-conscious Victorian provincial society, where the County never mixed with Trade, or Trade with Professional, or Professional with County, except when called in for advisory purposes; which meant that for quite a while the action was carried forward by separate groups who did not begin to intermingle until three quarters of the way through the story. Only one figure, that of my husband the doctor, well born but not well off, mixed freely with all three groups and formed a link between them. He, my husband, was played by a rather moody taciturn character called Mike Fourways. Mike was a capable actor, our scenes together went well enough, but off the set I felt I knew him not at all and found him unapproachable; the only person he talked to was the middle-aged actor who had the part of Dodo’s husband. The most distinguished member of our group, he had played Hamlet in every major city of the world including Kathmandu.

			So I hurled myself into the identity of Rosy, wrote to Fitz, cheerful letters, not too often, and took pains not to let him gather any idea that I missed him acutely.

			Shooting the serial took longer than expected, partly because of the electricians’ strike, partly because of the seasons. Winter, spring and summer all had to be displayed in the outdoor sequences. Because of the strike we lost a chunk of summer and had to wait till next year to replace the missing scenes. Several different country locations were needed, a farm, a village church, houses ranging from stately to humble. For these purposes Lord Fortuneswell, a recently created peer, who sat near the apex on the board of Pyramid TV, was active in the Arts Council and, besides that, owned a small but successful publishing house, had helpfully lent us his manor in Dorset.

			By rights, the exteriors should have been shot in the Midlands, but no one looks a free manor-house in the teeth, and the style of Knoyle Court, non-committal Queen Anne, could have been found anywhere and would do well enough. The thirty-acre estate provided a church, a hamlet with alms-houses, and a couple of farms, all in Fortuneswell’s gift. The gardens of Knoyle Court, with lofty yew-hedges, paved walks and terraces, were well suited to our needs. I found them gloomy, myself, but I suppose it would take a brave spirit to chop down dozens of two-hundred-year-old ancestral yew-trees. Lord Fortuneswell himself was not in residence which made for greater comfort and freedom. He had left for the Antipodes to look into the possibility of buying a newspaper chain; he was one of those busy-bee tycoons, I gathered, always hunting for new ways to add to their millions.

			“What’s he like?” I asked Sophie Pitt. She had met him because My Cue, her volume of theatrical memoirs, had been published by Obelisk Press, his publishing firm.

			Sophie drew in her chin, a trick she has, and looked thoughtfully down her long nose and high-boned high-coloured cheeks.

			“Very unassuming,” she said slowly. “Seeing him for the first time you’d never guess he was a millionaire. Rather fanatical he looks — a fanatical country squire. You’d expect him to be mad keen on preserving the lives of badgers or protecting Small Blue butterflies. Or at least,” added Sophie, who is nobody’s fool, “that’s the impression he wants to create. Corduroy suit, open-necked shirt, desert boots; he looks thirty-two, really I believe he’s older, but still the Young Wonder Boy on the Pyramid board. When you look again you notice that the cord he’s wearing is of superb quality and his boots are hand made. He looks as if he spent his days planting rare orchid bulbs.”

			“And? How does he spend his days?”

			“Making more money,” said Sophie. “Still, I expect you’d like him. You couldn’t help it.”

			Fitz would see through him at a glance, I thought. Fitz has very strong views about millionaires.

			Knoyle Court seemed pleasant enough: not ostentatiously stuffed with Chippendale and Romneys, just comfortable country-house furniture and harmless nineteenth-century watercolours, many of them painted by ladies of the family. I gathered that he, the owner, spent next to no time there; he had a penthouse in Battersea, a chalet in Switzerland, a palazzo in Florence, and a yacht. The Dorset house had been left him by a friend, one of those unconsidered legacies that happen to millionaires. If I were bequeathed a manor in Dorset the whole pattern of my life would be changed to embrace it, but by him it passed almost ignored. And yet it was a handsome house, with some character. I could easily have become fond of it. Only twenty miles, too, from Yetford, where I had passed the latter portion of my childhood. One morning, when they were shooting Dodo’s scenes and I was not required, I borrowed Sophie’s Mini and made a sad little pilgrimage to the big nineteenth-century vicarage where we had lived, and said another goodbye to my mother’s ashes.

			Coming back I took a detour through Dorchester and called in at the Ludwell Hospital to inquire after old friends and enemies. But seventeen years had passed, the place was changed out of all recognition, and the only face I knew was that of Kerne, the porter. Hospital staff ebb and flow with hectic speed because the work is so taxing; even Sister Coverdale, my old bugbear, had gone, elevated to be Matron at a big modern hospital in Bournemouth, Kerne told me.

			“Hundreds of hospital cases in Bournemouth because all the old trouts move there when their husbands retire or die, so there’s plenty fancy illnesses,” he told me with relish.

