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  HENRY




  She has left me. This last, most terrible blow has knocked me out. I don’t seem able to think about it for long enough to gain the slightest inkling of why this

  has happened. She was in love with me – I’m sure of that – or was she simply sexually infatuated? My experience of women – considerable, for I am, after all, over sixty

  – had, I presumed, taught me a good deal about how extraordinarily different they are from most men. I except myself here as I feel I have always had an intuitive understanding of the

  comparatively few women I’ve been in love with, have known them often better than they’ve known themselves. I now think that one reason why I’ve found it difficult to get on with

  my own sex has been that what I’ve learned of them has been largely through women. It has been through their confidences, and sometimes simply their responses, that I realized long ago how so

  many of them are mistreated, that that enchanting early awareness of their sexuality and romantic inclination is all too often nipped in the bud. Thus are bred the ice maidens, the termagants, the

  nymphos, the drab domestic servitors and the hysterically sentimental matriarchs. I blame men for these sad consequences, much as other people blame parents for the delinquent child.




  It has been my good fortune, and naturally my pleasure, to undo and heal some of this damage; indeed, I can honestly say that my greatest joy has come from pleasing a woman – in teaching

  her to inhabit her own body with pleasure and pride. This cannot be achieved by mere sexual prowess; I have no way of, and indeed no interest in, measuring my own against that of any other man. It

  comes from that mixture of affection, cherishing and loving that cannot be assumed, but once present needs constant expression. Women need not only to be loved; they need to be told so. I

  believe George Eliot has something to say about that.




  But knowing what I do, how has it happened that she has gone? Why? What can have possessed her to do anything so destructive of her happiness? Not to mention my own: I have as much – some

  would say more – to lose by her defection. It took many months to find her, time and ingenuity to effect a meeting, and then many more months and a quantity of letters to assure and reassure

  her of my eligibility. I must confess that when I started the whole thing, I was very uncertain of success, regarded her as something of a challenge, but I have a romantic as well as an adventurous

  nature, and at the time had little or nothing to lose. In the course of a very few months I had lost both my job and my wife, and while these losses were more tiresome than tragic their coincidence

  was, financially at least, most unfortunate. I was reduced at a stroke to isolation and penury.




  I have lived for two years now in a small cabin-cruiser lent by a couple who were going to live abroad and who wanted me to sell it for them. I have my state pension, for some time supplemented

  by money that I had salted away from the joint bank account with Hazel. I was glad to be shot of her with her cold prying nature, her controlling ways and her carping at everything I did or

  didn’t do. She had a steady and well-paid job, which fortunately occupied her so thoroughly that for the last few years of our marriage we did not have to spend very much time together. But

  her resentment at my failure to earn as much money as she, and more, the fact that she was of no importance to me, manifested itself in spasmodic outbursts of bitterness and anger, and my

  indifference to her congealed to something very like hatred. The boat was a relief. I could stay in bed in the mornings as long as I pleased, eat what I wanted when I felt like it, read all night

  if I was so inclined, and have my papers undisturbed. Very few people came to see the boat, and it was easy to put them off buying it. I would fill the bilges before they came and explain that I

  had spent the morning pumping them out, which had become a daily occurrence. No doubt if the boat was taken out of the water, repairs to her hull could be made, but who knew what else might then be

  found? My frankness was commended and that was invariably the end of that. I had no compunction about this; the owners already had a house to live in when they returned, which would not be for

  another year. I was content. I am never bored, and when I felt the need for company I could always go to the village pub.




  Once a week I would take a bus to the public library to return and collect books. For the past year I’ve been making a study of women novelists, both nineteenth-and twentieth-century

  authors. Another fascinating light thrown upon the relations between the sexes is often contained in their novels.




  But towards the end of my first year in the boat, the future began to loom, as I realized that the present situation had a finite ending. True, there would one day be a divorce from which I

  might expect some money: the flat that Hazel and I had bought was in my name and she would eventually get a handsome pension from the people she worked for. But this money, in turn, while it would

  not provide me with enough to live on, might affect the amount I could expect from the state. I would have to do something.




  My first attempt led to nothing at all. I began with my local pub, the only place where, apart from shop people, I had any social contact, though that had been of the most casual order. The

  customers were mostly men, and on the occasions that they were accompanied by a woman she proved always to be a wife or a girlfriend – the wives looking variously like people I was glad not

  to have had as a mother, and the girlfriends so jealously partnered that it would have been folly to approach them. I did consider the landlady, an ample widow in her late forties, but there was

  something both mechanical and common about her responses that put me off. I never saw any woman there who was capable of inspiring a spark of romance, and I am someone who cannot function without

  that. I would have to go further afield than the small village a quarter of a mile up the towpath from my boat.




  Over the years I have come to understand that while one should always look out for opportunity, it was equally important to determine what kind of opportunity it was worth looking out for. What

  I now sought was a woman about ten years younger than myself: anything younger and one would be faced with having to endure their menopause, and the thirty-year-old and younger tended to want more

  bedtime than I at my age felt willing to provide, or worse, to want children which I have taken the means to make impossible. This may sound cold-blooded: it is not. If you have a temperament as

  whole-hearted, as passionately absorbed in the object of affection as I know mine to be, a certain caution at the outset repays itself.




  The woman I sought proved, after many nights of cogitation, to be someone who had survived the elementary fences and was facing the last straight home in solitude. No longer in her prime, she

  would have at least to have been possessed of some beauty – to have the air of past romance, like the classical folly in a great park, past its original use and now surrounded by an

  aura of neglect. I could carry this analogy much further: the ivy of her experience that had been slowly strangling her for years would be gently stripped from her by my experienced touch, et

  cetera.




  She should have had her marriage and her children and have slaked all commonplace ambition in those directions. It would be an added bonus if she had achieved something in her own right,

  had some profession or career: I’ve always found success aphrodisiac. She must like men and have been disappointed by them. I should not in the least object to her liking women as well

  – indeed, for a week or two I indulged the fantasy of finding a woman already in love with another woman, and my completing the trio. However, I am able to be realistic, and recognized the

  improbability of hitting such a sexual jackpot. But I did, of course, fantasize about her appearance, and lived in my mind with a small, full-breasted woman with tiny hands and feet and short, very

  thick, reddish-gold hair, bobbed to a point at the back of her neck. This was all very well, but imagining such a creature brought me no nearer to finding her.




  On one of my visits to the library, it occurred to me that I should look at the personal columns where people advertise their requirements for a partner. It was interesting how similar the

  advertisements were. All the women seemed to want a non-smoker with a sense of humour interested in the arts and aged between thirty-five and fifty. They were also usually keen on being sent a

  photograph. I smoke, but am able to lay off it when necessary, and in any case have had to cut down considerably owing to lack of funds. I have a sense of humour, although for a good deal of my

  life this does not seem to have been appreciated by most of the women with whom I have been connected. I cannot honestly say that I’m interested in all the arts – pictures, for

  instance, do not make much impression upon me. Whoever it was would have to make do with a mild enjoyment of music and my considerable knowledge of fiction, and although I had accumulated a

  collection of photographs of myself, including a few as a child, none of them were more recent than ten years ago. Still, if fifty was the top age limit, one of the more recent pictures should

  do.




  I chose one of these in which I’m leaning against a large tree, wearing an open-necked shirt and smiling at the photographer. My hair, which has always been satisfactorily thick and curly,

  is ruffled by the wind and has all its original colour – a dark brown that is almost black. I look confident, kind and – dare I say it? – sexy. While copies of this picture were

  being made (I did not expect to strike lucky first time), I began drafting the letter that I would send with them. As my hair has graduated inexorably from pepper and salt to a decent grey, I would

  have to account for this. It was not difficult. I decided that I should have been recently widowed – not from Hazel, who no stretch of my imagination could render a romantic figure, but from

  somebody far younger and more lovable than she had ever been. Suddenly the girl at Jane Eyre’s terrible school came to mind – the clever, patient Helen Burns who died, you may remember,

  from tuberculosis after months of starvation, abuse and general neglect. Helen should be my dead wife whom I had nurtured until her end.




