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FEBRUARY 1964




One




1.


It was never George Baxter’s intention to run off from the funeral. He had not planned to be first out of the car park at the Crem, driving like the clappers despite the weather before the others had finished admiring the flowers. Nor did it seem at all the thing to be whistling on the way home from laying your wife of twenty-six years to rest, let alone if what you found yourself whistling were tunes from South Pacific. But he was not himself. He seemed to have lapsed into a Scouting for Boys reflex from his upbringing. A Scout Is Always Cheerful, No Matter What. And he couldn’t stand the silence in the car – a silence that would now go on forever.


The windscreen wipers beat time. Fat snowflakes slopped against the glass. He kept an eye on the rear-view mirror to see if the pack of mourners was catching up, but there was no sign. They would be taking it more carefully.


In his grey saloon he dashed through the villages until, from the brow of the hill, his own came into view at last. Greenbury was a cosy huddle of dwellings round a square church tower, tucked in at the toes of the chalk down. Today the snow had reduced its thatched cottages and cob walls to a few black lines, like a Victorian engraving. He swooped downhill between rows of snow-laden elms, roared into the gravelled yard and braked beside the pea-green Morris pick-up.


The house, screened from the road by laurel and hawthorn, was cream-faced with a beard of Virginia creeper and stiff whiskers of winter roses, which in summer would scale to the roof in a rampant wig of gold blooms. Unlike the cottages at the heart of the village it was only about a hundred years old, the roof tiled, not thatched. At the drive’s entrance, hanging from a gas lamp, now electrified, was a sign announcing, CHALK HILL ANTIQUES – Geo. Baxter Esq.


George jumped from the car, slamming the door as he strode to the front door. One hand grasped his black trilby, the other fumbled for keys in a trouser pocket that was suddenly unfathomably deep.


‘Damn it.’ There was the usual tussle with the lock, the dog barking inside. Door open at last, he took a frantic glance behind him in case the black-hatted pack had caught up. Thank heavens he had taken his own car.


‘Hello, old boy,’ he said to the hound before racing up to the bedroom, a tall, fleshy man taking the stairs in doggy bounds. Bedroom: jacket off, must hang, good quality suit. Trousers down, onto a wooden hanger and hooked on the wardrobe door. George felt his face take on a look of bewilderment. Where had his clothes gone? His real clothes? He performed several laps round the room in his vest and long johns, staring fruitlessly at the bed and the seats of chairs. Dangling from the back of the Windsor chair was an orphaned pair of braces. He picked them up and gazed at the perished elastic. At last, in an indignant outburst,


‘Winifred! What in God’s name have you done with my trousers?’


The faint rebound of his voice met only silence. Winifred Jane. Win . . . He sank down on her side of the bed. She was not going to answer. She would not be answering ever again. Now the silence weighed upon him: he sat, as if winded. Feelings jostled inside him, vibrations of long-ago abandonments. He gave his thighs a vigorous rub.


‘No good – this is no good at all.’


He was about to get up when he caught sight of the basket on Win’s bedside table in which she kept her hair things. George reached over for it and heard himself let out the ‘ughnm’ sound which these days seemed to accompany his bending or stretching for anything. The basket had once contained a gift of lavender soaps. Win kept it tidily stacked with the hairpins, rollers and kirby grips with which she used to ‘put my hair up’ every night of their marriage even though he longed for her not to. The only time she had let all this go was a few winters back, when she had that terrible flu.


‘I must look a sight,’ she apologized through a haze of Vicks VapoRub. ‘I’ll get my rollers in as soon as I’m better . . .’


As if she must do it for him. Her hair was still black as the inkiest blackbird then. Every day it was immaculate, the tight curls tamed by hairspray and waving back away from her forehead, the way the Queen wore hers. He squeezed one of the rollers in his hand and winced. It was all wire and mesh, like a bit of fence from a prisoner-of-war camp. Fancy sleeping with that pinned to your skull every night. When her hair faded she began to tint it. She wasn’t dyeing it, she insisted, just ‘giving it a wash through’. She didn’t manage all that by the end – nor the curlers. She had been natural then in a loose nightgown. Beautiful in his eyes. She rose to meet death, old Win did. She rose and grew as never before while moving daily further out of his reach.


He put the basket back on the bedside table and sat staring at the window. Might the two of them, had they both lived long enough, eventually have grown back together in some fashion? He saw them reaching out, connecting first at their fingertips, slipping a palm round each other’s wrists in playful union, her white inner arm sliding along his until they were lime trees, pleached into a seamless . . .


Lord God, how long had he been sitting here?


He leapt from the bed. He had to find his . . . It came to him: the washing basket. Of course – he’d put his trousers in the laundry as usual, thinking someone, someone would wash them.


One pair of oil-stained trousers the colour of cattle dung safely retrieved and flung on the bed. A blue striped shirt, a favourite navy jersey, both elbows out – Win had not been up to darning lately. As he fastened his shirt buttons he went to look out at the drive. The pack would be here any minute, surely? It was quiet, the snow marked only by tyre tracks and the dark trail of his footprints. From up here they looked small and lonely, an uninhabited archipelago in a desolate sea.


He hurried downstairs, the hall tiles icy under his feet. Standing on the kitchen’s grey lino, George eyed the table, humped as a camel under a white cloth. Beneath it, he knew, was Vera’s spread. Any minute now, she and the rest of Win’s cronies would all be swarming at the house. Of course, he had had a word with them all at the Crem, before the need to take off seized him so abruptly. And now, here were the expected funeral bakemeats. For a moment he tried to persuade himself that he could manage it, stay and face them all – Rosemary, Pat, Eunice and the others, all full of poor Win. And of course Vera – oh dear God, Vera – whose every act made him feel guilty or inadequate. He felt stretched to the end of himself, the thought of it all unbearable.


Nose twitching, he reached forward to lift the edge of the cloth, keeping his body well back as if there might be something dangerous underneath. He examined the mounds of sandwiches and hams, the trifles involving glacé cherries, the inevitable pies, all laid out lovingly by Vera, marvellous Vera, who had started as a cleaner in the shop and now seemed to run his entire life.


