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  Introduction




  If you want to describe a marriage – and most novelists do at some point – there are three things to be considered: the husband, the wife, and the marriage itself.

  Marriage is the island on which they flourish or not – cut off from the rest of the world, yet vulnerable to passing pirates and sharp-eyed settlers.




  Elizabeth Jane Howard knows this; indeed, perhaps she knows everything? Her piercing insights are, one feels, the result of experience examined, and of close observation. She never trades on the

  easy assumptions of pop psychology and common cant; she approaches her characters with a blend of empathy and detachment which is unique to her.




  Odd Girl Out is the story of Edmund and Anne Cornhill and the cuckoo in their nest. They have been together for ten years, and their marriage has brought them great happiness. They are

  financially secure, Edmund being an estate agent of a superior and socially respectable kind. They have a beautiful house on the river near Henley, with a garden where Anne deploys her passions and

  expertise. They enjoy each other in bed, and their domestic life is precisely regulated in a way designed to give the maximum of pleasure and ease to them both.




  An enviable couple – and one can hardly even accuse them of complacency, so gently does the author deal with their hopes and fears. She writes with amusing accuracy of how sweetly, how

  persistently the halves of a loving couple give each other exactly what they don’t want. Edmund and Anne are very close, very attentive to each other’s needs. But they can’t

  be the other person, so inevitably they get it slightly wrong. Edmund brings Anne breakfast in bed every day, thinking he is pampering her; every day, she regrets to herself the waste of

  time. Edmund is predictable, Anne thinks, but then that is what she likes; she has been married before, and her first venture showed her quite enough of the other sort of behaviour.




  But at the end of the book Anne will look back on this idyllic decade, and ask herself:




  ‘But if everything about it had been so right for them, how could it be so easily disrupted?’




  On the first page, the claims of the outside world assert themselves; a happy marriage can be sabotaged easily and speedily, we find, if the right/wrong person comes along. And the danger may be

  in proportion to the innocence of the third party . . .




  Arabella is a poor little rich girl. Her mother Clara was once married to Edmund’s father – but since Clara has been married six times, and had many lovers in between, their

  connection is tenuous. Clara, ‘a rogue elephant in velvet’, is domineering, manipulative, and just a little bit pathetic. She keeps in touch with Edmund sporadically; the telephone

  usually rings when she has a favour to ask. Now she wants a billet – for an unspecified period of time – for her tiresome daughter.




  Arabella is twenty-two. She arrives looking ill, with deep violet shadows under her eyes. No wonder: all her life she has been treated by her mother like a parcel that occasionally gets lost or

  is misaddressed. The task of looking after her, of settling her into their lives, makes both Edmund and Anne recognize how secure they are, how bountiful they can afford to be.




  One of the hardest things for a novelist is to create a character who has charm. One can’t do it by simply telling the reader that so-and-so is charming; that is deeply counterproductive.

  Yet if Arabella did not charm us – a little, anyway – the book would not work. We have to understand why these fastidious and self-contained people fall under her spell, why they feel

  incomplete without her. Miss Howard makes us see her casual and unstudied beauty and hear her witty and odd turn of phrase. When she is precious – she often hovers on the brink – we see

  it as part of her eagerness to please.




  She is patchily educated, kind-hearted, ignorant of the value of money because she has so much: she is desperate for love, and to be seen as more than a nuisance, an appendage. Over the years

  she’s been propositioned by her mother’s collection of husbands and lovers, ‘horrible casual old Humberts . . . just experimenting’. Arabella is not always easy

  company. She doesn’t seem to know any rules, even the rules of conversation; she gives considered answers to questions that were merely polite or rhetorical. There has been no continuity in

  her life. Calm, to her, is merely the thing that follows a storm.




  A lovely girl who does not know the rules, or chooses to ignore them: she must be dangerous? The reader picks up the danger signals, but Anne feels so lucky and happy in her own life that she is

  disposed to be generous to others. We know Edmund is vulnerable. He is a man who lets things happen to him – yet not enough does. Arabella sees in him ‘the slightly haggard, unfinished

  appearance of somebody who ought to be twenty years younger than he was’. When the inevitable affair begins – I am not giving away anything that the reader will not quickly guess

  – Edmund broods on his situation:




  ‘All men of his age underwent some emotional upheaval, he imagined. He couldn’t actually think of anyone who had, but then, he didn’t know any man well enough to know that

  about them.’




  He can barely understand his own behaviour, and he certainly can’t understand Arabella at all. ‘. . . he had always thought of himself as the protector, the manly man who arranged

  for the comfort and security of others . . . [But] it was he, who like a woman, wanted now to pick over their personal situation with no reference to the generalities of their lives.’ He

  wants them to be put in a situation where every cliché about the ménage à trois is true; but Arabella defies clichés.




  And of course, this is much more than a story about the eternal triangle. What we cannot guess at the outset is how Anne’s own feelings towards Arabella will develop. Then there are the

  parallel stories: the frightful Clara and her current spouse, the ageing homosexual friend of Arabella’s who knows he is losing his looks and will lose his partner.




  The most important of these secondary stories concerns Henry, a floundering, impoverished, and irresponsible actor who has been, briefly, a lover of Arabella. He deserts his wife Janet, and

  leaves her almost penniless with their two children. Janet is not on the page very much, but we know her, because we have stood with her in the butcher while she tries to buy breasts of lamb and

  the butcher complains he will have to cut them and offers her chops which she can’t afford. It’s the little details that take us to the heart of the cruelty and muddle and carelessness

  of human existence, and Janet’s miserable end is the book’s darkest, deepest undercurrent. Just when you think that, after all, this is a fairly comfortable story, your comfort is

  excised from the page.