  Once I had decided this, thoughts flowed from it in all directions. Helen Burns had been an orphan and so was my Helen. Her life had been difficult and lonely until she met me, when all had

  changed for her. With me, she flowered. My love for her, my care and ceaseless vigilance of her peace and happiness changed her whole being and what remained of her tragically short life. The

  bitterness of discovering her illness was terrible. I remember reading that Rex Harrison had concealed the gravity of her disease from Kay Kendall, that she had died without ever knowing that he

  had married her because he knew that she was to die. So would I conceal the same knowledge from my Helen. It was a short step from this to my having married her with the awful knowledge of her

  failing health.




  I have to say that for a couple of weeks I forgot the reason for my writing this account, so fascinated did I become by making it for its own sake. I wept for Helen as, in the story of her

  dying, she came more and more alive to me. At the end of two weeks – when I collected the prints of the photograph – there was nothing I did not know about her and I had covered over

  seventy pages. When I read them through (of course I knew that they could not be a letter to anyone), I realized not only how much I loved her, but how much I had gained from the experience. It was

  clear to me, first, that I had never loved anyone as I loved Helen, and second, that in order to fulfil and ennoble the deepest part of my nature, I needed such a love. I set to work on the

  letter with renewed enthusiasm.




  Apart from the fact that my instinct told me that the letter should be short, I had the problem of how to present myself in the best possible light without appearing in any way smug. The seventy

  pages were full of my tenderness, my cherishing and my courage in facing the steadily approaching end. The best way of presenting this must be through the expression of my great love. But it might

  not be wise to give the impression of too great a love, or the recipients of the letters might feel that they had no hope of taking Helen’s place, and none of us like the notion of

  being second best. I could, of course, place Helen’s death much earlier in my life, but this meant that I could not send the photograph and claim that my hair had turned grey from grief,

  which had been my intention. No, it would all have to be in the last ten years, but I could have recovered from it – enough to know that I sought a comparable life with a new partner. The

  answer, of course, was to make clear my capacity for love in general, rather than dwell upon Helen, but in the end I settled for a simple statement of my marriage, her illness and death.




  The months of that winter passed. To begin with, I sent out one letter at a time, but the answers, when they came, were uniformly so disappointing (and sometimes there was no answer at all) that

  I took to writing about three a week, and sending them off by the same post. Twice I went to London to meet women whose replies had seemed hopeful and endured two separate hours drinking tea in the

  Charing Cross Hotel.




  The first woman, a widow, kept asking impertinent questions about my past career with a barely concealed view to discovering my means. When I said that I had retired, she accused me of

  insincerity about my age, which I had never told her in the first place. It was clear to me in the first five minutes that we would have nothing going for each other. But feeling it would be rude

  to say so, I stuck it out until she made some remark about my not seeming to have much of the ambition she liked in a man, but she supposed that at my age I must make do with some hobby. Her look

  of patronising indulgence filled me with rage. I said that I had probably one of the finest collections of pornography in the country, and that I specialized in bums rather than breasts (both of

  hers were outsize). She left me at once, to pay for the tea – ridiculously expensive – and get the bus home.




  The second woman seemed at first sight more promising: she was younger, better-looking and becomingly nervous, but she had a tiresome laugh that punctuated everything either of us said. She

  seemed to have lived all her life with a mother who had demanded all her spare time – she worked as a dental nurse – and who had disapproved of any boyfriends. Her mother had recently

  died, and she had been left the house. She was in some ways pathetic, but she did not attract or inspire me, and our meeting ended with my saying I had to catch my bus and would write to her.

  ‘You won’t, though, will you?’ she said, and then just as I was beginning to feel sorry for her, she laughed again.




  Going back to the boat, I felt that the whole notion of finding someone in this manner was hopeless, and I knew that I deserved something better than the kind of woman who placed advertisements

  for friendship or marriage.




  I wrote no more letters; instead I concentrated upon my Helen, proliferating the happy times we had had, adding innumerable small touches to her appearance and behaviour until she was more real

  and more dear to me than any woman I had known.




  So I passed my second autumn on the boat. I had finished George Eliot by the time the winter set in, and was casting about in the library for a new subject. I ended up by taking one novel each

  by Iris Murdoch, Virginia Woolf, Ouida and Elinor Glyn – an odd bag you might say, but I like to cast my net as widely as possible, and I’m no intellectual snob. I mention this

  particular trip to the library only because it was on that evening that, walking back from the village, I noticed the cottage. It was not that I had never seen it before; it had always been an

  unremarkable part of the landscape of the familiar walk from boat to village and gave every sign of being uninhabited. Now I observed the cottage because there were lights on; I could see

  that one of the rooms had red walls, which made a rosy glow in the grey autumn dusk, and the contrast between this picture-postcard cosiness and my damp and generally cheerless abode impressed me.

  If my life had not been so studded with misfortune, I could have owned such a place – more modest than my original ambitions had dictated, but better by far than my present lot.




  That evening, while I consumed what was left of a tinned steak and kidney pudding, I did find myself sinking into a depression, which began with a resume of my present condition: in my sixties,

  living on the state, homeless, or shortly to become so (the owners had written to say that they were returning sooner than expected), and without a lover, let alone a companion of any kind. How had

  I come to this? When I thought back to my youth and remembered how easy it had been to get any girl who interested me interested in me, it seemed extraordinary that I should end up alone. Women of

  all ages had succumbed to my attentions. If I had married Daphne, might things have been different? Or perhaps if I had not married Hazel success might have shone. But it had never done that

  for more than a few weeks, or perhaps months. I could not understand why, when I possessed a talent that from my observation of them was given to few men, I should not have landed myself with all

  the emotional and other security so necessary to someone of my nature. It was true that, years ago, in the Daphne days, I had had hopes and dreams far beyond any that I might entertain now. I was,

  though I say it myself, extremely good-looking. I was bright. My English teacher at school told me that I should try for university; she thought, if I worked, I had a good chance of a scholarship.

  But Daphne had intervened, followed – mercifully as it turned out – by the war. It was really my father who persuaded, or rather bullied, me into learning his trade but to me there has

  always been something menial about being a gardener, which no quantity of upper-class, middle-aged ladies in green wellingtons can dispel. However much they yap on about old-fashioned shrub roses

  and white gardens, I know that someone else does the double digging, the muck-spreading, the hedge-cutting, the seed-thinning, the potting-up and other countless tasks that are made wearisome by

  their repetition. My father ‘put me through it’, to use his phrase, and this meant that I did all those things. It used to take me ages to get my hands clean enough to meet Daphne.




  I remember coming back that evening into the saloon from the galley where I had gone to make a cup of instant coffee and wondering idly what Daphne – or, indeed, any of the others –

  would think if they saw how I lived now, and at once it was as though I was viewing the scene before me through other, actually critical eyes. It’s true that I have never been much of a one

  for domestic life (the man who cannot find some woman to clear up and generally administer to him has hardly the right to call himself a man) but really, in this particular case of the boat,

  I had let things go rather too far. I had fallen into the habit of waiting to do the washing-up until there was not a clean crock left. Anyone who has had to water a boat then boil any they want

  hot will understand this point. But that autumn I had taken to eating off bits of the Sunday Times when I had run out of plates, or rinsing one mug whose pottery was heavily stained with

  tannin, and otherwise drinking straight from cans. The place was a litter of paper, crumbs and minor congealed spillages of anything from Guinness to strawberry jam. The small carpet was filthy;

  the windows clouded with paraffin fumes and condensation. The oil lamps were dull with the greasy black that results from untrimmed wicks. The galley was in a revolting state. In fact, the only

  bits of the boat that I had kept clean were the toilet and basin (I have never been able to endure squalor in those areas). My books were covered in a scum of untouched dust. I knew, because every

  time I returned to the boat and unlocked the saloon doors it assailed me, that the place smelt of paraffin, damp, unwashed clothes and tobacco. If I did find anybody, I thought, it would

  have to be on her ground rather than mine. That I can rise above almost any material circumstances does not mean that I should expect others to do the same. It is not even a question of priorities:

  for me love has always been the single most important influence in my life.