‘I can’t,’ he stated, dropping the edge of the cloth. ‘Just can’t.’


Lifting it again, he poked his head underneath and ferreted about like an old-fashioned photographer. After scooping a few offerings into a linen napkin he turned, performing a sudden swivel to avoid tripping over the dog whose nose was wiffling hopefully beside him.


‘Get out of the damn way, Monty – oh Lord God Almighty.’ He looked down at himself. Navy jumper, shirt tails, long johns. ‘My trousers!’


Upstairs, and after a dangerous moment of entanglement with his fly buttons, he seized some socks – ‘Damn it, they’ll be here’ – and tore downstairs again. Sandwiches, coat (flask already in pocket), boots, dog. Where was his pipe? No – too late for that.


George opened the front door and peered out. Coast still clear. The Morris had a hat of snow on its cab roof.


‘Right, Monty . . .’ He couldn’t leave the dog here. He’d be raiding people’s plates and humping their legs. ‘In you get.’ Opening the cab door he picked up the grumbling basset hound and heaved him onto the front seat. ‘Too many pies,’ he told him. ‘That’s your trouble.’


Jumping in, he started up the engine – ‘Come on, come on . . .’ The windscreen wipers swished. No cars appeared, no black hats. He’d made it. He eased the pick-up out of the drive, turned on to the Didcot road and drove away with the speed of a fleeing burglar.




2.


He parked the Morris at the crest of the track that cut along the side of Greenburton Hill. Everything was white now except for the fresh tips of winter wheat, a rectangle of threadbare corduroy across the sloping downland. Flakes collected steadily on the windscreen. Every so often he switched on the ignition to move the wipers.


In the quiet, George sat beside Monty, chewing slowly and gazing out at the falling snow. The dog’s attention was torn between the whirl of flakes and the fast dwindling beef and horseradish sandwich in George’s hand. The sandwich was winning.


‘You look about as cheerful as I feel,’ George addressed Monty’s mournful countenance. ‘Eh – Mr Glum?’ he added, aware that the dog’s expression was permanent rather than any great sign of sensitivity to events. ‘A right pair we are.’


Sandwich suspended in hand, he examined himself in the rear-view mirror. The wide, pink face staring back at him was that of a man of fifty-six years and two months. Its features showed signs of losing life’s long tussle with gravity. Large grey eyes, nose a strong wedge of a thing which had embarrassed him when he was young. Now he rather hoped the eyes looked soulful and the nose distinguished. His biscuit-coloured hair was swept into clumps, giving the appearance of having recently encountered gale-force winds. He gave it a futile pat with his free hand. The sight of his own face seemed only to add to George’s creeping sense of shock.


‘What the hell have I done, Monty? How on earth did we end up here?’ He had run off from his wife’s funeral do like a bolter fleeing a wedding. Here he was, hiding away from all the people who had cared for Win. The very people he should greet and thank; from whom he should accept sympathy. He was sure they already thought him a toad, all those blasted females. He could see it in the way they looked at him. They already thought he had neglected Win. And now look – he had done a bunk. ‘What kind of man am I?’ he groaned at this evidence of his own derangement.


Monty, eyes pleading and a string of drool dangling from his jowls, followed the sandwich looping in the air in George’s hand.


‘Here you go old boy.’ George lobbed this last crust. Monty snapped it up like a performing seal. ‘Oh, and look what I’ve got – your favourites.’ Monty’s gaze snapped towards the rustling in his pocket. The ancient, comforting joke: ‘Bassetts for a basset.’


He selected a liquorice and white sugar sandwich from the little box and flicked it upwards. Monty caught it in one.


‘There – and don’t go pinching them from my pocket.’


George wiped his hands on his trousers and reached into his other tweedy pocket for his hip flask (silver, L.G. Birmingham 1892 – not really antique). He pulled off its cup, surprised at how much his hands were trembling as he poured a tot of the amber liquid. Its scent made his nostrils flare; that cognac glory-hallelujah of copper-pot stills and oak barrels. He sat back, so far as it was possible to sit back in the upright seat and stared out at the bloated sky.


‘Oh dear God, Monty, how am I ever going to face them after this?’


Monty offered no further comment except a grunt as he settled on the seat, eyes half closed, resigned to the fact that there was no sign of any more liquorice allsorts.


George laid a hand over his pounding heart. ‘You should be ashamed of yourself,’ he lectured himself. He drained the silver cup, then resorted to swigging straight from the flask. The alcohol slid down, burning pleasantly in his stomach. His muscles slackened. Gradually, his agitation faded. He became reflective. The least he could do, he thought, pushing himself woozily upright again as a mark of respect, was to drink a private toast to his wife.


‘Poor little devil,’ he murmured, pouring another snifter into the cup. ‘We didn’t have a clue, did we?’ After further thought he added, ‘I’ve been a shocking bad husband.’ He shook his head. ‘Good sort, you were, my dear. You deserved much better.’ After another lengthy pause he raised the cup high. ‘Well, I suppose we gave it our best. Cheers, Win old girl.’


He was downing the contents when in the fading light he saw movement ahead on the track. A man in a brown coat was coming slowly up the rise, a scarf muffling his throat. He was looking down, talking to a child who was holding his hand as they stumped through the snow. Both of them had on navy-and-white-striped bobble hats, as if someone had knitted them a matching pair, and wellingtons. The boy’s – somehow he seemed a boy, in his blue anorak – were red.


George felt a bit of a fool sitting there. On the quiet hillside he could just hear the man talking in an even voice and the child’s chirping replies. The lad had wide eyes which seemed to take in everything in a trusting sweep. It was his openness George noticed first. With a pang he saw that the boy could have been himself fifty years earlier: round-faced, pink-cheeked, solid. He was always big for his age, making people think he was older than he was, that he had more courage and substance than was ever the case.


Hearing them, Monty leapt up from the seat and started barking. The father and son stopped, startled, then smiled. The boy said something and his father picked him up and brought him along the passenger side of the van to look. At this Monty went berserk, snarling with gums rolled back like some mythical beast, scrabbling on the seat and sending trails of slobber down the window. George caught a glimpse of the boy’s face, mouth open in surprise, the smile gone.