  In all Elizabeth Jane Howard’s novels, there is an exquisite balance between the inner world and the outer, the sensuous and the intellectual. When you read about the Cornhills’

  house, you feel: ‘Yes, I’d like to go there, like to be their visitor’ – to eat the salmon trout and raspberries so carefully bought and picked and prepared, to sip

  Pimm’s under the summer trees. Equally, you shiver at the thought of Janet’s cold, damp maisonette, where the water is never hot and the children are always whining and despair settles

  on Janet’s shoulder like a malign bird of prey. Miss Howard is exact about the details: the Eggs Benedict and cold roast beef that form a casual luncheon in Clara’s ménage, the

  grim feat of penny-pinching that allows Janet to feed her children. This is the dilapidated country house that Edmund goes to view for his firm:




  ‘In the kitchen was a plastic bowl full of sprouting potatoes and a calendar about the beauties of Scotland. It had not been turned since February, where there was a dramatic and sinister

  picture of Loch Ness . . . There were yellowing piles of newspaper, a croquet mallet – split – a photograph album, very small and old, with Victorian ladies sitting on basket chairs out

  of doors, parasols poised. Under one was written “Miss Fawcett?” in pale ink.’




  It’s the question mark after ‘Miss Fawcett’ that is the mark of special talent: the ectoplasmic query, drifting in from the long-dead. Who . . . where . . . and who asks the

  question? And the melancholy realization that no one, any longer, wants to know the answer.




  As in all Miss Howard’s books, the minor characters are sharp and memorable. There is the hairdresser who, razor in hand and sucking a Polo mint, ‘settles down to his usual monologue

  upon sex crimes’. And the fishmonger who hands over the crabs for dinner with the remark ‘I’ve removed the parts we can’t fancy. Going away this year, are you? Oh well,

  there’s nothing like home. Brian says the one thing he can’t stand is a new experience.’




  There is no epigraph to this book, perhaps because the author needs no outside assistance. But an appropriate summary of the whole comes from Sydney Smith: ‘Marriage resembles a pair of

  shears, so joined that they cannot be separated, often moving in opposite directions, yet always punishing anyone who comes between them.’ And if, in one word, you had to say what the book is

  about, you might say lies’. Youth nourishes many delusions, but the most destructive is the belief that all will be well if people are honest with each other. And Arabella’s notion of

  honesty is a peculiar one: you are not obliged to tell people anything, unless they ask you directly. The book will end in one of those biter salvage operations that, on the whole, people who have

  passed the age of thirty-five know how to perform. It is Arabella, who offered so much love – and love without strings, she thought – who will suffer in the end.




  A story by Elizabeth Jane Howard reads so easily that we are apt to overlook the fact that she commands a formidable technique. Her novels offer a unique blend of high comedy and acute

  psychology; her stories are deeply involving, with an elegant and sometimes intricate structure. What is remarkable about the shape of her novels is the fine judgement she exercises when she moves

  from one strand of the story to another. With each plot development, she leaves the reader wanting more. This is a difficult art to master: arrangement, timing, these are everything.




  They are everything, too, at the level of the individual sentence and paragraph. Personally I find myself suspicious of those who say they adore ‘the beauty of words’; they are often

  people who don’t get around to reading very much, and don’t think about what they do read. And yet I can’t care only for the content; I want to be surprised by a simile, swept

  along by a rhythm; I want to be, as I read, a train-bearer to a mistress of language. In Elizabeth Jane Howard’s novels it seems that content and form marry perfectly; no divorce is likely.

  She is one of those novelists who shows, through her work, what the novel is for. She enables us to see when we are myopic. She enhances the power of our own senses and our own awareness, and helps

  us attach our own small experience to the larger experience. She helps us to do the necessary thing – open our eyes and our hearts.




  

    Hilary Mantel, 1994


  




  





  PART ONE




  





  ‘Of course I don’t mind, my darling. Of course I don’t.’ She wore the top half of his pyjamas and was putting cherry jam on a piece of

  toast. She thought for a moment, and then added, ‘It will be lovely for me to have someone to talk to while you’re in London.’




  Edmund Cornhill looked at his wife for some time without replying. At moments like these, he told himself, his customary feeling of devotion for her was shot with something positively

  erotic.




  What he liked about her, he went on to himself – he was a man of incessant internal words, few of which reached the drum of human ear – was the way in which she always contrived to

  be rational about any sacrificing attitude he called upon her to make. She did not simply say that something would be all right, she said why it would be, and then, of course, it nearly

  always was. She was in bed, a place that he felt sure most wives did not occupy often enough: he never let her get up in the mornings until he had either set out for London, or otherwise begun his

  day.




  ‘Stripes suit you,’ he said.




  ‘Do they?’




  ‘Or it may be the red and blue that is so becoming. You remind me of one of those delightful pre-war plays when the girl stays the night unexpectedly.’




  She said instantly, as he knew she would, ‘I love blue.’




  ‘She’s been ill: or at least that’s what it sounded like.’




  ‘I thought you said that Clara said she just needed a rest.’




  ‘She did say that. But she talked away about strain and needing a change, and the line kept fading out.’




  ‘Where did she telephone from?’




  ‘Lucerne. But she wasn’t staying there, she said: she was on her way to Paris.’




  ‘Goodness,’ said Anne politely.




  Anne had been married to Edmund for nearly ten years, and the very faint spark of curiosity she had earlier evinced about Edmund’s ex-stepmother’s whereabouts had long since died.

  She was, Anne felt, bound to be somewhere, and, as very little experience had shown, almost certain to be on her way to somewhere else. One could not keep up with her unless one wanted to a great

  deal more than Anne had done. But Edmund did care – in an odd and rather touching way regarded his fleeting and attenuated relationship with her as some kind of heraldic feather in

  his cap. Whenever Clara came to England, he always had tea with her at Claridge’s: he sent her a fiendishly expensive Christmas card every year and faithfully executed any of the dreary

  commissions which in her huge writing on beautiful postcards she exacted from him. He called her Clara and she called him darling.




  ‘Do you remember that parrot we had of Clara’s?’




  He straightened up with the breakfast tray that he had been removing from the bed. ‘Of course I do. Why?’




  ‘Nothing. I just remembered how bored it was – that’s all.’




  ‘Parrots are bored: it was nothing to do with Clara.’




  She started to say that of course she hadn’t meant that, when a scratching – as delicate as it was authoritative – interrupted them.