  And now I have lost it – again! It is strange how one’s mind shies away from unbearable reality into past, quite trivial detail; into small pointless pieces of reminiscence or

  speculation of what might have been if some minor aspect of a situation had been different – anything, I suppose, to protect oneself from more than a second’s endurance of pain as fresh

  as it is relentless. I know that in the end the freshness will fade. If pictures of her slip across my inner vision with that soundless poignancy that makes one want to cry out, their recurrence

  (it is curious how repetition is the chief habit of memory) will degenerate into a familiar ache. At the moment, however, the loss of her is too new for me even to contemplate the idea that it may

  diminish. Worse – and how I recognize this! – I do not want it to: I clutch at my pain as the last straw of feeling I may ever possess before the Ice Age of a vegetable senility

  sets in, such as I have seen so often in a vacant gaze, a trickle of mucus generated from mumbling jaws, the pointless fidgeting of veined and liver-spotted hands that smooth non-existent hair or

  shabby clothes. Old age has become something that I dread – far more than death.




  I can remember that when I was young, a boy, old age was something that I regarded with a kind of incredulous boredom. It could have nothing to do with me because I was never going to be like

  that. My horizon then extended merely to my becoming dashingly adult, past the age when people could call me boy and boss me about. It is strange how, when we are very young, we equate growing up

  with freedom; we think that having escaped parental bondage we shall live thereafter exactly as we please. The business of having to earn one’s living has not impinged. But when we have to

  start doing that, old age shifts from its distance and settles nearer: at least it was so for me. And since then it has loomed, edged ever nearer, usually – as in that game that the

  girls at school were so fond of called Grandmother’s Steps – when I was not looking. Shortly before I left Hazel I remember waking early – I had tried to turn over in bed and the

  pain had woken me – looking at my watch and realising that I couldn’t see what time it was without my specs. Then I understood that at last old age had succeeded in creeping up on me,

  had woken me with a tap on the shoulder. I was old; in good nick, but indisputably old.




  All that day to counteract panic I added up my assets: nothing wrong with my heart or blood pressure; memory not quite what it had been, but still pretty good. My hair was now a steel grey but

  there was plenty of it. My teeth, apart from a small bridge, were my own, and the use of spectacles for reading was no indictment. And in spite of failing to make much of bed with Hazel (it does

  take two to tango, and Hazel was no dancer of anything) there was nothing wrong with my equipment in that department either. But anyone meeting me for the first time would dub me old. They might

  say I was elderly – a kind of genteel pastel version of ageing – but what they would mean was that I seemed to them old.




  I knew from experience that I could talk myself past this damning view. Wells was right when he said it did not matter to a woman what a man looked like as long as he could talk. And, I would

  add to that, listen. Yet whichever way I looked at it, I had not all that much time in which to design a new and delightful life for myself. Give me the woman and I would fall in love with her, but

  even I could not do this without an object for my affection.




  These thoughts came back to me on that dank evening. I remember it in so much detail because it was the last evening I was to spend in that way. When I had drunk my coffee and smoked a cigarette

  – the last in my pack – wishing I had the cash for some vodka, I boiled a kettle and washed up for as long as the water lasted. This only made everything else look worse, so I boiled

  another kettleful and set to work upon the rest of the galley. It was four in the morning before I had finished and I fell on to my bunk without a thought for Helen, or indeed anyone else.




  I slept late; the heavy white mist that makes the canal look as though it is smoking had almost dispersed. Condensation had dampened the outside of my sleeping-bag, and I lay for a few minutes

  contemplating the familiar, boring and uncomfortable interval there must be between getting out of a warm bunk and sitting in the saloon with a scalding cup of tea. The thought of another winter in

  the boat was not cheering. While I was pulling on my jeans and oiled-wool jersey the evil thought occurred to me that I could, actually, smarten up the boat and make a real effort to sell

  her as mine. Then I could scarper with the money and start somewhere else. Naturally I did not pursue this idea: I am by nature rather more honest than most, but it is sometimes amusing to consider

  notions that are so out of one’s behavioural orbit as to be fantastic.




  I have nothing against fantasy per se. Indeed, it seems to me one of the most harmless ways of enriching one’s life. I can always remember as a child the shock of teachers or

  parents accusing me of ‘day-dreaming’, as though this was some kind of offence. However, this particular morning – an ordinary, humdrum, end-of-Indian-summer Saturday morning

  – required me to be dully practical. I had to water the boat. This involved hauling it about a hundred yards the other side of the first bridge, to the lock cottage whose owner had a hose

  that reached to my water tank. I had also to do some shopping for food, and to fetch my laundry from the woman in the village. I made a shopping list of the usual things: eggs, bacon, sausages,

  corned beef, potatoes, onions and carrots, a large loaf, tomatoes, milk and a jar of Nescafe. I also needed more cleaning materials; it looked like more than one trip.




  I noticed as I passed the cottage that the curtains were drawn in the upstairs windows and that there was no sign of life. I also observed that the garden, what I could see of it, was a total

  wilderness filled with sodden hay, nettles blackened by the frost, old man’s beard, thistles and even ragwort. Then at the far side of the cottage, past the hedge that surrounded its garden,

  I noticed the most beautiful car I had ever seen. It was a two-seater, drop-head Mercedes, probably over twenty years old, its black canvas roof set off by the metallic green-grey bodywork. It was

  a car that could only belong, I felt, to a rich romantic, a Gatsbyish car made for the privileged few. I could not help giving it a closer look. It was in excellent condition; its long sleek lines

  polished, its chrome trim gleaming. Inside it had a walnut dashboard and black leather upholstery. Whoever owned that car was not short of a bob or two. It was probably some film director or pop

  star, I thought: country cottages and expensive cars were all part of their equipment, and the state of the garden was just what one would expect from some nouveau riche townie. For the rest

  of the walk I indulged myself with straightforward envy. It was not so much that I wanted particularly to own a car like that Mercedes, but that I wanted to be in a position to choose

  whether I owned one. The worst thing about poverty was the lack of choice. I imagined myself having to choose whether I would have either the cottage or the car – even that was a

  choice wildly beyond my present means.




  While I was shopping I asked who lived in the cottage near the canal bridge. A lady from London – just moved in – a Mrs Redfearn. I asked if there was a Mr Redfearn, but that was not

  known. Looking back, I realize that even then I was considering the possibility of Mrs Redfearn as I then thought of her. If there was a Mr Redfearn I would go no further. Experience has

  taught me that there is very little point in pursuing women who are seriously, or even socially, married. You have to battle with their better natures – always the dullest part of them

  – and there is the danger that the husband will cotton on at the wrong moment. In any case there are quite enough women on their own to make pointless the pursuit of those already spoken for.

  I suppose when I was far younger, I did not understand this: the presence of a husband made romance more exciting and, of course, there were women, although with one exception I hardly encountered

  them, whose position in life made reckless effort worthwhile. Poor Charley, I thought: poor rich Charley! It was extraordinary how relatives’ interference was invariably destructive. But in

  Charley’s case they thought of nothing but money, which was why, I suppose, they had so much of it, and they were prepared to pretend that the drunken sod to whom she was married was a better

  bet than I could ever be. Anyway, after that débâcle, I avoided married women.




  As I trudged back to the boat with the first consignment of shopping I saw that the car had gone. On the other hand, there was smoke rising from the chimney, so presumably Mrs Redfearn had

  simply gone out to lunch. Or they had gone out. I had suddenly an intense desire to walk through the jungle garden up to the cottage and see what I could of the inside. If there was anyone

  in the cottage and they accosted me, I would say I had come to enquire whether they needed a gardener. The sitting room did actually have red walls and clashing pink curtains. There were two very

  large sofas and, in the middle of the floor, several tea chests that seemed to be full of books. I noted also a number of very large cushions with bits of glass in their embroidery. A fire smoked

  reluctantly on an enormous hearth but there was no sign of anyone.




  I moved past the sitting room and the front door to the side where the kitchen must be. If I could see cups or mugs lying about, I might have some idea of how many people had had breakfast.




  The kitchen had windows front and back, was two rooms knocked into one. It had, apart from the usual kitchen things, a round pine table on which the remains of breakfast for one still lay. Of

  course, all that told me was that Mrs Redfearn had come here alone; for all I knew she might be fetching him from the station at this minute. Somehow (and this is not hindsight, I do

  remember the feeling very clearly) I had the intuition that she lived alone, was either divorced or a widow.