‘Hello!’ George waved in a way that he hoped would appear jolly. He’s friendly really, he wanted to tell them. It’s just his territory. The father, pale and serious, gave a brief nod and moved further away, stooping to put his son down.


‘Steady on, Monty – you’ll burst a blood vessel.’ George was filled with sudden anguish, as if he and his dog had struck the wrong note, spoiled some innocence of the afternoon for the man and his boy.


In the mirror, he watched the two of them recede slowly down the track into the village, two figures side by side. Himself and his father, a nervy schoolmaster. Himself and the spectre of the son that never was, for himself and Win. The ghostly image of a whole past that might have been different.


He put the cup back on his hip flask, feeling warm and muzzy, yet desolate. His feelings opened by the drink, by the man and his son, he looked out over the muffled hillside. The longer he sat there the more the tracks and familiar landmarks were being reshaped by snow, so that this place, so near home, now felt only half recognizable. It felt as if his life had been filling with snow these past months. He had thought it would just continue, its paths and crossings, its knolls and slopes, more or less predictable as before. It had been a limited existence to which he had resorted and by which he had often felt dulled and constrained. But at least life with Win had been familiar and safe. Now, dear Win was gone. Win, who had been slipping from his grasp finger by finger, so that she had left him some time before death took her. Gone: every gentle reproach, every quiet breath and valiant smile. And he was left adrift.


Realization throbbed in his mind: here he sat, George Oswald Baxter, alone with his unfortunate initials and ridiculous dog. He had not one blood relation in the world. Alone with no compass in this explorer’s blizzard, all landmarks effaced. Alone, and . . .


No, that could not be right. Strange sensations jostled inside him. Feelings that seemed utterly out of place. Seconds later, it crackled through him, a bolt of elation so fierce that he had to seize the steering wheel. His heart started banging like a tomtom as a shameful excitement stole his breath and filled him to the back of his throat. This was terrible. He was going off his head, first running off and now this . . . He gripped the steering wheel. For heaven’s sake, man . . .


But yes, yes – it would not be denied. The life force. He was not the one who had died. He had life in him yet. And how he wanted it – all of it! Wanting stormed through him and made itself his whole condition. It yanked his ears and dragged him by the ankles. It was a primitive hunger gripping and filling him: a greedy, mindless, ravenousness for life.


Possibility swirled before him. Life. It meant walks holding hands in meadows freckled with buttercups. It laid before him dishes of ripe peaches, carafes of wine and evenings swimming naked in the river . . . It swept him across grand landscapes; it meant riding bareback over the plains . . . No, maybe it didn’t . . . His imagination stalled for a moment. He found horses utterly terrifying. But it did mean seeing a wider world. And a world in which he could share a bed with a lovely woman, a woman who would fizz and leap and undulate and make him laugh and – without malice – laugh at him.


He felt so lost, and his longing was in such crazed collision with anguish and remorse that he folded forward under the force of it until his head touched the steering wheel. His body heaved. For the first time since a summer morning in 1944, on an Italian hillside, he wept. Eyes closed, his sobs rumbled up and overcame him; tears ran onto his hands. Only gradually he became aware of something wet and whiskery and faintly liquorice-scented nudging at his ear.


‘It’s all right,’ he said. Still weeping he sat up, extricating himself from Monty’s concerned nose. ‘You sit down – that’s it, boy.’ His arm round the dog, comforted by Monty’s stinky warmth, he looked out at the darkening afternoon. ‘We should just drive off over the hills, and never come back. Are you game, Monty? You and me?’


The dog gazed gormlessly at him. George wiped his face and blew his nose, cold reality settling on him again. What the blazes was he thinking? He had only just taken leave of his wife. It was no good doing something rash. He had to get his bearings – and in the meantime he had a business to run and a dog badly in need of a tin of Winalot.


He started the engine and let it idle for a few moments before letting off the handbrake.
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He had to face the house. Even now it seemed inconceivable that Win was not coming back. If he were to walk in and find her in her apron by the cooker it would not feel strange. Her sickness and death would fade like a dream. Life would go on. Existence, anyway.


Closing the front door, he paused in the hall, listening, just in case. Monty’s toenails clacked ahead along the tiles, then stopped. He turned with a baleful glance as if to say, ‘Well come on.’


George felt the dark silence weigh on him. As he passed through the house, he found himself switching on all the lights. The front was devoted to the business. His office was to the right of the front door. He did not go in there, but stepped into the showroom on the left and clicked the switch. Light gave the large room back to him, the sheen of polished walnut and rosewood, the sweet smell of Antiquax polish. Leaving it lit up, he went along the hall.


Their living quarters were at the back, the sitting room the most private refuge. Customers occasionally strayed into the kitchen at the end of the hall to the right. They seldom got as far as this room. It was extraordinary the way people felt entitled to wander and poke about in your house. They had resorted to a sign at the bottom of the stairs saying PRIVATE, after Win once met a man coming out of their upstairs bathroom. At weekends when it was busy, they even hung a rope across the stairs.


Turning on the kitchen light, the sight that met George took him aback. The humped feast was gone and instead there sat one white plate overturned on another. Beside it, a dish containing a whole, enormous pie. A note in careful, looped handwriting was tucked under the edge of the dish:




Dear Mr Baxter,


Here’s a bit of supper for you. Just pop it in the oven about 25 mins, not too hot, say 150. No one touched the pie so I thought you’d like it. I’ll be in tomorrow.


Vera


PS. We all understand.




George looked under the top plate. Beneath lay a generous portion of liver and onions, mash and sliced rounds of carrot. Only now, seeing the food, he realized he was famished. Replacing the cover, he slid both plates into the oven and switched it on. He peered at the bevelled edges of the pie. A give-away seepage of pink juice confirmed his worst suspicions.


‘Rhubarb – dear God – in February.’


Vera was a great preserver and bottler. Plums, gooseberries, rhubarb, apples and pears were to be had at any time of year at the snap of a Kilner jar lid. Win loved rhubarb. What she had never got round to mentioning to Vera was George’s violent aversion to it. Monty, who could never be described as finicky in this regard, came in for a lot of leftovers.