  Edmund opened the door, and Ariadne made her customary graceful and noiseless entrance. She was black, and so seethingly pregnant that her body reminded one of a small muff, into which somebody

  had crammed their hands in a vain effort to stop fidgeting. In spite of this, she leapt lightly on to the bed and fell upon her side within reach of Anne’s hand. Anne stroked her neck, and

  she began to examine the end of one paw with critical care.




  ‘When are you going to do it?’ Anne asked her softly, but Ariadne merely shut her juicy eyes.




  As long as it’s not on our bed,’ Edmund said as he went to run his bath. He said this every morning now, but neither Anne nor Ariadne took the slightest notice.




  While Edmund was having his bath, Anne lay, wishing he’d let her get up first; she hated wasting any of a beautiful morning in bed, and so she made lists with her mind rambling lazily over

  the unrelated words as she wrote them on the back of Edmund’s wine-merchants’ catalogue. Muscari, she wrote. They had not really liked being under the cedar; it was far too dry for

  them. If she wanted drifts of blue under the cedar, she would have to make do with bluebells. But then, bluebells were really their best in woods. If Edmund asked her what she wanted for her

  birthday, she would say a wood. But that would mean moving, and she never wanted to do that. To find a house, not too far from London, on a river, with a garden that contained, among other

  charms, a cedar, a mulberry and a catalpa, was not something that could possibly happen twice to anyone, even if their husband was an estate agent. It had taken Edmund nearly a year to find it, and

  in spite of his professional sieving-out of the impossibles, they must have looked at thirty or so houses. Salmon trout, she wrote, and thought how like the Walrus and the Carpenter her

  fishmongers were. When was this daughter of Clara’s coming? And really, Edmund had better put her straight about who had been – or was – the girl’s father. Clara had been

  married six times not counting other prolonged relationships; the girl could as easily be a product of one of them as born in wedlock. But it would be as well to know, to be thoroughly briefed

  beforehand . . . Get bedside lamp mended, she wrote. Do roses, she wrote. She meant, dead-head, pick and arrange and spray and generally take care. Her old-fashioned shrubs were at their best

  towards the end of June and this was a particularly good year for them.




  It was Wednesday – the day that Edmund often looked at some country house for a client – occasionally even stayed the night in some distant market town or cathedral city: would ring

  her up in the evening to tell her what he had had for dinner and whether the house had been awful or charming, and would return the next day. On Wednesdays she would make some elaborate dish to be

  eaten on Thursday evening: would garden until it was nearly dark, and eat boiled eggs at the kitchen table with a novel propped against a loaf of bread. Afterwards, she would have a hot bath and

  wash her hair and write to Edmund’s father who lived in a Home in Cornwall. She tried to write these letters once a week; at least made herself write them on all the Wednesdays that

  Edmund was away. This compromise was not satisfactory to her: she was someone who continually felt that she was on the brink of order in her life, and that when she actually embarked upon it, her

  life would, so to speak, start afresh in a far more dynamic and significant manner. Order meant to her that duties of all kinds had both a time and a place for their performance. She was not sure

  whether pleasures were contained in either, but only insecure and unhappy people would try to plan for them.




  Edmund was whistling a bit of the ‘Trout’ – the bit that people always do whistle, if they whistle it at all. Soon he would be back in the bedroom wanting her to

  choose his shirt and tie and then changing her choice back to what she felt he could perfectly easily have chosen if she had not been there. One of the most noticeable things about Edmund was his

  predictability: to many this might equate with dullness; to Anne it was possibly his chief attraction. She had had enough of unpredictable behaviour – once – to last her for the rest of

  her life. She stretched, and got very slowly out of bed to consider Edmund’s shirts . . .




  ‘How are you?’




  ‘Pretty bloody.’ After a pause, she asked, And you?’




  ‘I’m all right, thanks.’ Both of their answers meant exactly the same thing, he thought: that they couldn’t feel much worse but that the other one neither cared nor could

  do a thing about it if he or she had.




  And the kids?’




  She answered at once with the kind of dreary triumph that had always irritated him. “They’ve got tonsillitis: or glandular fever; or mumps. They’re both in bed, poor little

  sods.’




  ‘Have you got a doctor?’




  ‘Of course I’ve called a doctor; I’m not absolutely mad. But doctors don’t come the moment they’re called these days, you know. She said she’d try to

  make it before lunch. Nobody’s rung for you, if that’s what you’re calling about.’




  There ensued a frightful, minuscule, unknown amount of time, like watching somebody fall off a building, or the last grains of an egg timer, or somebody waiting to have their head chopped off;

  then he said, ‘It wasn’t, actually. Actually, I’m on my way back.’




  She was silent for a moment, then with an almost aggressive lack of curiosity, said, ‘Back where?’




  He thought of counting three before he answered, ‘Home: back to you – and the kids.’




  She made a noise that sounded as though it was composed of a laugh, a cry and a snort, and said, ‘Has she left you then? What a bloody silly question. She must have. You’re not

  exactly the dutiful type, are you?’




  Wanting to shout, Don’t talk like a bad pre-war play, he said, ‘Yes: she has left me, you’ll be glad to hear.’




  ‘Can’t stand being alone.’




  ‘No. If I can’t have what I want, at least I ought to do what I should.’




  ‘What makes you think I want you back?’




  ‘It’s not a matter of what you want, is it? That point always gets left out of these situations. It’s what we can afford. I can’t afford two establishments, and if

  you’re to look after the kids properly, you can’t work.’




  ‘She was keeping you, was she?’




  ‘It doesn’t matter what she was doing,’ he said, wanting to kill her for being so nasty about it. ‘She’s gone. Left me: I could have lied to you about that, but at

  least I haven’t. That’s something, isn’t it?’




  ‘No – it bloody well isn’t.’




  ‘Why isn’t it?’




  ‘You’ve just decided to come back because there’s nothing better to do. That’s marvellous, I must say.’ She was trying very hard not to burst into tears.




  ‘It’s not very marvellous for either of us. It never has been. I’ll be back for lunch.’