  I remember so well the curious prickling that comes after that little shot in the dark when one knows a small piece of something without the slightest reason for knowing it. For a split

  second, I knew that Mrs Redfearn was going to be of paramount importance in my life. I need look no further: here she was going to be.




  In the middle of these discoveries, I heard the car return. I had just time to get back down the path and outside the gate before she appeared round the corner of the hedge. She was tall,

  wearing a long raincoat and boots, and a man’s black felt hat set rather far back on her head. She was carrying shopping-bags and stopped a moment when she saw me.




  ‘What can I do for you?’




  ‘I thought there might be something I could do for you.’




  ‘Oh?’ She had reached the gate and we were face to face. Her eyes were grey and she looked wary. I launched into my garden bit.




  ‘I suppose I do,’ she said. ‘I hadn’t got round to thinking about it. Let me just go and dump these.’




  As she walked into the cottage, I heard the telephone ring, and after a few minutes she reappeared and asked if I could come back in the afternoon at about three.




  I agreed to that, reflecting as I went about my domestic chores that most, if not all, women are addicted to the telephone. At that point I wanted to find something ordinary about her to still

  some of the violent surging of excitement that seeing her had engendered. It may seem extraordinary to an outsider, but I had only to look on her face to find it beautiful. I have a theory about

  this, because it is something I have found several times in my life and when I have told the woman concerned she has always questioned – and in some cases totally misunderstood – me. It

  has something to do with looking for the first time at someone with no preconceived notion, picture, image, whatever you want to call it, of them at all. I can, if I choose, look at a new

  face and experience a sense of complete discovery and at the same time recognition. Then I know them – for the duration of my looking – and so, inevitably, I love what I see and

  know. One woman argued that this could only be true if I was predisposed to love them anyway, to which I simply replied that something did not have to be true with everyone to be true with some. I

  certainly don’t love everybody, but I also see very few people and those who I see I love, or have loved.




  And now Mrs Redfearn had joined the club.




  Another thing about this kind of seeing is that it imprints itself indelibly on my mind. With all the pictures that I have of her now, I can at any time shut out the present and conjure that

  first sight – when I was within two or three feet of her and our eyes met. I knew that she was sizing me up, or trying to do so, but there was something more to her look than wary appraisal

  – a wildness, a fear, a familiarity with disappointment, these things so instant and glancing that most people would never have caught anything of them, but after a lifetime of passionate

  interest in the nuances of response I am finely tuned; nothing of the kind escapes me. I think I knew then that more of her life had been endurance than enjoyment.




  I observed other things ... I estimated her to be in her mid-fifties: her complexion was pale and clear but it was inscribed with myriad tiny lines, round her eyes, round her mouth, and deeper

  marks between her eyebrows that had in turn the narrow arched symmetry often seen in Elizabethan portraits. I could go on like Shakespeare: item, one nose of a shape known as aquiline; item, one

  mouth – or pair of lips – small, also pale and rather prim excepting when she smiled. But I am anticipating: she had not yet smiled at me, nor had she taken off her hat.




  Naturally I got to know all kinds of details, physical and other, but nothing I subsequently learned altered or belied my first impression.




  I went back to the cottage at three. It was still, not a breath of wind, and the chilly sunlight made every leaf in the hedgerow and on the towpath livid. From the bridge, I could see her slated

  roof; the road sloped steadily downhill from the bridge to the village nearly a mile away. I could not see any smoke from the chimney, and for a moment I thought that perhaps she was not there.

  Then I thought, no, people from London were not used to open fires. I would offer to relight it for her.




  I was right about the fire. She had taken off her mac, but she was wearing a black, roll-necked jersey that looked like cashmere and over it a jacket of thick wool embroidered with poppies.




  ‘Oh – hello. Thanks for coming back. Sorry about the telephone, only it was long distance and I didn’t want to have to ring them. What do you think you could do about the

  garden, then?’




  ‘I haven’t looked at it yet. I thought that was something we should do together.’




  I felt rather than saw her glance at me and then she said, ‘Oh, well, it can’t be much colder out than it is here.’




  We walked out into the middle of the overgrown path.




  ‘I’ve only just bought this place.’ She sounded doubtful, as though this might have been a mistake.




  ‘It’s this jungle round it,’ I said. ‘Cottages need their setting and that means their garden, however small. Think of Lark Rise. Cottages always have a garden. In

  the mind’s eye.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Flora Thompson’s book. Lark Rise to Candleford. Village life at the turn of the century. Very different from now.’




  ‘Oh, yes. Yes, I did read it – years ago.’ Again I felt her looking at me – and looking away. ‘I was wondering why on earth I did buy it.’




  ‘I know you were.’




  Another covert glance, and then she said distinctly, ‘Of course, I would need a price for doing the whole thing.’




  I sensed that reading her mind – understanding her – would only make her shy like a nervous horse.




  ‘I just want a few rough measurements, and then we can discuss what you would like indoors. If you like.’




  ‘The fire’s gone out and I’ve run out of firelighters.’




  ‘I don’t need them.’




  She said nothing to this, but held one end of the tape while I measured and wrote down the dimensions on the back of an envelope with Charley’s gold pen, which I was pretty sure she would

  notice. Nothing was said, however, until we had finished (the measurements were hardly extensive or difficult) and she had led the way back into the cottage. I said, ‘I apologize if I was

  pushy just now, but I’m one of those people who leap at any chance to light a proper fire.’




  ‘Go ahead. There’s some newspaper and sticks in that basket.’




  ‘And logs?’ There seemed to be only one lying about – far too large, like a great rafter.




  ‘I think in the back of the garage. And there is a wheel-barrow, because I found one full of logs outside the back door.’




  ‘Right, I’ll get them.’




  All the time I was collecting the logs and wheeling them cottagewards, I thought about her voice. I hesitate to use the word girlish, but it was high and very clear. Somehow it was a shock

  coming from her, instantly making me imagine her much younger and more vulnerable than her present appearance implied. But it was a very pretty voice, ageless, and charming to me.




  I must say here that I am very sensitive to voices – to pitch, to timbre, to accent. I can imitate other people, including myself in earlier days; having adapted my way of speaking

  considerably. For the last twenty years of his life my own father would not have recognized me on the telephone. At any rate, I was fortunate that she had a voice that could charm me. At that point

  I wanted, was determined, to be charmed. I was also nervous – at this stage a very small thing could jeopardize the enterprise entirely. This was also a time (which, of course, I knew from

  past experience) when getting Mrs Redfearn to take an interest in me was a challenge, an adventure, more of an exciting game than an affair of the heart. So the first aim must be to encourage one

  thing to lead to another.




  I returned with the logs and set about the fire. She offered me a cup of tea; I accepted. I asked if she had paper on which I could draw her garden for her. I sensed that formality reassured

  her. I spent longer than I needed sitting back on my heels watching the fire, and then watching her as she went to and fro from the kitchen for the tea and some shelf paper, which was all she had,

  she said, for me to draw on. She put the tea-tray on to one of the glass-embroidered cushions. ‘Haven’t got a table for here,’ she said. ‘Got to get one.’




  The firelight made the room feel warmer at once. Outside dusk coloured the sky and I knew that there was going to be a frost. I noticed the sky because she was drawing the curtains, ‘to

  keep the warmth in’.




  Eventually we were each sitting on a sofa opposite one another, and she offered me a cigarette. I had to get up to light hers for her.




  ‘Do you always wear a hat?’




  ‘Of course not. I forgot it.’ She pulled it off and tilted her face for the light.




  She had the most amazing hair of a kind I’d never seen before in my life. It was dark, brindled with pure white, and sprang richly from her head in small curls that, if her hair had been

  longer, would have been ringlets. But the most unusual thing about it was its fineness. It looked like gossamer or the hair of a fairy and must have made anyone seeing it for the first time want to

  touch it.




  She asked me to switch on the lamp that stood by my sofa, which was good because the light from the new fire was romantic but unrevealing. She poured the tea into two striped mugs and started to

  talk about her garden. She had always loved the idea of having one, but knew next to nothing about gardening. She didn’t want anything elaborate. ‘You made me feel rather nervous when

  you said you wanted to draw a design – I can’t afford to spend thousands of pounds on it, you know.’