			“Sister Coverdale will be in her element.” How easily I could remember the voice of exasperation broken free of all restraint in which she had said to me, “Smith, you wouldn’t make a nurse if you stayed in this hospital till the year two thousand. I honestly can’t imagine what you should take up as a career; all I can tell you is that nursing is the last thing you should ever have attempted.”

			That was because I fought against the rigid rules enforced in the kids’ ward. Sick children must be firmly disciplined, Sister Coverdale said, or their treatment can’t be carried out properly. Maybe she was right. Children’s wards are where young trainee nurses are broken in, because if you can stand it, you can take anything. But it turned out that I could not take it. I was permanently in a rage over what seemed to me inhumanity and stupid, thick-skinned inflexibility; either that or I was passing out cold on the floor.

			“Oh, God: Smith’s fainted again,” I was continually hearing as I came to on the pale-green composition tiles among chromium legs and rubber wheels. Smith was the name I had adopted then, Mars-Smith being too much of a mouthful for the hospital staff. But Cathy Smith is a hopeless name for the theatre, you might as well call yourself Miss Blank Blank; besides, there were half a dozen others on the Equity roster when I applied, so I reverted, for stage purposes, to Masha’s maiden name, and called myself Cat Conwil.

			Oddly enough, I haven’t fainted since those days.

			Though glad to escape, in most ways, I felt sorry and ashamed at being defeated by the demands of nursing. As a discipline it interested me. Passing the exams was no problem. I guessed that Papa would have been disappointed in my failure, but he was off in his own realms by then, out of human touch. — First, there had been the embarrassing incident in Yetford church. At the moment when he should have begun preaching one of his solipsistic sermons he began, instead, slowly and fumblingly removing his clerical regalia. Then, before the alarmed and startled eyes of his small congregation, he removed shirt, trousers, and the expensive thermofibron undervest that Masha made sure he always wore. Then, off came the thick socks and full-length thermofibron underpants. Then — but why go on? It was too disgusting and upsetting, for the congregation at least. Masha, I’m happy to say, took it in her philosophical stride. “What does it matter what people think?” was one of her maxims. — But she did hate having to leave the big peaceful roomy vicarage at Yetford, and the patch of blue squills under the cedar tree. They moved into a dismal little residence on the outskirts of Reading, funded in part by some Trust for the support of ailing indigent clergy, and in part by me. Papa never noticed. By that time he was living on an imaginary desert island. “It is very inconsiderate of you,” he would say crossly, “to summon me at this moment when I was contemplating the immensity of the Ocean.” Sometimes the island appeared to be Bermuda, sometimes Iona. Masha chuckled about it, but I felt that this bizarre, self-created liberation of his came particularly hard on her. She had always passionately longed to travel, to see Delphi, Rome, Santiago, but in the days when he would have been well enough, he was too busy to get away, and later their straitened means made travel out of the question.

			Masha longed for wilderness. Brought up among Welsh mountains, she craved the Rockies, the Andes, the Urals, the Himalayas. One of the postcards she kept stuck up in the knife-rack in the pantry was a painting by the nineteenth-century American, Bierstadt (Tasha had brought it back from a New York ILO conference)—view of a mountain, monumental, majestic, tree- and snow-clad. “Oh” I can remember my mother sighing, “do you suppose that place still exists?”

			I knew what she meant. Things change so fast now. You go back to a place, it has been razed, gutted, and high-rise monuments erected over its grave. One has a feeling of total insecurity, that this might happen to any loved thing: suppose, for example, that you picked up Hamlet and found that it had been completely rewritten, as the city of Worcester has been disembowelled and rebuilt, that the original play had been lost for ever? What a nightmare.

			“Oh,” breathed Masha wistfully. “If I had a car, and could drive, I’d get into it and drive away, on and on, and never stop . . .”

			I think that was the only rebellious remark I ever heard her make.

			I knew, though it was below the level of communication, that she was deeply disappointed when Papa gave up medicine and went into the church. For she hated waste, above all things. I’d had a sort of cockeyed notion that my becoming a nurse might redress this balance again. (Though whether it is better in the eye of God to drive a Bentley and take a pleat in somebody’s cortex every other day, or preach to five rheumatic old ladies every Sunday in a damp village church, who can say?) Anyway after my second hospital fiasco I moved to London, took various jobs in department stores, found that earning a living is no problem if you are single-minded about it, which I was, because of sending money to Masha; and then by degrees I shifted into theatre circles. I discovered that I could make extra money by modelling at art schools, a friend at the Slade recommended me for a TV commercial, and I began attending night classes in acting. Oddly, my main driving force was Masha. Stout by now (on a poor diet of stodge, the best bits of meat always for Papa), solid, weathered, round-faced as a babushka, with a peasant’s craggy, landscaped features, my mother would have seemed the very last person to nurture hopeless longings for a stage career. Yet she had been an active member of the university dramatic society at Cambridge, and gave talks on the Drama at Women’s Institutes — talks which ought to have been way above the heads of her hearers but were presented with such lively humour that villagers flocked to them.