  He put down the receiver, and lay back on the unmade bed. It was extraordinary how quickly this ritzy little Chelsea non-painter’s studio had seemed to change the moment she had gone

  – what, four days and five nights ago now. When she had been there, it had had all the charms of a secret, romantic nest. It was very small – a two-roomed flat, in fact, but

  with very mod cons – but it had seemed the perfect answer when they had first gone there. It belonged to one of her rich friends called Neville who spent most of the summer in Ibiza, and who

  she had said casually was always prepared to lend it to one when he wasn’t in England – or, indeed, London; he apparently had a cottage in Hampshire as well, and a flat in Paris. But

  now – after these four days and five awful nights when he had simply drunk up all the remaining bottles of drink in the place, and even used up things like Worcester Sauce and very old eggs

  on Prairie Oysters, and got sick of the few LPs, and smoked several hundred cigarettes – the place looked as though someone had had an unsuccessful party in it. The blackberry-coloured fitted

  carpets were covered with ash; he had burned marks on the edges of white-painted bookshelves; the bathroom and kitchen were a welter of squalor – of tide marks and dirty crockery, and things

  going bad in cups and basins and black-cracked soap and uninvitingly damp and dirty towels. He had only gone out for cigarettes, and he’d only stopped going out for them because his money had

  run out. He looked at the last packet that he had clenched in his hand while talking to Janet – there were only three left and he’d bent them. Damn. He was out of work, out of love, and

  had three people to keep. He wondered for the thousandth time where she was now. She should have been an actress, he thought viciously: she was the one: she would never have been

  out of work. She could make anyone believe anything for just as long as she chose . . . He found he was crying again – not making much noise – just tears and the kind of snuffling he

  wouldn’t have liked anybody else to have heard. He got off the bed and went to the bathroom: better try and shave with that ghastly blade that he knew he’d cut himself with, but that

  was the only one left .




  His face in the mirror looked so awful, and so different, that for a moment he was almost objectively impressed with his own grief. He would never be the same again, and quite possibly, she

  had ruined his life. (But no; it was Janet who had done that: a blonde at Drama School, wouldn’t you know.) At moments like these, the rest of life can seem very long: visions of his

  ravaged and agonized middle and old age jerked tragically into his mind, like stills from some interminable film about suffering and the corrosion of a man: Dorian Gray, or Jekyll and Hyde, but the

  damage all done by plain heartbreak rather than plain evil. It was not he who had been wicked: he had not wanted to fall in love with her: he had not expected any more of life than to tool

  along with Janet and the kids, with the occasional girl on the side just to keep up his sexual morale. But she had picked him up, thrown herself at his head, dusted him off, and

  was now, no doubt, starting all over again. As he dabbed the blood off the first cut of his shave, he wondered again where the hell she had gone, gone so suddenly, and where in God’s

  name she was now?




  ‘Copper-bottomed; it does sound rude.’




  ‘It is this offal worm; it attacks the hulls of all sheeps; even yours, my darling.’




  ‘We never had any trouble in the Caribbean.’




  ‘Possibly it is a Mediterranean worm. If we do not have it done, we either do not cruise there or we one day seenk like stones.’




  ‘One thing after another. First Arabella – and then this. I’m not made of money.’




  She was wearing a silver lamé leotard and grey tights: her head was encased in a black towelling turban and she lay on her back with her legs over her head so that her toes touched the

  floor: he could only see her sideways. He started putting the marbles back into position on the solitaire board and answered, ‘Oh yes you are, my darling. With a little flesh and blood thrown

  in, of course.’




  ‘Less flesh than there was. I’ve lost fifteen pounds in this boring place.’




  He had lost considerably more pounds of a different kind, and felt it better to change the subject.




  ‘What has Arabella been up to?’




  ‘Nothing unusual. In fact, I wish that girl would branch out into some form of originality.’




  ‘There was the affair with the lady sculptress,’ he pointed out. He was a fair man when indifferent, and he was certainly indifferent to his stepdaughter.




  Clara sat up, crossed her legs and began doing neck exercises. ‘That was sheer bravado. Well – call those people in Cannes and tell them to put on a copper bottom, but I want it done

  by the middle of July so that we can pick up the yacht at Nice after I’ve collected my things from Paris.’




  Her maid knocked, and entered with a tray on which was a saucer of various pills, and a jar of honey.




  ‘Open the blinds, would you, Markham, and give me my dark glasses.’




  ‘They’ll have to be the white ones, my lady; there was an unfortunate accident with those that go with your exercising costume.’




  Markham was of indeterminate age, ugly, efficient and spiteful: although she made a point of getting on with nobody, she had remained with Clara for over twenty years so that now her

  indispensability safely counter-balanced her spite. She disliked all men, and had enormously enjoyed the various divorces and breakups that she had witnessed at such close hand. It was not clear

  what she felt about her mistress, but she looked after her clothes – kept in at least three different countries – with obsessive care. Only she knew that Clara possessed and

  occasionally wore nearly two hundred pairs of handmade shoes: she was a beautiful needlewoman and laundered all the superb underwear herself.




  With the blinds up, sunlight the colour of melted butter filled the hotel room, making its pastel discretion seem drab. Prince Radamacz got up from his solitaire and wandered to the balcony.

  Outside, the postcard sky – mercilessly blue – made the lake hyacinth, and the little sailing-boats upon it seem like a brand new set of toys as they scurried about in their aimless and

  miniature manner. The thought of being in one of them both bored and exasperated him. It was infuriating to have lost such a pleasure simply through being nearer death, and he had recently

  discovered that chronic comfort (or luxury) made him think a great deal about that.




  ‘What happened to my diamanté glasses then? Come on, Markham, out with it.’




  ‘It’s not for me to say, my lady’ In spite of Clara currently being a Princess, Markham unfailingly used this appellation; had, indeed, done so throughout Clara’s various

  marriages; to Edmund’s father – a professor of philosophy (English), to Arabella’s father (Scottish), to a violinist (Hungarian), to an ornithologist Count (French) and to a

  film-star (American). But she had once, when Markham had first been engaged, been briefly allied in wedlock to an incredibly old Scottish baronet who had managed to die before even Clara could tire

  of him – he fell down half of a spiral staircase in his nasty gothic castle on their honeymoon – and so however much Clara might change her ways or her station, Markham could, or would

  not.