  ‘Of course not. It was more for me to find out what you want.’




  ‘I told you, I know so little about it that I don’t even know what I like.’




  ‘Like art critics, you mean? They never seem to me to have the faintest notion of what they actually like.’




  She threw back her head and gave a little shout of laughter.




  ‘What on earth made you think of that?’




  ‘I read.’




  ‘I wasn’t laughing at you. It’s just so true.’




  ‘Does the truth make you laugh?’




  ‘Very much, sometimes. Why not?’




  ‘Isn’t the truth important to you, then?’




  She gave me a look that was both incomprehensible and daunting, and threw her cigarette into the fire. ‘I’m not much in the market for philosophical forays. We’re meant to be

  talking about my garden.’




  ‘Right.’ I became at once professional. I know enough about gardens to know that I don’t know nearly enough, but I still know more than most people or, with many of them, have

  been able to give the impression that I do.




  So I plunged into things like aspect, soil tests, high or low maintenance, the pros and cons of deciduous or evergreen foliage . . .




  ‘Look,’ she said in the middle of my spiel, ‘all I want is a simple, nice cottage garden. You know, roses growing up the walls and lavender and those tall flowers with long

  spikes that people used to embroider on tea cosies – holly-hocks! Them. I don’t want anything grand or elaborate. I shan’t be here much for the next few months anyway.’




  This was bad news.




  ‘Were you thinking of it as a summer place, then?’




  ‘Not particularly. Just somewhere I can bolt to when I’m free.’




  When she said this, I had the distinct impression that she did not expect this to be often, and as the implications of this began to sink in I wondered whether I had made the wrong choice in Mrs

  Redfearn. Then she said, ‘I suppose you don’t happen to know somebody round here who could look after the place for me – the garden, I mean – while I’m

  away?’




  ‘I might. I’ll think,’ I said.




  ‘Are you going to do a drawing?’




  ‘I don’t think there’s any need. You’ve been very clear about what you want. Of course it would be nice if you could choose about the planting. When are you going

  away?’




  ‘Oh – on Monday. I’ll be leaving here tomorrow evening.’




  It’s amazing how fast and how much one can think in a split second. I thought, It’s no go, there’s not enough time, if I agree to do the garden I’m keeping my options

  open, if I do the garden for her I could make her spend quite a lot of tomorrow with me, find out more about her, she’ll be back, you don’t buy a cottage and then never live in

  it, I think she does like me in a wary sort of way and that’s a start. Anyway, there’s nothing to be lost by going all out for the hours that are left. Limitations – of any kind

  – are simply a challenge. You used to enjoy them, remember? I got to my feet so that I could look down at her.




  ‘I’ll do your garden for you – dig it and plant it and then keep it tidy. But I’ll need some tools, a fork and so on. Perhaps if we went to the local garden centre we

  could get them and you’d have a chance to pick out a few plants – and bulbs, it’s not too late for them.’




  ‘I’ve got an awful lot to do tomorrow. The book-unpacking and the kitchen things.’




  ‘I happen to be entirely free tomorrow, and there’s hardly anything I like better than getting a look at other people’s books.’ Then, because I sensed at once that I had

  gone too far (and whenever I recognize this I also know that it is essential to seem utterly unaware of it), I added, ‘I know it’s always embarrassing to talk about money, but I charge

  four pounds an hour – for the gardening, of course, not for getting tools et cetera.’




  ‘How do I know how many hours are involved?’




  ‘Well, I reckon it would take me about a week to clear the garden and replant, and then I suppose half a day, say four hours a week, less in winter and possibly more in the spring and

  summer. That’s the dicey part of it. If you are away, you would have to trust me to put down my hours.’ I let myself smile fleetingly at the very idea of dishonesty, before saying,

  ‘I could, of course, produce some quite splendid references if required.’




  ‘By splendid, I take it you mean snobbish.’




  ‘That’s it.’




  ‘Don’t bother. You’re on.’




  She was on her feet now, and walking me to the door.




  ‘What time would you like me to come tomorrow?’




  ‘About ten?’




  ‘Fine. Thank you for the tea.’




  I walked down the weedy path to the gate and when I turned she was in the process of shutting the front door – as though she had been watching me but did not want me to see.




  A fairly conventional encounter, that; nothing remarkable had been said by either of us; nothing, or nothing very much, had happened. It had been studiedly impersonal, we had not even exchanged

  names.




  That evening I ran and reran the events of the day. I have a good memory, particularly for dialogue, and remembering exactly what someone has said can often spark perceptions that I had been

  unaware of at the time. Not only do the words recall the voice, they recall the eyes, the posture, the whole set of the body (body language is, I believe, the modern term for it), thus providing a

  quantity of retrospective information. And that was what I was after, what, given the short time available, I desperately needed. One cannot expect to be successful in pursuit of a shadow or ghost.

  Her going away so soon (and for how long?) made speed and accuracy of the essence. Her going was a blow; on the other hand her appearance had been a delightful shock.




  Every now and then, during that evening and night, I would stop all thoughts and plan to recapture her face as I first saw it, the wary grey eyes that were shaped, I could recollect, like

  horizontal diamonds from a pack of cards. Far into the night, as I was wondering what shape they would become when she smiled, I realized that she hadn’t. She had laughed when I had made the

  remark about art critics, but then she’d thrown back her head and, anyway, I’d thought she was laughing at me and when that happens I can’t think or observe anything at all. But

  she said she hadn’t been, and she had not smiled once. Was she deeply, chronically unhappy? Or had she simply never experienced carefree pleasure (true of far more women than is generally

  known)? Who was Mr Redfearn? I had a strong feeling that, alive or dead, he was not with her. None the less, it was one of the first things I must find out. The second was what she was going away

  for, and for how long. And, come to that, where?




  I finally slept, with several possible but, of course, no certain answers to these questions; the one thing that I knew was that I was on the brink of what I prayed would turn out to be the

  adventure of my life.




  





  2




  DAISY




  She had meant to leave for London early in the afternoon but that had proved impossible. Originally, before Carter had called, she had meant to stay at least until the Monday

  morning. Six o’clock – she looked at her watch – six thirty on a Sunday evening guaranteed the worst weekend traffic, and when she did get back at whatever time it

  was, she would have to pack and write notes for the daily and leave messages on people’s answering-machines and do all the things that had to be done before going away, in this case for an

  unknown amount of time. Thank God she had a garage for the car, she thought, as she eased herself into it. She had parked in front of the cottage to load up, although in the end there had been

  remarkably little to load: just her clothes and her typewriter and briefcase of papers. Now she looked back at the cottage to check that she had turned off all the lights. It was dark – a

  vaguely darker silhouette against a sky lit by a murky moon. And I turned off the water, she thought, and doused the fire and shut all the windows. She had reached a stage of fatigue where she

  wanted to go back and see that she had locked the door, but the difficulty of wrenching the key in the lock was so recent that she knew it would be dotty. Now. Up the hill, over the canal bridge

  and then first turning left. After that it was plain sailing for about fifteen miles to the M40. She threw her hat into the back and turned over her Glenn Gould tape – the partitas this time.

  Seatbelt, a cigarette and she was off.




  The Mercedes’ headlights made the trees and hedgerows look like some unearthly ballet set; it was well equipped in this as in all things. I do love my car, she thought. I shall actually

  miss it. But when she came back, there it would faithfully be; it would not have sought another owner, nor crashed itself. In these ways it was definitely more reliable than husbands.




  As she approached the bridge, she saw that someone was sitting on the right-hand parapet. A man. He kissed his hand to her as she passed – an elegant and romantic gesture of the kind more

  read about than experienced. It had been Mr Kent, she realized. How odd that he should be there just as she went by. Had he been trying to stop her? No, he had merely been saying farewell in a

  rather unmere sort of way, and he’d said something about living in a boat temporarily on the canal. There was nothing odd about his being there. On his way back from the village pub most

  likely. He had offered to stay and help her pack the car and shut up the cottage, but after the whole morning and a late sandwich lunch with him she’d had enough – wanted to be on her

  own in this new place that was now hers.