			I was her safety valve. She made no secret of her delight when I began making appearances on TV even if it was only to press a tube of Molarbrite denture cleaner into the hand of my sceptical husband. Masha, utterly unassuming herself, was consumed with fiery ambition for me and longed for my name in lights on Shaftesbury Avenue. I tried to persuade her to transfer these aspirations to Fitz — but, though she loved him so deeply, it was hard for her to identify with the urge to write a treatise on the structuralist elements in Heidegger.

			These and other thoughts of Masha made me sorrowful as I drove back towards Knoyle Court from Dorchester. I would be glad, I thought, when we finished location shooting and returned to the clatter and sociability of studio work in London. The emptiness and silence of the country remind one too forcibly of loss and loneliness, the haunting green landscape — and the landscape of Dorset is particularly haunting, the comma-like curves of those sharp little hills are set at improbable uptilted angles like the waves and volcanoes of Hokusai, the land looks as if it has been deliberately rumpled up by some almighty inspired fist on one of His more inventive days — all this ravishing countryside made me feel humble and sad.

			A sharp clatter of gunfire broke out as I turned the car south-eastwards towards Knoyle, reminding me that one reason for the landscape’s idyllic emptiness lay in the presence of the Army who had somehow got their clutches on vast acreages of ridge-land just north of the coast.

			ROAD CLOSED TO CIVILIAN TRAFFIC proclaimed several signs on minor roads to my left as I drove seawards, and other signs, even more forceful, said KEEP OUT! UNEXPLODED SHELLS. Wild-life, they said, throve in these army-occupied regions, birds, badgers and wild flowers multiplied and proliferated; so perhaps it was of no importance that humans were not allowed there to strew broken glass, plastic, filthy paper, rusty cans, weekend cottages and caravans along the coastline; people have wrought all the havoc they can elsewhere, one should be thankful to the Department of Defence for sparing this area from their destructive presence. Armoured personnel carriers and target practice were things that foxes and primroses could come to terms with, as they could not with Homo Domesticus.

			Steering away from the KEEP OUT signs I bore westwards again, avoiding the road to Caundle Quay. Such a charming name, but I had been there once, and once was amply enough. The dismal desolation of Caundle Quay entirely justified any claims made by the Department of Defence that their use of the Dorset countryside was far more desirable than that of H. Domesticus.

			Caundle Quay ought to have been a coastal hamlet of seven houses and a pub set snugly steplike down the zigzag windings of a brook which had carved itself a steep stairway through the folded cliffs to the sea. But thirty years ago a speculator acquired half a dozen fields at the top of the village and bought himself permission to put four hundred trailer caravans into them. The brook was now choked with filth from April to October; the grass and rocks by the sea’s edge were grimier and more trampled than the pavements of Oxford Street; even in winter a squalid indestructible legacy of plastic, rubber, and dirty nylon rags festooned the brambles and hazel bushes for half a mile round the site.

			I had gone there, long ago, with Fitz and Masha, thinking that the place looked inviting on the map; but it made her so sad and him so disgusted that the very name on the signpost now made me press my foot down on the accelerator.

			How strange, how frightening it is that, for so many thousands upon thousands of years, people had lived in Dorset, in Iron Age and Bronze Age hamlets, had done remarkably little harm, dug a bit of metal out of the ground, made a few weapons, killed a few of each other, herded cattle, tilled fields, piled up earthworks, fought a few battles, but not to excess; the balance of man in his surroundings remained stable, even when the Romans arrived, even when Hadrian attacked Maiden Castle and broke open its defences. Even in the last two thousand years slowly urbanizing man made little difference to the green curvy landscape; it is only twentieth-century man, homo moriturus, homo in articulo mortis, who in his dying frenzy has done such terrible damage.

			Why has it happened? What cancerous death-wish made us multiply so fast, so wildly, made us begin inventing and creating at such a hectic pace, expanding, colonizing, consuming, covering the ground with our dwellings and our detritus?

			Thinking these glum thoughts, longing for the comfortable matter-of-factness that Masha would bring to the subject, or the calm logic of Fitz, I recalled that I had on me, as a kind of talisman, his last letter to Masha. I had phoned him in Cambridge, Mass. and begged him to write to her; he had complied but the letter arrived too late. I bore it as a luck-bringer, a link with them both.