  ‘Markham!’




  ‘Heythrop-Jones allowed the dog to eat them, my lady, if you must know.’




  ‘Not eat, Markham, surely.’




  ‘Crush them between his jaws, my lady. They will never be the same again.’




  ‘How foolish of him.’




  Markham looked sanctimonious. ‘Heythrop-Jones is given over to matters that do not appertain to your ladyship’s affairs.’




  ‘I didn’t mean Heythrop-Jones, Markham: I meant Major.’ She finished the last pill and yawned. ‘Vani! Let’s leave this evening. This place is far too good and dull

  for us. Tell them we’re leaving, Markham. Tell Heythrop-Jones to have the Rolls ready by three. Arrange a train for yourself to Paris. Don’t bother with those wigs I had sent yesterday

  – have them sent back: I look like some ‘sixties actress pretending to be some ‘twenties actress in them. Cancel the masseur. Put in a call to Mr Cornhill at his office in London.

  Draw me a bath. And the Prince would like his watch collected from Piguet. Or sent round – whichever is easiest. And you’ll have to take Major in the train with you. Have the hotel pack

  him a decent meal. And one for yourself, of course.’ She thought for a moment, while Markham stood unblinking before her. ‘I’ll wear the beige Chanel, the lizard boots – the

  beige ones, of course, and the Carrier topaz set. You choose my bag and gloves. I know I can rely on you for that.’




  ‘What about the Battenbergs?’




  ‘Oh, them. Call them, Vani, and say we have to leave. Say anything. Say I’m having trouble with Arabella – say anything.’




  ‘She is not in Paris, is she?’




  ‘I really haven’t the slightest idea where she is. I am relying on good, dull Edmund to tell me.’




  Christ – why don’t they get on with it?




  She seemed to have been lying on a high, hard, humiliatingly uncomfortable table for hours. They had spread her legs apart, some hard-faced foreign bitch (probably a virgin, you bet) had swabbed

  her arm and casually and rather painfully stuck a needle into it. After that, they had seemed to retire to one corner of the room and simply confer – like extras in an opera, waiting for the

  leading characters to act. But nothing had happened.




  ‘You may get up now.’




  ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘It is finished.’




  ‘Famous last words,’ she said dreamily, very much disinclined to move, but the foreign bitch was approaching her with what she felt could only be described as brisk sadism.




  ‘You will have to wear two sanitary towels. Here is the belt.’




  She found herself hoisted off the table. ‘If you would like to go in there, Miss Smith.’




  I’m not called Smith, you silly bitch, Arabella thought in the lavatory. She ached a bit and felt faint – with relief? The injection? And with some distant misery. She’d

  arranged things and it was horrible. When she didn’t arrange things they got boring and horrible. What on earth was the alternative? She felt old and used-up. Remarkably little could

  happen to one, it seemed, excepting squalid, day-to-day mishaps. She betted that smarmy little Rumanian doctor didn’t know what Christ had said on the Cross. But at least He’d been

  on the Cross – feeling, or perhaps knowing, that the whole death was worth a billion candles. This recent little death, if you could call it that, had been worth a hundred and fifty

  pounds. He had insisted on half the money beforehand, and would doubtless be waiting for the other half now. She had cashed the money this morning in fivers – she hated counting money and

  almost never did, but on this occasion she had needed more than this episode had cost her. Supposing he had cheated, and hadn’t done it? But she was bleeding; he must have done

  something. And I don’t much care what, she thought.




  When she emerged from the lavatory, he was waiting for the money, which she gave him by putting the fivers on the table. When she reached the end – seventy-five pounds – he patted

  her shoulder, put the money in his white overall pocket and told her that she would be quite all right now, but must go home and rest. He had a reddish moustache and very dark eyes: for a moment

  she wondered what the rest of his life was like. He must be stinking rich.




  Outside, the sun seemed so strong that she fumbled about in her bag for her dark glasses. Home, she thought, ha ha. A strange house somewhere that she had never been in in her life. But there

  was something familiar about that, as a prospect, when she came to think about it. She saw a cab and stopped and got into it just as her knees began to turn into melting wax.




  Edmund sat in his handsome and dignified office, the comfort of which was temporarily, but lengthily being destroyed by pile-drivers and pneumatic drills. They were building an

  underground car park in the square outside, an operation that seemed to have been going on for months, and that showed no signs whatever of completion, or even of progress. In consequence of this,

  the windows had to be shut, and even with the Venetian blinds half drawn (making irritating bars of light and shade all over his papers) the place was far too hot.




  ‘. . . I am afraid that planning permission for rebuilding on a more convenient part of the site having been refused comma substantially detracts from the present value of the property

  full stop. We can comma of course comma appeal against the Council’s decision comma but this would comma I am afraid comma take at least six months full stop. Perhaps you would care to

  consider what you would like done in this matter comma and if I can help you with any further advice will let me know comma otherwise I shall await your further instructions full stop. I am et

  cetera.’




  Miss Hathaway looked up from her pad: her blonde but visible moustache was beaded with sweat. ‘Shall I send this to Brown’s Hotel, or to the Malta address?’




  Edmund consulted the spidery writing on dark-blue paper. ‘It’s quite unclear where she is at present. The paper is from her old house, and she has simply put Tuesday at the head of

  the letter. Better ring Brown’s and see whether she is still there, and if she isn’t airmail it to Malta.’




  The telephone rang. Miss Hathaway picked it up: her hands were nearly always moist – even in winter or when the windows were open – so that Edmund knew that the receiver would be

  clammy by the time it reached him.




  After some delay, Miss Hathaway announced, ‘It is a personal call for you from Princess Radamacz.’




  ‘Thank you, that will be all, for the moment: I’ll buzz if I want you.’




  He took the receiver, and when she had left the room, carefully wiped it with the dark-blue silk handkerchief that Anne had not chosen for him that morning. A feeling of worldly excitement

  touched him: it was interesting to be somebody who calmly got calls of this nature.