  But he had been helpful, especially with the books. If she had known that they were going to send for her and expect her to hang on right through the picture, she would not have had the

  books sent down at all. But, given that she’d got them there, it had seemed better to unpack them, although if the cottage was left to itself long enough, damp would prevail. Perhaps it had

  been mad to take on a second place – particularly somewhere completely strange to her, where she knew nobody and had no ready-made contacts that would enable her to find someone to look after

  it when she was away. But she’d wanted the cottage to be away from everyone she knew; had not wanted that crowded, frenetic weekend society experienced from staying with friends in their

  weekend places – drinks, lunches, drinks, dinners. She had wanted somewhere quiet, where she was unknown and unnoticed and could work and sleep and read in peace. Anthony had offered to come

  down with her to help her settle in, but she had refused. And so she had ended up by allowing a total stranger to help her. It had been odd, coming back from her first visit to the village shop to

  find him apparently hanging about – almost as though he was waiting for her. She had felt a vague sense of alarm at the sight of him, but it turned out that he was simply wanting a job in the

  garden (useful and reassuring); on the other hand, she had later realized, he hardly had the voice of a genuine jobbing gardener. This had struck her after he had made that really rather surprising

  remark about art critics, then asked a series of questions that were unexpected and – although it was hard to say how – impertinent.




  But long before then she had implicitly engaged him by asking him to come back in the afternoon. If the call from America had not come a few seconds after she had encountered him, she might well

  not have asked him back – might not have engaged him at all? Well, if he turned out to be too chatty and generally time-consuming, she could always tell him to go away, say that she wanted to

  do the garden herself, anything. That problem, if it was one, was far away; she expected to be stuck in Los Angeles for at least two months, possibly three. A peevish way of putting it.




  She started to enumerate all the possible advantages. She would escape a good deal of the English winter. She would be able to go to New York and Mexico for short breaks. Money would not be a

  problem for at least two years. She liked working with George. And finally, but by no means of lesser significance, it would be an enormous relief to be somewhere where she knew she would

  not bump into Jason and Marietta, which during this autumn had seemed to happen with a regularity that she would have liked to call monotonous, except that it left her gasping inwardly with pain.

  And rage, she reminded herself – hang on to the rage, whatever you do.




  But even after twelve years, ten of them divorced from him, her grief and . . . not shock but the memory of shock was there, and humiliation, wounded pride and subsequent anger had always to be

  deliberately invoked. But not now, she thought, you’re getting away from all that. And really you’re away from it anyway; you don’t have to worry about how to divide your time

  between work and love; you can dress to please yourself; you can read in bed all night if you want to; you can skip meals, spend too much money on your car, buy a cottage on impulse – in

  short, please yourself. Pleasure was all very well, but I don’t enchant or delight myself, I need someone else to do that – or, rather, would need, if I wasn’t too

  old for it. Work is the thing at my age, and jolly lucky to have it. But she didn’t want to start thinking about that now.




  In order not to have to try too hard, not to think about it, she pressed the play button for the tape. Bach streamed into the car and into her; passion and logic locked together to the

  enhancement of each – an aspect more noticeable in him than in any other composer she could think of. She could see the motorway ahead and hoped that the partitas would last out.




  She had thought that the drive from North Oxfordshire plus all the things she had to do when she got home would have tired her enough to make her want to sleep, but they hadn’t. She had

  had a hot bath, hoping that it would release some of the nervous tension she felt at the immediate prospect of the trip, but it had not. Now she lay on her back in the dark trying to bore herself

  to sleep. She went through her lists; the messages left on her answering-machine, what she had done about them; she couldn’t ring Katya because she went to bed long before eleven thirty, so

  she had left a long message explaining what was going on and saying she’d call from the States. Other messages, too boring to enumerate even if one was aiming at tedium, had taken a good deal

  of time. Then there were notes for the caretaker of the flats and her Portuguese lady who cleaned for her. Then the packing. She decided to take with her all three drafts of the play as well as the

  film script – all of them likely to contain alternative scenes that they might think they wanted her to write. It would save time if she had already written them, and spirit, since they never

  used their own suggestions once they had seen them in the flesh, as it were. She wasn’t going to think about any of that. She thought about Katya; she spent a lot of her life doing that, and

  worrying about her fruitlessly, ineffectively and, she suspected from Katya’s point of view, irritatingly. She had had Katya when she was twenty-three, married to Stach and called Mrs

  Varensky. It had been after she had realized that Stach drank far too much, and before she had known that he slept with other – several other – women. The drink she had excused on the

  grounds that after his frightful battle and subsequent crash-landing in the Spitfire, he had suffered an injury to his spine that left him in continuous and sometimes agonising pain. Drink, while

  it did not alleviate the pain much, did alleviate what he felt about it. It certainly alleviated what he felt about what she felt about his infidelity. ‘I shall not leave

  you,’ he would reiterate, as though that was the only thing she could legitimately mind. ‘I shall always be a family man.’ And he had looked at her with his pale green eyes

  snapping with sardonic self-mockery. She had been crying that first time, and he wiped her face caressingly with two fingers, licked them and twitched his nostrils with a kind of delicate distaste.

  ‘Just how I imagine the Dead Sea.’ He had managed, she had thought afterwards, to have a new woman exactly when she had become resigned to the one before.




  He had been delighted by the birth of Katya, who was named after his mother – shot by the Russians for harbouring a Jew only weeks before the end of the war in Europe. Whenever Katya

  cried, he picked her up and walked her up and down, crooning to her in Polish, exclaiming upon unknown – to Daisy – family resemblances and predicting a fairytale future of health,

  wealth and happiness for his daughter. ‘The eyes are like my sister’s!’ His sister had been raped by five Russian soldiers and had died years later in an asylum. Whenever, even

  now, she thought about Stach’s family, or rather lack of it, since all of them one way or another had been destroyed, she felt a rush of protective love for him. The Poles had really been

  sold down the river at Yalta, their heroism, hardship in no way recompensed, and she felt it was up to her to try and make it up to him. Katya was all his family now, and then, in those early weeks

  of their daughter’s life, she had thought that perhaps all would become well – that love would find a way. But it gradually became clear that hers certainly would not and that his

  – if it existed beyond physical adventure – would always be distracted. This situation was compounded by the fact that Stach earned money only spasmodically and was likely to have

  parted with most of it before it reached her. It was then that she had started to look for work that she could do at home and sometimes found it. She read plays for a new company that had started,

  and when Katya was old enough to go to nursery school she cleaned the house of a film director and his French wife. In the evenings, when usually Stach was out, she wrote a novel about a young

  woman who married a foreigner and had a small baby. Nobody wanted to publish the novel. One editor did actually offer to see her, and she went to the office trembling with hope. After waiting in a

  passage that contained the switchboard and its operator, she was fetched by a tired-looking man who conducted her to what seemed like an enlarged cupboard that contained two chairs and a table with

  an unsteady mountain of typescripts. When they were both seated, he offered her a cigarette and plunged straight in.




  ‘Is this your first novel?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Well, a jolly good start anyway.’ He cleared his throat. ‘You did say in your letter that you wanted an opinion?’




  ‘Yes, I did.’




  ‘Well, you have a very good ear for dialogue. Really excellent.’




  There was a pause, so long that she said, ‘But nothing else much?’




  ‘I wouldn’t say that, exactly. It’s more to do with – I mean, take your heroine’s husband. He’s a bit of a caricature of a foreigner, isn’t he? I mean,

  just because he’s Polish it doesn’t follow that he’d get drunk and sing in the street or keep on having all those affairs with girls. I mean, she wouldn’t stay with

  him, would she, if he was as awful as that?’




  She gave a small, acquiescent shrug: ‘I suppose not.’ Not in a novel, anyway, she thought on the bus home as she grappled unavailingly with the chasm between art and life. The point

  was not whether she had drawn a good likeness in her portrait of Stach (who was, she knew, an almost operatic character), it was that she had not made him seem credible. But other thoughts

  came out of that meeting. Why did she stay with Stach if he was, as Mr Milnethorpe had suggested, as awful as that? At first she shied away from consideration of this uncomfortable question,

  but it returned at odd and unexpected intervals, trapping her each time into some negative admission. One, she didn’t stay with him because she loved him; two, she didn’t stay because

  of Katya; three, she didn’t stay because of money. She didn’t stay because any of it was fun, and she most certainly didn’t stay in order to prevent her family from saying they

  had told her so. Marriage to Stach had brought all the social isolation, domestic responsibility and lack of freedom associated so often with the state, but without the attendant compensating joys

  of chronic intimacy, companionship and, of course, a regular sex life. None of these did she have.