‘It’s such a waste, George,’ Win would tut as Monty golloped down yet another slice. ‘And heaven knows what’ll happen if he eats too much rhubarb.’


‘Well it’s just as wasted inside me, I can tell you,’ he would reply. ‘At the least the dog gets some enjoyment out of the darn stuff. He only eats the pastry anyway.’


‘She means well,’ Win would insist.


As this oft-repeated conversation ran through his head, George sank onto a chair by the table. Monty’s collar rattled against his bowl as he scrabbled for the last scraps of food. George stared at his hands, which looked huge things against the pale blue Formica. Women. Why did they always make him feel so helpless? With women he felt like a scrap of cork being borne along by a prevailing tide. Yet how bleak and inconceivable to live without a woman in his life. Tears muddled his vision again.


Once he had eaten, he washed up the plate, knife and fork and left them on the rack to drain. Worried in case the lit-up state of the place might encourage people to call on him, he quickly went round turning lights off again. In the sitting room, he sank into his baggy green chair. Monty settled beside him. Two other dogs, in chipped, Staffordshire earthenware, regarded George with a melancholy air from alcoves each side of the fireplace.


The quietness of the house pressed in on him. Was this how it would be now, night after night, always? He lit his pipe, packed with St Bruno, comforted momentarily by this aromatic ritual. His mood tilted this way and that. For a time, he was filled with desperation as he looked into the void of his emotional life. Win had been a wonderful woman – everyone said so. But their marriage had become a delicate balance of habit and avoidance. There had scarcely been a day over the past twenty years when he had not thought, is this all? Looked at other couples – happy, laughing, physically close, it seemed – and twisted inside with longing. And that longing, the desolation of those days when Win was so ill that she was no longer herself, had led to Maggie, to . . . Oh God. Thank heaven Win never knew.


But that was then. Now, he scarcely knew who he was, which way he was facing to begin this uncharted path into grief, into a new life. He could not think straight about anything.


Reaching over the side of the chair he found Monty’s warm ear and sat stroking it.




4.


It was late when the phone rang. George had dozed off in the chair, jacket draped over him, and found himself jangled awake, chilly and discombobulated. He flung off the jacket and moved automatically to the hall telephone. It did not cross his mind that he could leave it to ring.


As he picked it up the ringing stopped. More silence came down the line. Then he heard someone take a sharp breath.


‘George?’


It was her. Maggie.


‘Um?’ A strangled utterance forced its way out of him.


‘Sorry it’s so late.’ She was speaking very quietly. ‘I had to wait for John and Rick to go to bed. I just . . . I didn’t want to come to the funeral . . . Not when – well, you know.’


He could see the flinty track up to the farmhouse, himself walking up it, Maggie Wylde’s arms opening to him. An ache spread across his chest.


‘I just wanted to make sure you’re all right, lovey. You must’ve had such a terrible day . . .’


‘Yes.’ He cleared his throat, attempting to sound in command. ‘Quite all right, thank you.’ There was a division, like a wall, between how things were in bed and not in bed. He couldn’t talk to her now.


‘I could come down . . .’ But she sounded doubtful.


‘No!’ He tried to soften this abrupt refusal. ‘Don’t do that. It’s late. And you mustn’t.’


‘No. I suppose not.’ He heard her sigh. ‘All right, Georgie – as long as you’re OK.’


The silence went on so long that he was about to put the receiver down. Her voice came again in a desperate burst. ‘George? I want to be with you . . . Properly . . .’ She sounded tearful. ‘Oh God, I’m sorry – I wasn’t going to do this.’


For a second his being leapt with hope. A woman in the house! Lovely Maggie. She would only have to move down the lane. He need not be alone after all. A second’s further thought brought disaster crashing round his head. John Wylde, their three grown-up children: divorce, shame and disaster.


‘No, Maggie.’ He spoke sadly, but with a firmness that surprised and even impressed him. ‘You know that’s not right.’


A stifled sound came down the line. Eventually she said, ‘I know. Really. But . . .’


‘Maggie – don’t. Please. I’m going to put the phone down. Goodbye, my dear.’


‘Bye,’ she just managed.


He replaced the receiver. For the first time he noticed the cold from the tiles seeping through his socks.


‘You mustn’t,’ he instructed himself. ‘Never again.’


‘Come on, Monty.’ In the sitting room, the dog was sitting up, eyeing him in a guilty, sidelong manner. There was a black tinge to his jowls and in the middle of the floor, near his jacket, lay the torn remains of a yellow and white box.


‘You bad boy . . .’ Monty cringed theatrically, showing the whites of his eyes. ‘You’ve polished off the lot!’ He hadn’t the energy to be properly cross. He was too taken up with Maggie. He gathered up the torn remains of the liquorice allsorts box. ‘Come on, you wicked creature – out.’




Two




1.


Waking the next morning, the first thing he felt was the heaviness of the blankets, pressing down on his own sadness and disorientation. He was also lying awkwardly on his left arm. As he turned onto his back, opening his eyes, he was filled with a momentary rush of excitement. It felt as if everything should be different. The snowy hillside – his revelation.


All subsequent moments confirmed that things were not different. At least not in terms of the possibility of ripe peaches and swimming with naked abandon. Nor, he realized, in terms of the prospect of amiable and available women flocking to his door. Bleak days of sadness and loss – they were what lay ahead.


But things were altered. For one thing, the room was full of an eerie, almost visionary light from the snow. And the guilty sense of freedom was still there. He stretched, toes pushing against the winceyette sheet with a sensation of spreading out to inhabit all of himself. He imagined this was how you would feel when washed ashore after a shipwreck; limp, mortally exhausted, but full of a maddening sense of hope.


He stepped out the back into a glittering morning. Frozen spiderwebs sagged from the washing line. Monty cavorted across the snowy back garden like a pup. Narrowing his eyes against the glare, George watched this portly vision in brown and white lumbering back and forth, ears flying, giving off ecstatic woofs.


‘Silly old fool,’ George muttered. ‘You’ll do yourself a mischief. Come on – got to open up.’