  ‘Clara?’




  ‘Darling!’




  ‘Where are you?’




  ‘Darling, it’s so silly, but still in Lucerne. But only for a moment. We’re setting off for Paris, but I wanted to know that my darling girl was safely ensconced with you

  before we go.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Arabella. I told her to go straight down to you. Isn’t she there?’




  ‘She hasn’t got in touch with us; with me, anyway.’ he added, wondering, if she had been supposed to, why on earth not.




  ‘Oh – I expect she’ll just turn up then. Do tell me when she does. We’ll be at the Ritz tonight. It is so maddening – the way she doesn’t

  tell anyone what she is doing until after you’ve found that she’s done it.’




  A Swiss operator broke in with a lot of unintelligible information. Over this, Clara said, ‘She’s simply longing to stay with you. But longing. And you are an angel

  to have her. Only do be firm. Don’t let her exploit you.’




  ‘How do you mean?’




  ‘You know, darling – like I always do. She’s only twenty-two. Far too young to be that sort of nuisance. Anyway, let me know. Must fly now. Bye now darling. Call me in

  Paris.’




  The line went dead. He put back the receiver thoughtfully. A wave of responsibility engulfed him. What ought he to do? Logic, and a faint sense of grievance, came next: how could he do

  anything if he hadn’t the slightest idea where the girl was? Loyalty, and what he considered to be his unique understanding of Clara, ended the brief procession of his thoughts: the girl was

  clearly yet another example of the younger generation, thoughtless, irresponsible and selfish. Clara was simply being – as he felt she always really was – marvellous about her. There

  was nothing to be done, he decided with some satisfaction. This was his favourite conclusion about most things, and like most people’s favourite anything, he was not able to indulge himself

  as often as he would have liked. Better get on with the booklet about Lea Manor. A large number of competent photographs had been taken, and it was now his business to choose which were most

  suitable for reproduction and to write – from his measured and statistical notes – an appealing text. There were seven hundred acres of reasonable dairy-farming land, and three

  farmhouses let with a fair return. But the house itself had dry rot, wood-worm, no proper damp-course, archaic plumbing, and what even an Eskimo would have regarded as laughable central heating.

  Although, probably, like so many of those primitive people, they were a damn sight better at essentials than was generally supposed. Sometimes he wished that he had travelled more: had a wider

  experience of life. Then he thought of his charming and comfortable house so admirably run by the admirably satisfactory Anne, and knew that one could not have everything, and that on the whole he

  would rather be him. At least he could depend upon her, and his work, and what was going to happen from one week to the next. He smiled, because this sounded drab and only he knew that it

  wasn’t, and pressed the buzzer for Miss Hathaway to bring in the pictures of Lea Manor.




  When she had stopped crying, Janet yelled to the kids to shut up, and climbed wearily up from the dark little room on the ground floor to what had been – and presumably

  was to start being again – her bedroom with Henry. In front of her dressing-table, she looked at herself. She had not washed her hair since he had left, and by God, it looked like it. She

  looked at least thirty-five, she thought despairingly (in fact she was twenty-four, and had the kind of face – like most people – that does not take kindly to chronic unhappiness). The

  trouble was that she did not any longer love Henry: he’d been too much of a bastard for too long for that: but the children and lack of money had eroded her appearance and her

  personality so that she could easily see why he did not love her. If he could be like he used to be; if he even pretended that I was all right for a bit, I’d get better. If I

  wasn’t so bloody tired all the time. I’d like going to bed more: I’d have more initiative and we could go to the pub because I’d damn well find a baby-sitter. If we had a

  bit more bread I’d feel better about shorts, and in the pub we always end up with shorts. If I go on drinking beer which I’ve never liked anyway, he says I’m a killjoy.

  That’s what I am. I can’t go back to the theatre – never was much good anyway – and I’ve lost my confidence. If he would just start the being nice, I might be

  able to follow it up.




  There was practically nothing to eat in the house. She had to choose between getting some sausages, or washing her hair. She hadn’t had anything new to wear for – oh well –

  before they’d had Luke. Luke was screaming now. The maisonette – in Belsize Park – had been cheap when they got it, and they could not now be turned out. But this, in turn, meant

  that the landlord did bugger-all about any maintenance. Water poured through the half-landing roof into the children’s room: the house smelled of cats and most of the rooms were dark from

  lack of sun. They were also too large to heat adequately, so that much of the year was always spent scorching (or not) before or away from some hopelessly expensive electric heater. The water was

  hardly ever hot: the place had ostensibly been furnished, which meant that nearly everything in it was gimcrack and ugly. The kitchen was a dank cave of inconvenience and discomfort. If only some

  television series would turn up for Henry, they might be able to get out of here: start a better new life. Or at least get on with the old one against fewer odds. Janet was not by nature

  domesticated: she was not wonderful at inventing, running things up, decorating and making the best of a bad job. Nobody had taught her these things and she had neither the initiative nor the

  intelligence to discover such tricks. So the flat stayed as awful as when they had first moved in except that things like the roof and the hot water got worse.




  She combed her greasy hair (blonde hair, especially if it was very fine, always got greasy quickly anyhow), put on some lipstick and changed into a black sweater: black was always better on the

  skin if you’d been crying a lot and not sleeping much. There were two eggs left, half a pint of milk and a tin of corned beef. That would have to do, because, she now realized, she could

  neither go out to shop nor start washing her long hair in case the doctor came.




  She climbed the next half flight to see why Luke was screaming.