			Beloved Masha, he had written in his clear beautiful hand, I am writing to you from a bench in Washington Square, having hitched a ride to New York for the weekend. What am I doing in Washington Square (which still looks like the place Henry James knew, though it is not)? I am watching men with wrinkled faces play chess on stone tables. What else is going on? So much that it would take a four-hour documentary film to record it consecutively — and then all the open endings would have to be left out. Two huge fat police armed with huge fat guns are cruising in a huge slow-moving car, watching everybody. A desperate penniless drug-user is roaming hysterically about, pleading “Smoke? Smoke?” No one pays any attention. Drug peddlers in bluejeans and leather jackets and black glasses are ignoring him, standing in a loose, sinister group looking for custom. A man who might be Russian with a shock of pale-grey hair and bushy beard sits under the stone Washington Arch playing a slow mazurka on a piano of which the case is missing. How did he manhandle the piano to that spot? What will happen if it begins to rain? A small crowd politely listen to him. He can’t be heard except near at hand for, in the middle of the square, two different rock groups with amplifiers are kicking up a terrific racket. East of them, roller skaters are operating on a clear paved space, bobbing, bouncing, and wheeling exhibitionistically. A man in white leather kneebreeches is particularly expert. The skaters zip past each other as if they must collide, missing by inches, like water-beetles on a pond; perhaps they wear bow-waves of air that act as buffers. A fat man in red breeches and jacket is balance-walking along a railing with a lot of bounce and waggle and arm-waving to conceal the fact that he is really very skilful. Dogs are everywhere and so are their turds; you would hate that aspect of New York, Masha dear, but you’d love the children who are completely fearless and candid, leaping intrepidly off the swings and climbing-frames, calling each other in clear uninhibited tones, very different from the quenched English children you so much deplore. Some are on skateboards. They are as stylish as the adults. The black ones are so beautiful they make one feel God made a mistake inventing the white races. A spotty young white man in a pink velvet shirt just strolled past me; he looked sixteen and he was saying earnestly to his girl friend who looked fourteen, “It’s a strange thing but my father gets on much better with my son than my mother does with my daughter,” and she was nodding sympathetically and comprehendingly. Shabby moth-eaten squirrels are shooting about, up and down trees and across the grass (which has an artificial crumpled neatness like a green doormat); some of the squirrels are black. They have hostile, mean expressions; you would not want to meet them at a disadvantage, they might hold you up to ransom. A sad black man just passed me, he was saying to nobody, “It’s disgusting! But never mind!” I think of the village of Yetford where we lived for what seemed half my life; more has taken place in this square, in half an hour, than happened in Yetford in twelve years. I wonder if the actual texture of life varies from one century to another? What do you think, Masha? Does time go at a different pace? Has it accelerated recently? If you were here I’d skip the discussion forum on German nineteenth-century philosophy and we’d have dinner on top of the 104-storey World Trade Center and look at the view. I know you like a good view.

			To read this letter in greater comfort I had parked my borrowed car in a wide gateway which led to a recently-cut stubble field. The stubble was a mild ginger-colour, inter-seamed with some fragile creeping green weed. In the middle of the field was a small dip, relic perhaps of an ancient burial barrow. To avoid observation from the road, I laid myself down in this dip. I was wearing, as it happened, a ginger-and-green dappled raincoat (for the weather, as usual in the south of England in August, was damp and misty) so snuggled into the dip with an agreeable feeling of protective coloration.

			Peacefully reading Fitz’s letter to Masha, I fell peacefully asleep.

			I was woken by a growing roar of sound so shatteringly loud that I thought I must be dreaming about Washington Square, and that the police had opened fire on the drug-pushers. My eyes flew open. All they could see was sky. Instinctively I shrank lower in my burrow. At that moment the whole sky above me blackened, a tremendous gale of wind whipped the sheets of the letter from my hands, and the noise intensified to a level far beyond what was tolerable.

			Before I could make any sense of these events, they were over. The sound diminished, slightly, the sky cleared again. A helicopter landed, with rotors gradually slowing into visibility, about twenty feet away from me. It opened its hatch, put down a doorstep, and somebody got out.

			By this time I had sprung to my feet. I remember once sleeping on the cliffs near Yetford and waking to find an adder coiled asleep beside me; I shot from horizontal to vertical with about the same degree of precipitance as on that occasion.

			A furious voice accosted me: “Of all the idiotic places to lie down! What do you think you’re doing? I might have killed you! Lying slap in the middle of a field like that!”

			With equal fury I retorted, “I’m idiotic? What about you? Couldn’t you see me?” with shaking hands trying to retie the green scarf I had knotted over Rosy’s hair.

			“No, I could not!”

			“Why land here, anyway?”

			“Why not?”