It was a comfort, getting back to business. He walked round the house, out of their private flower garden. Win preferred that no one could see their smalls hanging out, so this was well screened by a wooden lattice sprawled over with honeysuckle and climbing roses. Beyond, at the side of the barn was his vegetable patch and a space for a rusty iron table and chairs where the men ate their sandwiches when it was warm.


In the yard he knocked snow hats off the stone dogs by the barn door and turned the key. Inside he breathed the building’s musty wood smell. To the right, behind a partition, was the workshop, with windows facing over the vegetable garden. The rest of the barn was the overspill showroom.


George looked across the array of furniture. Both showrooms were carpeted in a deep, blood red. The house showroom was set out more like a proper room, but the barn lent itself to a selection of small tableaux. He arranged things as if on little stages from which the players had temporarily strayed for a cup of tea. To his left a collection of chairs – a Windsor in yew, two French rococos with rose and cream upholstery and an upright farthingale – encircled a mahogany Sheraton tripod table as if awaiting the seated bottoms of social occasions. The farthingale had sat in someone’s shed for about thirty years, the wood dry as bone. The lads had done a marvellous job. It had a sheen on it now. Beyond that was a mahogany dining table, a set of Regency Trafalgar chairs tucked round it and on top, a silver candelabra. This seemed off-centre to George and he went over to move it.


Antiques were not mere objects, in his view. Nor dead museum pieces. Hands had fashioned them with effort, with mood and feeling. He knew this by the life in his own hands, from the years he spent at the bench, learning the skills of restoration. And the more you arranged things to support an understanding of their vitality, the more life they embodied. Even in the barn he never just crammed things in the way some dealers did. Like that philistine Lewis Barker over near Twyford with that warehouse of his – everything shoved in anyhow and dusty as hell. Lewis had a good eye all right, but visiting his place was the most cheerless dealing George ever did. That lumpen fool might as well be selling second-hand lawnmowers.


In the house showroom he gathered the lighter woods, the walnut, rosewood, satinwood. The room was a feast for the eyes with the morning sun streaming in across their warm grain, catching the gleam of porcelain and glow of ruby glass which he displayed on the furniture. Sometimes customers gasped with pleasure at the sight. That was the best sort of customer: someone who would enter into the spirit of things, not just see a cold profit in the making.


For the moment the tools in the workshop lay silent. He had inherited two of the three men who worked there from Arthur Bagnold when he took over the business after the war. The place had been in a right state then. Arthur had grown old and wandery in his mind. When George bought the property so that he and Win could settle here, he had to start almost from scratch, repairing the house and outbuildings and getting the business going again.


Like George, the two more senior men had been away to war. Clarence, two years older than George, returned from the Royal Berkshires and Alan, Vera’s husband, from RAF Coastal Command. Both had begun their working lives with Arthur Bagnold. Arthur had trained Clarence, who in turn instructed Alan. Six months ago, now things were busier, George had taken on another lad. Kevin, the seventeen-year-old apprentice, had the features of a faintly animated potato and a naturally gormless demeanour (adenoids were a problem). But he did profess eagerness. ‘I’m ever so keen, Mr Baxter. Keen as mustard. Honest I am.’ And keenness, George thought, was to be encouraged.


When he himself had first been apprenticed to Old Man Arkwright in their Suffolk town, no one had had many hopes for him. His father packed him off to Arkwright when everyone, George included, despaired of his schoolwork. He was a great, floundering boy with a physique that looked fitter for lumberjacking than the painstaking restoration of wood. Old Arkwright eyed him up and gave him a chance. Those joint-of-meat hands were found to be dexterous, his nature sensitive to the grain of wood, the rightness of curve and angle.


‘Well, bor,’ Arkwright told him in broad Suffolk, after six months, ‘I reckon you’ve found your pond.’ And a happy duck he had been.


Kevin, also belying appearances, had hands sympathetic to wood as well as a willing nature. He seemed to be finding his pond too. Every so often those vegetable features launched themselves into a smile of bemused satisfaction.


George strode out into the snowy yard again. ‘Come on, Monty!’ He stamped his boots on the front step. ‘Breakfast – before the troops get here.’




2.


Since Win became too ill to get up, he had got into the habit of making breakfast alone. It made him feel manly, as if he was back in the army. He was no longer using the silver toast rack on which Win had always insisted. Today, extraordinarily hungry, he fried three eggs, four thick back rashers and threw in a handful of mushrooms. After downing this with a pile of toast like a block of flats and a pot of tea, he began to feel ready to face them all.


‘Keep busy, that’s the thing,’ he said to Monty. ‘Keep the business up to scratch.’


The dog gave a long, dozy grunt.


‘If you didn’t agree, you’d say so, wouldn’t you?’ George said, stepping over him. Monty had forever to be stepped over as he was forever right in the way.


He stacked the plates in the sink, musing on the business. Win had always been the one to help out with the accounts, taking telephone messages and dealing with customers on days when he was out and about. Unofficially they had been in it together. During her illness, Vera had mucked in and helped where she could. Now he had to face up to it: he was going to have to take someone on – a book-keeper at least. In his fragile state this felt like a mountainous task.


He was beginning to consider that he might wash up, when he heard, ‘Coo-eee? Hello? Mr B?’


‘In the back, Vera!’


‘Righty-ho.’ There was a small kerfuffle as she took her coat off. Vera and Alan lived only a few minutes’ walk away on one of the roads down into the village. The house, opposite one of the pubs, was a new bungalow which, after prolonged deliberation, Alan had decreed should be called The Bungalow.


The untouched pie was still on the table. George whisked it away and into the back of the refrigerator with a second to spare. Vera’s face arrived round the kitchen door. A roll of hay-coloured hair loomed over her forehead and a similar wide-bore kink bounced each side of her face. Clearly Vera did something with hair rollers. Whatever it was, it was different from what Win did with them. Vera had honest blue eyes and square, widely spaced teeth which made her look amiable the second she parted her lips. Her shapely body could achieve a great deal of activity very fast – especially on the pie-making front. She reminded George vaguely of a very clean pit pony.


‘Hello, Mr B,’ she said with her usual Berkshire verve, though muted by an awareness of dealing with the bereaved. ‘How are you today? (No don’t slobber on my skirt, Monty, there’s a good boy.)’