  After Edmund left for London, Anne realized that tomorrow – Thursday – was the tenth anniversary of their marriage. This meant that all her usual plans for the day

  must be changed. No gardening: no pottering about: no making those time-taking, minute alterations to the house that added up to all the difference in the end. She would have to go into Henley, and

  possibly Maidenhead – to buy interesting food and a present. It was going to be a very hot day; she hated shopping for food, but on the other hand, she loved buying presents. Edmund, unlike

  most husbands, was a most rewarding recipient. He liked clothes, antiques, wine, silver, glass, cufflinks, snuffboxes, primitive paintings – there was really an enormous choice. Both Henley

  and Maidenhead were expensive for most of these things, but she certainly hadn’t time to go to London. Anyway, she enjoyed spending most of her tiny legacy upon these occasions. Edmund was so

  generous to her; had so much changed her life from miserable and anxious poverty to comfort and stability, that in a way, she felt she owed him anything that was privately hers. Last year, she had

  found a beautiful pair of ship’s decanters, with their original stoppers, into which she had carefully decanted bottles of Cockburn ‘27 and Taylor ‘29. But perhaps for a decade of

  marriage one should get something more personal. Edmund took snuff: a good snuffbox would be suitable. His favourite summer dinner of cold avocado soup, salmon trout and raspberries would be easy:

  there would be time to have her hair cut. Anne wore hers cut as short as possible – had always done so from the moment Edmund had suggested it and then indulged in one of those nights of

  sensuality as satisfactory as it was startling to them both: a time that she could, and did, frequently recall, to conjure the first purely physical pleasure she had ever known. She had many times

  since had reason to be grateful to Edmund about her hair. But he was extremely fussy about its shape, and as it was both thick and dark and fast-growing, she had to have it trimmed every three

  weeks. She picked up the wine-merchants’ catalogue and searched for another blank space on which to make a more urgent list. Perhaps she should get Edmund a gramophone record. He was

  particularly fond of opera and Strauss, but the only name of an opera she knew by him was Rosenkavalier which they already possessed. Still, the shop would know, and there would be

  catalogues. Anne was not particularly fond of music, but she did a great deal of gros point while Edmund listened to it, and she admired him for being interested in so many different things.

  Brahms, Elgar, Tchycovsky she wrote. This last looked wrong, but she knew what she meant. When she got up, Ariadne raised her head and gazed, or rather stared, at her in a manner both meaningful

  and enigmatic. I might do it while you are out, and then I can do it where I please, was what it occurred to Anne that the stare might mean. When she had bathed and dressed in her blue linen

  trouser suit that became her rather straight – and, as Edmund had remarked once, below the waist rather boyish – figure, she lifted Ariadne off the bed and into the box in their

  bathroom that had been carefully prepared for the confinement. Ariadne got out of this immediately, shaking the fluff of a newly washed blanket delicately from each paw. They both raced for the

  bed. In the end, she had to be shut out while it was made; Anne shut the bedroom door, and the communicating door between bedroom and bathroom, so that only the public way to this bathroom was

  available. Ariadne thudded sulkily downstairs after her and waited for her breakfast to be served in order to refuse it until Anne had left .




  It was going to be a very hot day. Anne loaded the MG with the bedside lamp, shopping baskets, and crates of empty lemonade bottles. Tonight they would have Pimm’s under the

  cedar: they might even have dinner out if she bought something to burn against the midges. Poor Edmund got dreadfully bitten, and she not at all: his skin was far more sensitive, or attractive,

  than hers.




  Driving to Henley, she had a spasm of anxiety about this unknown girl coming to stay for an unknown amount of time. She herself had almost no separate friends from Edmund: half a dozen couples

  and a few other single people came and dined and stayed a night or for the weekend; she was an only child, both parents dead, and the only friend who had survived from her former (and to her now

  frightful) life was a woman – a literary agent – considerably older than Anne, with whom Edmund got on extremely well. The few social occasions of her life were enjoyable, and probably

  necessary to preserve and sustain the delightful, domestic/married/erotic life that she and Edmund had somehow discovered or made or were subject to. She never felt lonely, even when Edmund was

  away, as there was always a great deal to do, and she was by nature a doer. She preferred to be doing something with – preferably – Edmund there, to simply being there – even with

  Edmund. Still – if one was so lucky and happy oneself one ought to be able to have something to spare for any other person less fortunate. Anybody who had been brought up by Clara had

  probably been paralysed, made inarticulate with the constant frenzy of luxury travel and Clara’s overwhelming personality. The thought of Clara with a daughter induced feelings in Anne that

  were as near maternal as she had ever become. She and Edmund had never had children, although they had never planned not to, but neither of them had felt any gap in their lives that people like

  Ariadne had not been able to fill. But to be Clara’s daughter was a fate that Anne was perfectly able to recognize, although discretion would prevent her pointing it out to Edmund. The great

  thing about living seriously with one other person was to tell them very nearly, but not quite, everything . . .




  After the taxi-driver had asked her several times, Arabella, feeling weak and awful, said crossly, ‘Oh – anywhere you like. The Zoo, for all I care,’ she

  added, and much too soon later, the man announced that they had arrived.




  ‘Where?’ She didn’t at all want to get out of the cab.




  ‘Where you said. The Zoo.’




  She had to take off her dark glasses to find her purse in her bag, and took so long over it that the man finally turned round to face her with his resentment, but by then she had found the money

  and handed it through to him. Then she had to move. Oh God. Better to have gone to an hotel. But it was difficult in England just to go to an hotel for the inside of a day – wanting

  a bedroom, that is.




  Are you all right?’




  ‘Never felt worse. Don’t worry: you don’t know me.’




  ‘Are you famous then? Ought I to?’




  She put on her dark glasses again. ‘Wouldn’t you like to know.’ The remark reminded her of one of the innumerable schools that she had experienced. She climbed stiffly out and

  found the driver, whose face, she now saw, was of a complexion on to which you could have dropped a fried egg without anyone noticing, regarding her closely with very small, very brandy-coloured

  eyes. ‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘I’m feeling quite famous now.’




  ‘I only asked.’ He drove off, conscience relieved by resentment. He’d pop off to Warwick Avenue for his dinner: the cabman’s Ecu de France, he called it. He’d got

  his Dick Francis, and he’d get a Standard in Clifton Road. She’d given him a big tip; she might be somebody.