  After many essays into work with some glamour attached to it (he was, after all, a war hero) he had settled for the last two years into driving cabs or cars for various companies. Every now and

  then he slipped up, drank too much too near a job and got sacked. But most of the time he had a remarkable discipline about his drinking, which he explained he had learned from flying. You did not

  drink before you took a plane up, but you made up for it at other times. But sitting in cabs was extremely hard on his back, and this was another reason why he had to lay off. This did not

  necessarily mean that she saw more of him; it was then that he conducted his affairs.




  She remembered now, as she lay in the dark, the first time that she had experimented with the idea of leaving him. It had been after she had reread her novel and decided that there was nothing

  she wanted to do to it. I might as well put it in the dustbin, she had thought, get on with something else. That had been the moment. Yes, why not get on with something else? And now for

  something completely different . . . Such thoughts had at first to be disowned but this did not get rid of them. She agonized over his probable despair and helplessness: he could not sew on a

  button or boil an egg – in spite, she thought, beginning to laugh at herself, of being in close proximity for nearly twelve years with someone who was constantly doing such things . . . Oh,

  really! But the end, when it came, was sudden and painless. He announced one evening that he was going to be away for a couple of weeks and she told him not to come back. He had stared at her in

  silence then said, ‘Whatever you like, of course.’ As he was stuffing the shirts she had ironed into a bag, he had said, ‘I understand you are jealous. I cannot blame you for it.

  But with me, as you know, these things do not last long. It will all change and be better, you will see.’




  From this she gathered that he did not believe that she meant what she said. It had been in July, and she had taken Katya out of school a week early and gone to her aunt’s house in

  Brighton. From there she had written him a letter addressed to the flat reiterating her decision to leave him. She would not try to prevent him from seeing Katya; she did not wish to return to the

  flat except to collect the rest of her and Katya’s clothes, and from now on he was financially responsible for it. Her aunt, an antique dealer who lived in a small, elegant Regency house

  filled with exquisite furniture, seemed neutral about these arrangements.




  And then Stach suddenly appeared and said, enough of this nonsense, he had come to take them home. It was August, early evening; not quite the end of a stifling day that now threatened thunder,

  and she and Aunt Jess, having washed salad and deadheaded the petunias, were just settling down to a bottle of white wine in the pretty garden when the doorbell rang.




  ‘She’s forgotten her key again. All right, Daisy, I’ll get her.’ Aunt Jess adored Katya and thought that she was often too hard on her. She heard a man’s voice and

  recognized that it was Stach’s, and then he was in the room making his announcement.




  When she did not immediately answer, her aunt said, ‘Has it occurred to you that she may not want to do that?’




  ‘Everything occurs to me, but I do not always take notice.’




  She realized then that he had been drinking – not a great deal, she guessed, but enough to face them with bravado.




  ‘Well, I don’t want to. I wrote to you about it and said what I meant.’




  He stared at her for a moment, then said histrionically, ‘And what about my daughter? What about my child? You cannot be so heartless as to take her away from me.’




  ‘I said I wouldn’t stop you seeing her, but she will live with me.’




  ‘I wish to see her. I wish to ask her about that.’




  ‘Stach, you can’t. You’ve no right to upset her with ideas like that when you know perfectly well that it wouldn’t be practical for you to look after her.’




  She was getting sucked into familiar black holes of conflict and unreason.




  She remembered again how grateful she had been for Aunt Jess’s presence and the knowledge that her support was unequivocal. It wasn’t that she always thought I was right about

  things, she just loved me. She recalled trying to explain what this had meant to her – several times and to different people – after Jess had died, and she had discovered what a lonely

  business mourning could be if there was nobody who had known the person, and how trying to talk about it to strangers simply made her miss her aunt more.




  It would never go, she thought, as she sat up in bed to turn off the light. She had read, or someone had said to her, that grief diminished with time, but this was not her experience. Her sense

  of loss had remained life-sized and as fresh as it had been nearly twenty years ago. After Jess died she had no family left, no home where she had been and could in some sort still be the child.

  She was in the front line, with Katya but nobody else. Her parents had both died in a car accident when she was not quite three – she could not honestly remember them. It had been Jess

  Langrish, her father’s sister, who had taken her on. She would get up and go into the kitchen and make tea. At her age it did not matter whether one slept a great deal or not.




  She was nearly as old now, she thought, as Jess had been when she died of cancer aged sixty-four. She was sixty, a grandmother – Katya had married a doctor and lived in the West Country

  – and she earned a surprising (to her) amount of money. Now, she could easily have afforded to keep Jess’s house, which had been left to her with its contents, but the legacy had

  coincided with Katya starting at university, and debts, due to being more or less out of work for the previous year as she had been spending as much time as possible with Jess, ultimately nursing

  her. At the time she had told herself that perhaps it was as well that the house had to go: it contained so much of Jess and her life with Jess that she might have found that she could not bear the

  place without her. She kept some of the contents – the furniture, pictures, china, things she had remembered all her life – and when Katya married she gave some of them to her.




  She had made tea and smoked a cigarette and her watch said half past three. Why did insomnia always seem to ally itself to pain and fear and grief? Why could she not lie in the dark revelling in

  joyful or at least pleasant bits of the past? The answer or answers to that were neither reassuring nor complimentary to her nature. Her life seemed to have been composed more of difficulty than

  ease, more of pain than pleasure, and while her losses were permanent – she did not wish either Stach or Jason back in her life and Jess was inexorably gone – her gains seemed always to

  be temporary. But she knew, or had glimpsed, that this sense of having been short-changed went with a kind of greed that demanded of anything good that it should persist before it could be

  appreciated. The only good memories she had were when she had lived entirely in their present, which became timeless if you were really in it.




  She was back in bed and as she lay down she remembered climbing into Jess’s bed after a nightmare, and feeling Jess’s bony but wonderfully comforting arms round her and her voice,

  full of endearments that were inexpressibly soothing, as she made her tell everything about the bad dream until it became puny and meaningless. Then, ‘Would you like a hot drink, pet?’

  Aunt Jess would say, and she would say yes, and while Jess was away making it she would lie reiterating all the blissful affection: the words, ‘My pet, my little Daisy, my best girl, I love

  you, all right, don’t you worry about that. I won’t let a single sea serpent into the house, they’d soon find they’d come to the wrong place, they would.’ Kisses,

  hugs, strokings. ‘Your little feet are like ice!’ ‘Blow your nose, my sweetheart, you’ll feel better if you can breathe properly.’ ‘I won’t be long. You

  lie there and think what you’d like to do on your birthday.’ She had been going to be seven, and happy then. And, of course, there had been other times when she was growing up –

  particularly the wonderful first week in Brighton where Aunt Jess moved them when she was eleven. ‘Better schools for you, pet, and a very good place for my trade.’ And the sea! The

  idea of living near the sea seemed a fantastic luxury. They had moved at the beginning of the Easter holidays. By noon the movers had dumped everything in the house, drunk tea provided by Aunt

  Jess, pocketed their tips and left them standing in the kitchen that was littered with tea chests, muddy footprints on the black-and-white-check lino (it had been raining) and screws of grey

  newspaper from the mugs that they had unpacked for the tea.




  ‘What do we do now?’




  She remembered so clearly the way Aunt Jess had opened her mouth to say something then shut it; the way her expression had changed when their eyes met and then her saying, ‘I think before

  we do anything else we should go and see the sea, don’t you agree?’ Oh, she did! She wanted to see it every day – to make the most of the marvellous chance. It had stopped

  raining, but the streets were shiny and glistening in the sunlight. They had walked to the end of their road and turned right into a wider street that descended quite steeply towards the cloudy

  green-grey sea at the bottom. When they reached the front they went down some steps that led to the beach.