‘Oh . . .’ George rammed his hands into his trouser pockets. He had a suit on today in a rather loud brown and green tweed. The one Win used to say made him look like a bookie. ‘I’m quite all right, thank you, Vera.’


As he spoke he wondered, did that sound crusty? Maggie said he was a crusty old thing – but only on the outside.


‘Are you?’ Vera came up close, still holding the basket she brought in every day containing Vim, folded dishcloths and other mysteries. In a motherly way she looked into his face. There was something unnaturally pink about her lips. He was used to Win wearing red lipstick, which appeared obviously like lipstick and suited her dark looks. But the pink stuff just made lips look more like lips, only with some sort of raging inflammation. He caught the familiar, chemical smell of hairspray.


‘You poor thing,’ Vera went on. ‘Oh I did feel bad for you yesterday. That you felt . . . Well, that you couldn’t . . .’


‘Ah, yes.’ George looked down again, finding a couple of sixpences to chink in his pocket. ‘Yes. Sorry. Couldn’t really . . . You know . . .’


‘Oh don’t apologize, Mr B, we all understand.’ Vera put her basket on the table and pulled out the pink rubber gloves she wore to do almost everything. ‘Really we do.’


One of the gloves was inside out, the reverse side an unnerving flesh colour.


‘Oh dear,’ Vera sighed, pulling on the left glove, which was the right way round. ‘Poor Mrs B and poor you. She was such a lovely lady.’


‘She was.’ It was true, he knew.


‘You must feel dreadful. I mean if anything happened to Alan . . .’


‘Yes,’ George agreed. He shook his head as if he had run out of words, mainly because he had. ‘But thank you for the meal last night. And another delicious pie.’


‘Oh it’s nothing – you’re more than welcome.’ She put her mouth to the other glove’s opening and blew into it. A pink rubber hand inflated momentarily in front of her face. ‘If there’s more I can do, you just let me know.’ Both gloves on, she started running water into the sink, swishing in the soap. ‘I’d best get on.’


‘Yes – get on. Good idea.’ George released his hands from his pockets.


‘No one holds it against you that you’re opening today,’ Vera remarked over her shoulder.


Until that moment it had never occurred to him that they might. Heavens, was this another sign of his callousness?


‘I thought I would,’ he said uncertainly. ‘No point in – you know – moping.’


Vera turned with a sudden sweet smile. ‘No, of course not. You’re very brave, Mr B. That’s what I think. The others all said how brave they thought you were.’


‘Ah?’ George doubted this in the extreme.


‘They said they’ll all pop in and see you’re OK.’


Who? When? Oh good Lord!


‘How kind. Right – well, I’d better be off. Clarence’ll be here.’


‘Oh,’ Vera chuckled. ‘He certainly will. Like the weather.’


As George reached the door he paused. ‘I suppose now I’ll have to advertise for someone to help run the place.’


Vera’s frame seemed to stiffen. Slowly she turned to stand sideways on to the sink in her flat black shoes, one hand still in the washing-up water.


‘The thing is, Mr B, I know I’ve only been filling in and that, but I’d . . . I’d really like to carry on,’ she said, a blush seeping up through her cheeks.


George was startled. Vera was the cleaner and he had not got any further in thinking about it than that. He had to admit, though, she had far exceeded what he’d expected. He had hoped for a bit of dusting, being civil to customers and answering the phone. But she had shown a real prowess with people and had taken on the books, Win teaching her what was needed.


‘If . . .’ she added hesitantly. ‘Well, if you don’t mind. Course, I’m probably not what you want.’


Surprised, George perceived before him a creature with a need.


‘Won’t it be too much for you, Vera?’ He stepped closer to her again. ‘What with all the other things you have to do – cooking, cleaning?’ She had taken to cooking for him as well, bringing platefuls over.


‘Oh I can do all that. That’s nothing.’ She sounded dismissive, irritated almost and glanced away, out of the window. For an alarming moment George thought there were going to be tears. But she looked back at him, her eyes serious. ‘I just . . . I don’t know much about the business. I feel a proper chump sometimes when the customers come in – ’specially ones like that Lady – whatshername . . .’


‘Byngh.’


‘With an “h”,’ they both said, and laughed.


‘Oh you don’t want to take any notice of that old trout,’ George said. ‘Terrorizing everyone in that Daimler of hers. She’s a blasted menace.’


Giggles burst from Vera. ‘She is a bit. But the thing is, I’d like to learn, Mr Baxter. I’ve never done much and I was never any good at school. And all the things here are so old and beautiful. I love working here. I think I could learn everything if you’d teach me – and you didn’t mind?’


This solution had not occurred to him but until now he had not got around to thinking of any other. During Win’s last months they had all just muddled along. He felt relief at this notion and touched by her feeling for the trade. For an awful second he found himself wishing that Vera was not married to Alan, or to anyone and that they could just . . . But no. No.


‘Everyone has to start learning somewhere,’ he said. Vera, still blushing, was listening as if her entire future happiness depended on him. ‘I don’t see why not. Let’s give it a try.’


‘Oh thank you, Mr Baxter!’ She brought both hands up to her chin as if in prayer, Sqezy bubbles sliding frothily down her right arm.


‘Not at all.’ George, turning to go, paused again. Was this the moment to ask whether a pie filling other than rhubarb might be a possibility? But courage failed him. They had made enough progress already this morning.


‘Mr B?’ Her voice was sombre now.


‘Umm?’


‘If you’d like any help, when it comes to it – with Mrs Baxter’s things?’


Things? Of course. He hadn’t thought. There’d be clearing out. Organization needed. Wherever did one begin?


‘Thank you, Vera. That might well be a great help. Perhaps just not quite yet . . .’


‘No,’ she said gently. ‘Of course not.’




3.


Clarence dismounted from his bike at the gate as he always did. He wore, as he always did, a black gaberdine mackintosh, tightly belted, and a sludge-coloured tweed cap. His one concession to the weather was a hand-knitted scarf in sulphurous yellow – the wool unravelled from goodness knows what previous garment – tucked in most precisely at the neck.