			“And you made me lose a letter which was of particular importance — look —”

			The rotor blades had not only whirled away the pages of my letter but shredded them; they were now blowing away over the distant bank which gave, I knew, on to cliff and sea.

			My voice shook with rage, fright, and general upset; I really hated losing that letter.

			“Serve you right,” said he unsympathetically, “for choosing such a daft place to read it.”

			His voice, clipped into a fashionable upper-crust executive crispness, retained in the vowels just a smidgen of north-country flavour.

			Turning, he glanced after the disappearing fragments of my letter. He was, I judged, something over six feet tall, dark-haired; he wore a sheepskin jacket and flying boots. Seeing the letter was gone beyond recall he turned again to glare at me. I glared right back; we were thoroughly displeased with one another.

			The first thing I noticed was his eyes. Anybody would notice them first, because of their size and unbelievable blueness. Wide-set, stony, huge, round as owls’ eyes, they blazed at me like two circular holes drilled right through his head and out to the blue sky beyond. (For it had become blue while I slept.) I have never, on any other person, seen such an intensity of colour; they were luminous, incandescent, ferocious. Did they look slightly mad? Or just wholly detached? One imagines that successful religious leaders must stare about them with such fanatical dispassion. Above the eyes rose a high forehead crowned with a crop of thick dark hair. His ears were large, well-shaped and delicate; the mouth, wide, full, but sharply indented at the corners was compressed, as if he wanted to rearrange the line by pulling in the upper lip and flattening the lower. Perhaps it might show a trace of weakness if he did not take it firmly in hand? His eyebrows were thick and level, his nose jutted out formidably from a thin face with sharp-angled jawline.

			Looking back at the eyes again I discovered they were deepset under triangular eyelids. He wore side-whiskers, a current affectation which looked silly on the forward-thrusting determination of the face. The whiskers, I noticed, were faintly grizzled, though he seemed young, early thirties I’d guess . . .

			“Anyway,” he said, “what’s a letter? You can always have it replaced. People always keep copies of letters.”

			He spoke with impatience; in his world people always did keep copies of letters. It had not occurred to him that there might be lost tribes or regions where this necessary precaution was omitted.

			I shrugged. The letter was gone; I must accept that loss along with the rest; no use to argue. Putting aside my grief for later I wondered who this bossy stranger might be? A Head Boy from Pyramid no doubt — judging by his manner and mode of arrival. Had he come to tell us that further funding for Rosy and Dodo had been withdrawn?

			But he, meanwhile, was studying me.

			“We know each other,” he said abruptly. “We’ve met before —” now beginning to go through the usual Rosy routine.

			“No we haven’t,” I snapped. “I haven’t been anywhere before. I come out of a book.”

			It seemed unlikely that he had read it. Most unwilling to prolong this conversation, I stooped and picked up the paperclip that had fallen from Fitz’s letter, put it into my purse, then walked swiftly back to my car, observing that a grey chauffeur-driven Rolls had now pulled in beside it.

			“Sorry if I gave you a fright,” I called over my shoulder, and then lost sight of him as I backed the Mini and drove off down the lane. He had called something after me which I ignored. If I did not make haste I was going to be late for rehearsal. I took the quick route, in by the back drive of Knoyle Court, which led to a stable yard, kitchen regions, and the big servants’ hall which we were using for a Green Room. I had to change into a riding-habit.

			We rehearsed, and then shot, the scene in which Rosy is thrown from her horse; that completed the outdoor sequences involving me. Dodo finding her elderly husband dead in the summerhouse had been done last winter. Now all that remained was a bit of indoor, studio work for which we would return to town. So, as this was the last shooting day at Knoyle Court, we held a party that evening for the cast and technicians. Various other people were there as well: Randolph Grove, the director, and the permanent staff of Knoyle Court and some tenants of the estate who had lent houses or gardens, a journalist who was doing a feature about the project for a Sunday colour supplement, and a couple of photographers who had come down with him to take pictures.

			One of these, Joel Redmond, I had known from ten years back when, equally poor as church mice, both attending classes at the Poly, he in photography, I in voice production, we went down in a lift together; he noticed a Lamentations record under my arm, made some remark about it, and so we got acquainted and took to having coffee together when we came from our respective classes, and then to attending Early Music concerts together in draughty churches; it was a while before he found out that the record I carried had not been for myself but a gift for Fitz. The acknowledgement to each other that we had only a limited tolerance for early music and draughty churches took our friendship forward a long step to the comfortable basis on which it had remained ever since. Joel was a highly gifted photographer: crowned heads and world-famous opera stars competed for his attentions these days; but he remained the same friendly unshaved, moth-nibbled-looking character that he had been when I first met him, with shrewd gargoyle face, tiny bright eyes like a field mouse, receding dark hair and skinny extremities. He was a boon to any party, as he could be very funny, had an agreeable singing voice, and a gift for jazz improvisation on the piano.