  ‘Shall we bathe?’




  ‘It will be too cold, pet, but you can paddle if you like. I’m going to settle here for a bit.’ And she sat, with her back against a breakwater, and smoothed her sensible tweed

  skirt over her knees.




  The sea had been deeply cold: it seemed at once to go straight through her skin into her bones, although she could not go far into the water because the beach shelved so steeply and the waves

  surged in different shapes and sizes. There was a lovely smell, which wasn’t exactly fish, or exactly salt or even seaweed but a bit of all three. Then, quite suddenly, the sun went in and it

  seemed darker and another shower poured down. She went back to her aunt then as fast as she could, and put her wet bare feet into her shoes without the socks and they started back up the steps.

  They were looking up the street they had come down, and at the top and a little to the left was a rainbow ‘It’s pointing to our house,’ Aunt Jess had said, and she felt as though

  she had been stabbed with tremendous happiness, with joy, as though God had said, ‘What a good thing you have come to live here.’ She watched until the rainbow had dissolved, but by

  then they were nearly home. Aunt Jess stopped at a fish and chip shop and bought them their lunch. Later in her life, after she had grown up, she would sometimes buy fish and chips simply to remind

  herself of that blissful first day.




  So there had been good times, of course there had, but as she grew older the good times seemed to become tied to the subsequent bad ones with shorter and shorter links. And now she could not

  recall her early days with Jason without pain, because every time she thought of him – the first time she saw him at a drinks party on someone’s boat at Chelsea, for instance –

  that last awful evening when she had made him come round for a drink and tell her to her face that he was leaving, came back and engulfed all other remembrance of him.




  They had married three months after meeting, flouting all caution, advice from friends and, for her at least, one or two very faint internal messages of warning. She was forty-five, and he was

  seven years younger, although he had an appearance – not unlike Rupert Brooke – that had an agelessly heroic quality about it and which made him look even younger. They had married in a

  register office and were given a small lunch party at Prunier by Jason’s agent. Katya was a witness, unsmiling, withdrawn. She had not wanted to come to the lunch; it was only when Daisy had

  said, ‘Don’t, if you really don’t want to, but I shall miss you awfully,’ that Katya had relented. Nothing that Jason said to her dissolved Katya’s hostility, and yet,

  Daisy thought now, it hadn’t been because she was close to her father and resented this remarriage on his behalf. She hardly ever saw Stach and spoke of him as though he was some sort of

  emotional outpost in her life – a boundary that she had neither time nor inclination to reach. But she had always been against Jason, and he, early sensing that she was impervious to his

  charm, wasted no more of it upon her. Katya had been twenty-two when Daisy had married Jason and this had accelerated her flight from home and her mother. They had been painfully estranged until

  Katya’s sudden marriage to Edwin.




  It was while she was away that Jason’s career moved from being successful to his becoming a star. He played the grownup Pip in a six-part drama for television of Great Expectations,

  and at the end of the six weeks of its showing people recognized him in the street. He was interviewed and photographed and asked to appear on chat shows, and offers, mostly within the range of

  downright horrible to bizarre, began to flow in. He had been most sweetly excited by his success, very much including her in it. It was true that she had adapted the book, but apart from one, quite

  idle, suggestion that it might be worth auditioning him (they were looking for a new face to play Pip), she had no hand in his getting the part. He liked to say afterwards that it had been her

  great influence, which initially had made her cross because she felt strongly about nepotism in any shape or form. He had teased her out of this. ‘The point, my darling girl, is that I

  wouldn’t have got it if I’d been absolutely no good. So graft doesn’t come into it. You just got me the chance.’ Other chances came – not through her –

  but they agreed that they should be turned down, although as the winter slowly warmed and lightened to spring, he became fidgety and anxious.




  ‘Perhaps I won’t get a decent offer. Perhaps one has to take some of these awful jobs while one is waiting.’




  ‘Only if we couldn’t eat. We eat,’ she reminded him. ‘Anyway – think of them! That fatuous notion of producing Lear with a thirty-year-old Lear suffering

  from Alzheimer’s. What happens to the daughters, for God’s sake?’




  ‘They were to be his sisters.’




  ‘But why?.’




  ‘Oh, I agree. Why?’




  ‘You haven’t carried spears in respectable productions for years to have to do that.’




  ‘Nor been various characters’ best friend. Have you noticed how dull best friends always are in plays? I suppose it started with Celia in As You Like It, and went on

  to Horatio.’




  ‘He’s not so bad.’




  They were lying in bed on a Sunday morning.




  ‘Anyway, you were never Celia,’ she said, shifting luxuriously so that her head lay in the crook of his shoulder. They had made love earlier and her limbs felt becalmed.




  ‘Yes, I was, at my school. We did a play every year and they kept on casting me in the women’s parts. It was being blond that did it. They had a Dickensian idea of

  heroines.’




  ‘You,’ he said later, ‘would never have done. Apart from being the wrong colour, your hair is like a sort of royal bird’s nest. How about me making some hot

  chocolate?’




  ‘Yes, please.’




  Happiness, comfort and joy: remembering now, she had to recognize that the good time had lasted for nearly two years. It had not been so fleeting as afterwards she had imagined. For the whole of

  the rest of that year and most of the next she had been so happy with him that nothing else had seemed to matter at all.




  She loved his even, sanguine temperament, his physical beauty, his jokes, his imitations of people and animals, his clowning mime, all thrown off with spontaneous ease, his charming, light, true

  singing voice, his greed about chocolate, anything chocolate, his passion for every kind of game and his determination to win every one that he played. In company he treated her with tenderness and

  courtesy; alone, he would tease her, take her off and then, in the midst of these games, drop it all to declare his love and the degree of it for her. ‘For you, my amazing beauty, I

  think you were made for me. Nobody has ever come so near to being everything I want in the ways that you are. Think if you’d never gone to that party, I might never have found you.

  Wouldn’t that be sad?’ He would elaborate on this theme: ‘Or you might have been on your way to the party when you were waylaid by some bewitching chap who carried you off to some

  handy lair or other while I was stuck on that boat knocking back warmer and warmer gin and tonics (do you remember how quickly they ran out of ice at that party?). And all I would get would be the

  headlines, “Ravishing Playwright Carried Off by Wealthy Plutocrat.” At least the pictures of you don’t look painfully like you. So I wouldn’t have absolutely known what I

  was missing.’ Every time he indulged these fantasies, she imagined what it would have been like not to have met him, not to have fallen in love with him. She would have

  been slogging along, working fairly hard, being her own personal staff, with the exception of Anna – secretary, cook, housekeeper, accountant – much as she did now. She would have taken

  comfort from and sometimes refuge in various friends: there are always some people who quite enjoy an unattached free person who is more likely to be available to them. She would give herself small

  treats like massage – the only way of getting touched – or buying expensive clothes like her lovely poppy jacket. She would treat herself to an opera or a gardenia in a pot, or a bottle

  of good scent. Once she had tried a winter weekend break in Venice by herself, but in spite of (she thought) strenuous and thoughtful efforts to enjoy herself, she had not succeeded. It had been

  beautiful and bitterly cold and she had felt loneliness in a general manner and on a scale hitherto unknown to her. ‘I can’t go on like this!’ ‘For the rest of my

  life?’ Getting back to her silent, empty flat had actually been a relief. It was full of her things, her life, was hers. Here, it seemed to say, she could be allowed choice and chance. People

  wrote her letters, rang her up here. But the fantasy of a life without Jason had been all very well; she need only imagine it when she chose to; it simply pointed up the wondrous relief of life

  with him.




  There had been two years of unalloyed happiness. And then, suddenly, there had been his contract with Paramount, and Marietta. They seemed to happen at the same time, but afterwards she realized

  that Marietta must have occurred some time before the contract. They had been to a party after a first night and across the room she saw this small, birdlike creature in a mini-dress of dark red

  velvet, arriving on the arm of a fat, bearded man whose face seemed vaguely familiar. She noticed the girl because she was looking at her; there, for a second, they held each other’s gaze,

  then the girl put up a small white hand and patted the man’s beard, laughing at him. She had turned to Jason.




  ‘Who is that?’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘That girl. Over there. She was looking at us.’
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