Barring the war years, Clarence had been cycling over here to work from Wallingford, six miles away, since the dawn of time. Possibly earlier.


‘Morning, Clarence,’ George saluted him from the front step, his breath unfurling white into the air. Monty barked as usual. As usual Clarence ignored him. ‘You managed to get here then?’


In fact there had been no more snow overnight. George was trying to flatter his efforts, even provoke that most rare thing in Clarence – a smile.


Clarence nodded curtly, his greyhound features not altering. ‘Don’t know as I’ll be able to get back though, come this evening.’


Optimism was not part of Clarence’s repertoire. Nor, in general, was conversation. Today though, instead of passing straight to the workshop after this garrulous outpouring, he wheeled his black bicycle over to George and looked up at him, eyes dark as the flints scattered across the chalk hills.


‘Sorry not to come back to the house like, yesterday. Only Edith didn’t feel up to it. Upset her a bit.’


When George had stepped into the chapel at the Crem the day before, he saw Clarence and Edith Collins standing right at the back like two testy-looking rooks. Clarence, startlingly, wore a black trilby while Edith, in a black and white dogtooth-patterned coat and black pork-pie hat, wept quite violently into her handkerchief throughout the short ceremony. Edith was several years older than Clarence and at least three times his girth.


‘Not at all, Clarence,’ George said, omitting to mention that he had not even been at the house himself. ‘It was good of you both to come. Win would have been very grateful.’


Win had in fact thought Clarence was a ‘miserable old acid drop’. However.


Clarence nodded. He looked as if he was about to say something more, but clamped his lips over yellow pegs of teeth and wheeled his bike off to the side of the barn. His right trouser leg was tucked into a mean-looking black sock. George saw him yank the trouser free of the sock as he walked and straighten it out with an irritable kick.


George noticed that everyone was behaving gently with him. Alan, Vera’s husband, a slender, black-haired man who also spoke after long intervals of deliberation, came over as he arrived, took his cap off and shook George’s hand.


‘Good to see you, Mr Baxter,’ he said, as if George had been away somewhere worrying for several months.


Even Kevin the apprentice – who had not, so far, been notable for his fineness of feeling – said, ‘Mornin’, Mr Baxter. You doing all right, are you?’ in such a stirringly tender voice that George found himself almost tearful and had to hurry back into the house.




4.


Business was slow because of the weather. George found it hard to settle. He wandered between the workshop, where he got under the men’s feet, to the house, where he got under Vera’s. Finally, mug of tea in hand and Monty at his heels, he slunk out to the garden shed. He had a workbench in there where he sometimes did fretwork and other repairs. There was a comforting smell of wood shavings and varnish. Keeping the door ajar so he could see out, he lit the paraffin stove and soon got a fug up. He settled in the wicker chair with his pipe, a rug over his knees, took off his tie and undid his top shirt button. Monty sprawled on an old blanket.


If George leaned forward he could just see the tarpaulined nose of his boat, Barchetta, sticking out from beside the shed. Thoughts of dipping oars, of sunny afternoons on the river at Wallingford cheered him. The arches of climbing roses that in summer screened the shed completely were winter sparse, so that through them he could make out the lawn edged by crammed, rose-filled borders, the washing line slung across from end to end.


‘I know you’re hiding from me out in that shed,’ Win used to say in occasional fits of choosing to examine their marital realities. ‘That’s why you planted all those roses.’


‘Not hiding,’ he would fib, to her doubting eyes.


‘Don’t pretend to me, George. It’s so silly. You obviously feel you have to get away from me. You’d rather spend your time with that dog of yours.’


A huge silence would open in him like a cave. Where to begin? What words for what he really felt? He was doing his best just to get by.


‘Getting out from under your feet,’ he resorted to. ‘So you can have your cronies in without me hanging about.’


‘Don’t call them that. It makes them sound like a coven.’


There was no safe response he could make to that either, so he’d get it in the neck all over again. They were her friends. At least they wanted to be with her. And so on.


Twenty-six years. Well, the war sort of counted, though he was away nearly four years. Already it all seemed like a dream. She had been there, all that time, and now she wasn’t. He missed her. Of course he did. All those years they had spent together. Yet, shameful, in a way he could hardly admit, was the realization that she scarcely seemed to have touched him – not deep down . . . This lack, he felt, must be due to some grave fault in his nature and stopped that train of thought before it went any further.


He polished off a few Lincoln biscuits with the tea. Exhaustion weighed on him. Perhaps he was wrong to have opened the shop today. It was gloomy in the shed, though the door and window gave him strips of brightness. After laying the pipe in a saucer on the floor, he closed his eyes. On the screen of his eyelids he saw a leaded library window, lit by sunlight; the full, pink head of a rose pressed against it, seeming to watch over him, smiling. The image warmed and loosened him and, for a while, he dozed.


Half waking, he heard the telephone ring but no one came to trouble him. In his drowsiness, the new state of his life was gradually becoming apparent, not now in an ecstatic vision, but in melancholy. The truth of being alone sank into him: no wife, no children, no brothers or sisters to reflect back his childhood. He stared muzzily at a small patch of sky before his eyes slid closed again. Perhaps he should get out of the house. Would it be wrong of him to go to the pub this evening?




5.


Very late that night, he walked Monty along the lane behind the house. The snow, now frozen, crunched under his feet. From an icy, cloudless sky, a three-quarter moon looked down with what George felt to be an aloof, mocking gaze.


Monty was sniffing about somewhere out of sight. Just ahead was the beginning of the track to the Wyldes’ farm. George stopped, feeling the cold air sting his nostrils, the heavy sit of his coat and the general befuddlement resulting from several pints in the Barley Mow. He thought back to the smoke-hazed light of the bar and gave a groan.


For a start, as well as the usual drinking crowd – his pals, Bill, Roy and the others – John Wylde, Maggie’s husband, had come in. He didn’t drink there often. As a farmer he was early both to bed and to rise. John came up and shook George’s hand. He was a stocky, earnest-looking fellow with a shy manner. When he did look at you he had a rather penetrating gaze. Tonight, George mistook this for an ability to see into his own mortified soul. Fortunately, John put George’s bumbling inability to construct a sentence down to the incoherence of grief.