			Joel had not seen me since my transformation into Rosy and was both appalled and fascinated by the change.

			“Darling! God in heaven! How could they do it to you? I must say, it makes you look rather marvellous, in a disgusting way — like Blackpool Rock — hard and shiny and sickeningly sweet all through. Must be quite liberating?”

			“Oh, it is,” I assured him. “Now I’m used to the change I’m really enjoying it — like riding along on an elephant, you know, you can flatten anything that gets in the way. It’s a winner for getting attention in crowded stores and bars.”

			“What you’ve always needed, sweetheart. Haven’t I been telling you for years that you should take a course in Personal Aggressiveness? Now perhaps you’ll shed some of that puritanical humility that has stood you in bad stead for so long. I’m going to take lots and lots of pictures of you and see they get published everywhere. Then people will forget you ever looked different.”

			He seemed genuinely delighted at my good luck.

			“But what would be the point of that? When I’m going to change back into me?”

			“Ah, don’t do that yet, acushla,” he said. “Stick with it a bit longer. Like maybe for ever.”

			And for the rest of the evening Joel devoted a conspicuous amount of attention to me, handing me ceremoniously in and out of the dining room where the buffet was laid out, as if I were Anna Karenina, flirting with me, engaging in a lot of Regency flourishes, presently demanding that I have my property harp fetched from the housekeeper’s room and accompany him in improvised duets and songs.

			I demurred a bit, but Randolph Grove had no objections. “The harp’s insured to the hilt,” he said, “and we’ve finished all the harp-playing scenes anyway, you can take it apart string by string if you want to, my dear.”

			So the harp was dollied in from the room where we had shot Rosy’s family home sequences, and Joel and I improvised a music-hall waltz based on the minuet and trio from a Haydn symphony:

			“When the bluebells were blooming in gay Bloomsbury

			Square

			Oh how happy we were to eat our sandwiches there . . .

			With the pigeons cooing

			And the sparrows chirping

			We were happy as the day is long

			There was song

			In the air!

			Oh, when the bluebells were blooming . . .’’ etc

			We had everybody in the room dancing after eight bars.

			It was a good party, and managed to assuage, for a little, the aching cavity of sadness that I carry at all times inside me.

			“Just relax, willya?” Joel muttered, his hands flashing over the keys of the servants’ hall upright Bechstein piano. “Pretend the world is a happy place, can you not? You might just as well. It isn’t going to make a jot of difference, in the end.”

			“I daresay you’re right, Joel.”

			“Of course I’m right, you outrageous beauty.” And he spread his hands and kissed his fingertips in histrionic ecstasy. Joel is Jewish-Irish. Both lost tribes, he says.

			At this moment Randolph Grove tapped me on the shoulder. Naturally I had noticed him across the room, half an hour earlier, in conversation with my blue-eyed acquaintance of the morning, and assumed I’d been right in my guess that the latter was some high-up executive from Pyramid; now this was confirmed when Randolph said,

			“Joel, Cat: Lord Fortuneswell would like to meet you both. He’s come down to attend to some local business at Knoyle and spend the night here; very disappointed to find he’s just too late for the shooting.”

			Grove spoke in that plummy tone which people adopt when they reveal their familiarity with some well-known person; Joel and I both reacted with the exaggerated ease and calm of manner which other people assume in these circumstances, just to show they aren’t impressed.

			Joel of course really wasn’t impressed: TV personalities and millionaire peers were a trifle in his life.

			“I remember taking your picture five years ago when you started up the Wessex Trust,” he remarked kindly. “How’s it coming along? What was the main project? To rescue some vandalized bit of coast?”

			“Caundle Quay, yes,” Lord Fortuneswell replied, equally flat in tone, as if the subject bored him, but I was interested and pricked up my ears.

			“Caundle Quay? The cove where there’s that frightful caravan site?”

			“Trailer park, honey pie,” said Joel, playing chopsticks with one hand and the Moonlight Sonata with the other. “You must march with the times. We all speak American now.”

			But Fortuneswell turned the searchlight blue eyes on me. Not an amp or a watt of their intensity had abated since the morning; amid the come-and-go of the party they shone like cobalt explosions.

			“You haven’t been to Caundle Quay then?”

			Evidently we were to forget our little spat and begin on a new footing. That was okay by me; I hate bearing grudges.

			“Not for eight or nine years and never again,” I said. “The most depressing place in the world. Nothing would drag me back.”

			He smiled, which did nothing to abate the intensity of the blue stare, just added a kind of rictus.

			“Oh, then you’re in for a big surprise,” he said. “Would you care to go over there tomorrow morning with me?”