  Arabella found yet more money to get her into the Zoo (Christ: every time she moved it cost something) and sat down as soon as possible on a wooden bench. She ought to have gone to

  Candida’s flat. She couldn’t have, without going into everything. Candida was arriving – would probably by now have arrived – back from Sardinia. She simply didn’t

  know anyone well enough to make use of them unless she was feeling well enough for it not to matter whether she made use of them or not. She wished it was not so hot: that she had a cool drink, and

  that she knew where the lavatories were. This last became an essential desire – so she got directed to it. After a long time there she felt that she probably wasn’t going to die, and

  unsure of what this meant to her, decided to practise getting through the day in an ordinary manner. She bought a bag of peanuts and went to see Guy, the gorilla. As it was a fine day, he was in

  his outside cage. He, alone, of all the apes, preserved a statuesque and regal gloom. He sat – like someone trying to bear the indignities of the world with comprehending majesty.

  His life was awful, too: or at least, he seemed to think it was, and that came to much the same thing. She tried to think of being a gorilla in the good old days – thousands of miles

  of territory upon which to prey, but herbivorously – and wondered whether Clara enjoyed being her age. He can’t do anything, because he’s shut up, but what am I supposed to do? If

  you weren’t shut up, you made contact – with someone, somehow. But you always seemed to last longer than it. I really do feel shut up, but I also feel that I have

  total, terrifying freedom. I can go anywhere, do anything that comes into my mind, and it doesn’t matter in the least. Words like ‘committed’, ‘viable’, and

  ‘relevant’ veered drunkenly through her mind. I can’t do anything for people if I don’t know anyone. And only one person has ever known me, or wanted to. She put that

  thought away into some grave that she had dug for it, but never covered, left open for grief. She wished that she was four times as stupid, and twice as unattractive and eight times nicer. What did

  nice mean? Caring about others. Working for World Peace; the poor; the diseased, the old and the mad. The trouble was that she had never found time to care about others. She thought it was sweat,

  but found she was crying, or at least that there were tears on her face as well. I’ll turn over a new leaf, she said inside herself to Guy. I’ll be marvellous where I’m going. If

  I feel like this, everybody must feel it a bit, and as I feel so awful I’ll understand them like most people don’t.




  Guy hunched his immense shoulders and redirected his contemplation a fraction away from her. He knows it won’t work, she thought. If she could have shared her peanuts with him, he might

  have been more cooperative. But ‘Do not feed Guy’ was on all the notices.




  A keeper came along with a truck full of fruit and vegetables. Guy observed him without turning his head. As the keeper began selecting oranges, cabbage, carrots and lettuce, she said,

  ‘Couldn’t I give him something? Something you’d be giving him anyway, I mean?’




  The keeper looked at her and then held out a banana. ‘You can try him with one of these. He won’t take no notice though. You’ll have to come round this way.’




  When she held out the banana, Guy, without otherwise moving at all, put out the one arm, on the end of which was a gigantic and exhausted-looking work-worn hand, and took it.




  ‘He doesn’t mind you, then.’




  Guy examined the banana carefully, and then, with an absent-minded but dismissive gesture, put it down.




  ‘He knows it’s your banana, though. He knows it isn’t a present.’




  ‘We’ve had to put a stop to all that. In the old days, people could feed nearly all the animals. But these days – you get some very funny jokers . . .’




  ‘How do you mean?’




  ‘One give an orange to a young African elephant. Stuffed full of razor-blades, it was. After that we had to tighten up the rules.’




  Arabella began to think of the elephant with the orange, and without the slightest warning, was sick. This made her cry.




  ‘I’m awfully sorry,’ she gasped, leaning against Guy’s cage and groping for a handkerchief.




  The keeper gently moved her from Guy’s possible reach, opened her bag for her, and took out the handkerchief.




  ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said again.




  ‘Don’t you worry. We’re used to cleaning up. Don’t worry about that. Sorry I upset you.’ He led her back to the public fairway and put her on a bench.




  ‘Look at the old boy,’ he said as though to a child. ‘Look at Guy now. He’s eating your banana, see?’




  Guy who had turned to watch her when she had been sick, had now picked up the banana and was peeling it with careless virtuosity. In between each piece of peel, he watched to see whether she was

  watching, but as he stripped each piece he was intent upon the banana. This dual intensity was somehow comforting: he made her watch him, and not think. When he had eaten it, the keeper

  said, ‘Feeling better, are you?’




  Realizing he meant her rather than Guy, she nodded.




  ‘I should have a nice cup of tea and go home. You look a bit off colour to me.’




  ‘You’ve been very kind.’




  ‘That’s all right, madam,’ he said, with an emphasis both kind and jaunty, and went back to Guy.




  Feeling that she should move, so that at least she looked as though she was taking his advice, she got up and wandered past the ape house. People kept advising her to go home. Perhaps a cup of

  tea would make a difference of one kind or another. ‘How can you spend one hundred and fifty pounds and have nothing to show for it?’ ‘That’s just the point, you see,

  Mummy’ But Clara wouldn’t go as far as that. She gave Arabella a good deal of money, and when Arabella had spent it, and needed some more, she usually just provided it. Only sometimes,

  she had a frenzy of going through Arabella’s bank statements or travellers’ cheques and complaining that she couldn’t understand how Arabella got through it so fast with so few

  visible results, but this was usually only when she was tired of whoever she was living with – was venting some general discontentment about life upon her daughter. Well, she needn’t

  spend much in the country. She’d simply live on yoghourt, and take health-giving walks and help about the house or be nice to the servants whichever was applicable and try to find out what

  the – what was their name? – Cornhills – were interested in and talk about it. She would play with their children and get them all to love her. She had decided not to arrive until

  the evening to give herself more time to feel better, and although there seemed to be no signs of that, she always kept such promises made to herself. She’d taken all her luggage to

  Paddington before going to that doctor, who even now was probably eating a hearty lunch in his rubber gloves to save time. It was only half past one. She decided to try and find something to eat,

  and then to sit somewhere dark and cool like the Aquarium, or Reptile House, or that place where all the nocturnal animals had had their time shifted round for them, to get through the next few

  hours. Self-pity was absolutely disgusting: it had no saving grace at all. Holding this firmly in mind (it was the only firm thing about her), she walked tremblingly to the cafeteria.
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