‘Sorry to hear about Mrs Baxter,’ John said, as he held out his hand.


‘Eeurgh . . .’ George began. They shook hands, solemnly.


‘Well . . .’ John left a masterfully timed pause before nodding towards the dartboard. ‘Team’s waiting.’


George sat with his pipe lit, listening to chat about the impact of the weather on Bill’s car, the carelessly thrown cigarette butt that had set unfortunate Graham Sellers’ thatch on fire, the potholes in the Didcot road. Now he was on to his third pint he was gathering courage. That woman was behind the bar tonight – Barbara. He could see how it felt talking to a woman who was not known to him. After all, it had been a long time . . . Through the smoky air he kept seeing glimpses of her black hair, parted in the middle and fixed up at the back, a sheen on it under the lights. She wore a Windolene-pink sweater. He kept thinking about her. She must be at least, what, thirty-five? She was a compact woman, with a handsome if forbidding face with strong black eyebrows. So far as he knew, she lived somewhere on the other side of the village and he had seen her once or twice along the lanes. Though she often worked in the pub these days, he had never had anything resembling a proper conversation with her. Maybe, he thought, now was the time.


‘My round.’ George rose, gathered orders – a half of mild, one cider and three pints of Morland’s – pulled his shoulders back, straightened his collar and advanced on the bar. He aimed to look masculine, noble and boyishly appealing all at once. He rested one arm on the bar while Barbara pulled a pint for some bloke in a swanky leather jacket. George’s eyes moved, seemingly beyond his command, to her chest area. The sweater was a polo-neck, ribbed and tight, emphasizing even more the interesting apparatus at the front . . .


‘So d’you want a drink or not?’


It seemed not to be the first time she had asked. She had moved to face him across the scattered beermats on the bar, a jar of maraschino cherries and a pot of cocktail sticks. Her arms were tightly folded across her chest as if she could read his mind. George retreated a step for a second, driven by the force of her glower.


‘Er . . . Ah, yes! Of course.’ He leaned on the bar again. ‘Hello – good evening, Barbara, dear.’ He smiled, waiting for her face to do something more encouraging than it was currently. But the glower deepened.


‘My name’s Brenda,’ she snarled.


George was so flummoxed by her terse reaction that he clean forgot what the orders were and had to go back and ask. The others weren’t slow to cotton on.


‘Ha ha – is she giving you a hard time? George’s gone and riled Brenda – look at ’er face! Go on, George – she won’t bite you!’


He received plenty of ribbing over this and laughed along with them. But he still felt clownish and humiliated, which, in the presence of women generally, was no novelty.


Following Monty’s progress through the darkness, he thought of Maggie with mournful longing. Maggie was the one woman he had ever known who had not made him feel like a fool. Even with Win, the least intimidating woman he had been able to find, it had happened eventually. Slowly, increasing over time, he had felt inadequate and forever in the wrong.


He stopped at the end of the farm track. He could see no lights. Maggie and John must be tucked up together. Suddenly he felt cold and very sober. He and Maggie had slipped into their little arrangement, just for a short time. And now they had to slip out of it again. He was not in love with Maggie Wylde and he did not believe she was in love with him. But at the thought of never lying in Maggie’s arms again, his heart buckled with sorrow. Because – and what an admission – in his fifty-seventh year, it was with Maggie that he had discovered a joyful freedom in lovemaking that he had never known before.


‘Monty? Where’ve you got to?’ He pulled his torch out of his pocket and clicked it on. The beam of light soon picked out Monty’s testicles swinging jauntily a few yards ahead.


‘Come on – home now,’ he called quietly. ‘Best not come this way again.’ As they strolled back he said, ‘You seem to get by without the females, old boy. Perhaps I should take a leaf out of your book.’




Three




1.


Win was never quite sure about Maggie. ‘I do wish she’d do something about her hair,’ she said once or twice. Nothing harsher. Maggie was too warm a person to invite criticism. But there was something about her that unsettled Win. George could see why. She was, he thought, what you might call ‘a natural’.


Wylde’s was mainly a dairy farm with a few fields of wheat and barley. But Maggie also kept hens and her hens ran free. She was appalled by the idea of penning them up in battery sheds like some farmers were doing now.


Win loved eggs and used to go and buy half a dozen from Maggie quite regularly. But when she was too weak and off colour, George began to go instead.


Maggie wore skirts, always, despite the chores she did around the farm. Some women were taking to wearing trousers these days, which in the main George regretted. It was the war that started it, of course. All those forces girls. Even Win sometimes wore slacks, as she called them. She had a couple of neat navy pairs, ‘for all that clambering about you make me do’. She was never too keen on the boat either.


Maggie did not clamber. Except on the hottest days of summer, she seldom wore anything on her feet but black wellington boots, whether prodding cows into the milking shed or collecting eggs. Above the boots would be the skirt and over that a thick cardigan which she often hugged around her, unwittingly emphasizing her curvaceous figure as she walked along. When it was cold, her hands would be invisible inside the sleeves. That first time they were together, the cardigan was a chunky thing the colour of marrowfat peas. And her skirt was brown. Though nothing exotic, it shimmied over her hips and buttocks in a way that gave a fulsome impression of the undulations beneath. Her thick hair, always loose, hung over her shoulders. No rollers or kirby grips – just her, loose and natural.


That time was not the first occasion when he had been to buy eggs. He had started going last autumn, after Win was taken bad again. There had been a period of grace after they took the breast off, before ‘it’ was back – in the liver. He never took Monty after the first time because his arrival sent the black and white farm dogs into a proprietorial apoplexy. They looked set to maul Monty’s ears to ribbons.


George had been in an odd state then, he could see, looking back. He did not really recognize it at the time. Win shrank into a world of her own. He could never think what to do for the best for her. He was, though he hardly knew it, lost and achingly lonely. What happened that afternoon was never his conscious intention. Even so, he was not especially surprised by it. In his experience – most of which he had never shared with a single other person – women behaved in ways that were quite different from how they were expected to or were portrayed as doing. He knew that one of the reasons he’d married Win was that she did seem to behave in the ways women were expected to.
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