			I could feel Grove, beside me, register this, like the click of a geiger counter.

			Remembering that I was Rosy, not Cat (I was even wearing one of Rosy’s dresses), I didn’t bother about explanation or thanks, just wound my head about on my long neck a bit, dropped my eyelids over the blue lenses, flashed a perfunctory dimple, and drawled,

			“Kind of you, but I can’t, I fear; we all have to be back in the Battersea studio tomorrow by ten-thirty,” and rippled an arpeggio on the harpstrings.

			“Come on, Joel, Cat! Play us another tune!” someone shouted.

			The blue stare narrowed. Fortuneswell was not accustomed to having his invitations declined. Joel jumped up from the piano.

			“Somebody else’s turn to play! I’m thirsty. Come along, Catarina, let’s top up. Can I get a drink for you?” with offhand politeness to Lord Fortuneswell.

			But Randolph had already disappeared in the direction of the bar and, by the time we reached it, was holding four glasses of champagne. Parties at Knoyle Court, when graced by the presence of the owner, were conducted with style.

			Randolph then took pains to be excessively, laboriously civil about the beauties and amenities of the house and estate, and how well it had served us on our location shooting. I could see that these civilities, obviously produced as a hint to Joel and me to mind our manners, cut no ice with Fortuneswell, who, turning his back on Grove in a dismissive and snubbing manner, said to me,

			“When can you come down again to look over Caundle Quay?”

			“Well, not for a while,” I told him, meaning Never. I had no wish to revisit the place which would be printed over with the images of Masha and Fitz and our lost (nonexistent) halcyon time. “What’s there to see, anyway? Can’t you just describe it now?” tilting my head away from him at a Rosy angle.

			“Don’t you know about it, Cat? Don’t you ever read the papers?”

			That was Randolph, anxious, unsnubbable, doing his best to play man-of-the-world, by assigning to me the role of brainless beautiful birdwit.

			As a matter of fact I do read the papers for half an hour every morning, over my coffee, but it is true that the story of Caundle Quay I had managed to miss. Perhaps it happened while I was doing the Boston mime.

			“I bought the site and turned it into a Greek village,” curtly observed his lordship.

			“A Greek village? What a very odd thing to do. Why did you do that?” I lisped. “You mean, like Portmeirion — only Greek? How peculiar.”

			“Why did I do it? Because it was absolutely disgusting the way it was. Filthy, squalid, insanitary, verminous. An eyesore.”

			“But why Greek? Why not just Dorset?” Absently, I removed a paper-clip from the bar.

			“Because I knew a Greek architect and some Greek builders who were interested in the scheme. Because I had visited a Greek island, Castelorizo, where they had derelict villages to give away. The inhabitants had all migrated to the mainland. So I bought one, lock, stock and barrel, and transferred it to Caundle.”

			“A truly heroic conception,” said Randolph Grove, working terribly hard at it.

			“Did the Greek village fit the site?” I asked. “And what did you do with the indigenous inhabitants at Caundle? There must have been some? Those trailers weren’t all inhabited by summer tenants. Didn’t they mind? Like the Palestinians?”

			“Ninety percent of the caravans were used by summer visitors,” Fortuneswell answered coldly. “For the rest, I found alternative accommodation. I can assure you that nobody suffered.”

			“Oh naturally not,” I told him on the breath of a polite ironic yawn.

			Baiting him was the sort of game I hadn’t played for a long time and I was enjoying myself. I caught a sympathetic gleam in Joel’s eye, but he shook his head at me and remarked,

			“It’s remarkable how well the Greek architecture fits into the Dorset landscape — the walls and the steps and the whitewashed cottages —”

			“Oh, you’ve been there, Joel, have you?”

			“Took a batch of pictures for Country Life. They’re using them in April, time for Orthodox Easter.”

			“There’s a church too, then? Byzantine?”

			“Oh yes,” chipped in Randolph, “and Lord Fortuneswell even imported a Greek priest, didn’t you, Ty, Father Athanasius, is it?”

			“How very thorough, sir,” said Joel.

			“Do call me Ty, everyone does,” commanded our host, a shaft evidently aimed at Grove, and he fetched up a repeat order of Moët with one snap of the fingers. I could see that even in my role as Rosy he left me laps behind when it came to obtaining bar service.

			Then, turning to me, he went on, as if the other two were not there, “I did of course try to persuade the Greek inhabitants to come with the village. But they had their hearts set on Rhodes and weren’t interested in Dorset country life. The priest wanted to stay with his church, though.”

			“Is it finished? When did all this happen? Who lives there now?”

			Really I couldn’t help being interested. If only Masha were still alive! She’d be absolutely pumping him with questions. So would Fitz. Already, of course, I was planning my letter to him.

			“It’s almost complete now,” said Lord Fortuneswell, or Ty, as he had asked us to call him. James Tybold, I remembered his name was. Child of some north-country magnate? Who had made good and migrated to warmer climes? The son James had shrewdly and cannily deployed a chunk of inherited money — from electronics? Computers? Pinball games? — and used the resulting accretion of wealth to lever himself a peerage from the last government but two. By doing something benevolent for the arts, was it? Perhaps the Caundle Quay affair had earned his good-conduct stripe?

			“Who lives there?” I asked again. “Dispossessed peasantry from the land the Army has taken? It’s too bad you can’t get that back as well.”

			“Most of the houses are still empty.” Fortuneswell ignored my remark about the Army. “What I plan is to let the accommodation at peppercorn rents to young artists, or people who need peace and quiet to get on with some project.”

			Not a particularly original idea, and (I thought) probably one of those schemes doomed to failure from their inception. On paper it looked good, but the artists would fail to pay their peppercorn rents, would quarrel with one another, and probably leave the place as squalid as the caravan dwellers had done. But it would doubtless put its originator in line for a Nobel prize, or something of the kind, and I said politely that it sounded quite, quite brilliant, a truly capital notion, what a lucky set of artists they would be. Who selected them? I wondered, and added idly,

			“I just hope there isn’t some old lady banished from her caravan who puts a hoodoo on the whole enterprise —” and what put such an idea into my head, who can tell? A touch of telepathy perhaps; if there is such a thing as telepathy it must work in a relevant way just sometimes. “Remember that North Sea Gas town they built on a Shetland island, and it turned out that some evicted monks had laid a fearful hex on the place a few centuries earlier, and they had endless trouble with the rigs and all the machinery. In the end they had to fetch in an exorcist.”

			“I heard of a terrific curse only the other day,” said Joel, cheerfully following on my lead. “That actress Polly Lasceles who ran off with somebody’s husband —”

			“Nat O’Dell the singer —”

			“Right, and so his wife Kitty O’Dell sent Polly one of those boxes of five thousand printed labels, Polly Lasceles, c/o Nat O’Dell, 15 Powdermaker Mansions.”

			“So what’s wrong with that? A kind thought, surely?”

			“She’d put a curse on the labels. Five thousand of them! Polly only stayed with Nat a week in Powdermaker Mansions, and then they quarrelled and he kicked her out. Never used a single label.”

			“What a good idea. I must remember that,” I said, thinking that just at present I didn’t have anybody who needed cursing. Perhaps, long ago, I should have laid a curse on Papa? Or perhaps somebody had, and that was why he was the way he was? Curses must have unpredictable ripple effects, extending far beyond the immediate consequences.

			Joel and I began swapping recollections of other notable curses and suggestions for effective new ones, laughing heartily at our frivolous ideas; at least Joel laughed heartily and I practised my Rosy dimple. A frigidity next to me conveyed that Lord Fortuneswell did not find the curse theme at all entertaining; he could have given Queen Victoria two rooks and still beaten her.

			Randolph Grove was hopping from foot to foot and trying to lead the conversation elsewhere, but no one was paying him any heed.

			However at this moment we were joined by Zoë Grandison, the actress who played the part of Dodo. Dodo, in the story, is an earnest girl, very carefully brought up and educated, so wholly focused on the pursuit of Good with a capital G that she continually makes an ass of herself. But of course you can’t help liking her because she means so well. In the end, even horrible selfish Rosy comes to value Dodo’s goodness and performs her one disinterested action of the book — but that doesn’t make Rosy reform herself, oh dear no.

			Zoë Grandison’s looks were just right for Dodo, nobody needed to do any transforming work on her in the studio. She had huge myopic grey eyes, a pale heart-shaped face, and a cloud of glossy, dusky hair so long that she could sit on it. She washed the hair every day and in normal life it hung loose, so that as she walked it brushed her beautifully shaped little rump which was generally encased in skintight jeans. I have seen susceptible males literally totter as Zoë strolled past them; she exuded an aura of sex powerful as garlic bread. Of course for the part of Dodo the sex bit was subdued; Zoë was an instinctively good actress who played from her id, not from her brain, and made Dodo into a dumb, ardent and touching cluck, always up to her neck in philanthropic aspirations, and without the least idea of the powerful effect she has on others, notably the opposite sex. The choice of Zoë for that part was a shrewd bit of casting.



OEBPS/font/SabonLTStd-Bold.otf


OEBPS/font/SabonLTStd-Italic.otf



OEBPS/image/pi.png





OEBPS/image/Bello_JA_Blackground1.jpg
JOAN AIKEN





OEBPS/image/Bello_JA_Blackground.jpg
JOAN AIKEN





OEBPS/font/SabonLTStd-Roman.otf


