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The politics of the time are portrayed with a simple gusto, it sparkles with a depth of language and ideas but retains buoyancy, it’s also very funny and playful...a universal and entertaining novel about England, freedom, fear and existential malaise Richard Cabut, Daily Telegraph


It’s tone is dark, getting darker, a remarkable portrayal of friendship and frustration, grimly funny rolling with narrative energy Arena


It strives to explain post-war society, the endeavour of which is exhilarating Sunday Telegraph


Large-minded and deserving of a wide readership. It is hard to believe that there is a more promising novelist under the age of 30 working in Britain today Andrew Biswell, Scotland on Sunday


A pacy and intelligent tale that has won him friends in high places, full of whip-cracking prose and characters that bounce off the page Romford Recorder
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What is constant is not an invariable quantity of suffering, but its progress towards hell


Theodor Adorno









‘BECOMING HYSTERICAL’: THE PICTURE OF CONTENTED NEW WEALTH 
BY TRISTAM ADAMS


The Picture of Contented New Wealth is a literary supernatural horror novel with possession at its heart. It is embedded with literary references, e.g., finding Maurice Squeers in flagrante outside The Green Man pub. A conspicuous doff to Kingsley Amis no doubt, but perhaps Forster too… and perhaps ‘Squeers’—as well as serving as cheeky near-homophone—is something to do with Nicholas Nickleby? Coincidence? Pareidolia? One might well ask the same questions in cases of haunting and possession.


Before getting too deep into the narrative brocade, some broad thoughts around women and possession are apposite. Juxtapose The Picture… with a well-known possession text such as The Exorcist. Both Blatty’s novel (and Friedkin’s film version) spend nigh on half the narrative unfurling the degrees to which materialist explanations are inadequate. Doctors mumble drily through professionally detached lines. ‘The tests’ come back negative. They suggest more tests. Nothing is found.


Genre horror, particularly supernatural horror, treads this line often. The object of a photo doesn’t develop in print. Things move without explanation. Impossible things occur. A door creaks. A candle is blown out in an airless room. Soon, a self-satisfied gentleman (ideally—preferably!—in a three-piece suit, smoking, independently wealthy, enjoying a nebulous sabbatical, and nursing a scotch in a Waterford tumbler) is the only one without the memo that the cause of all the fuss rests in a lacuna never to be fully dispelled or fathomed. ‘There must be a reasonable explanation to all this…’ he’ll fret, or state authoritatively to a wife lest panic get the better of her…


In The Exorcist this exit stage left of reason and science takes place in the fluorescent glow of hospital corridors and consultation rooms; the first glimmering of horror is felt: science is useless for this problem. Indeed, the slow exhaustion of reason is a classic supernatural trope and was so long before Blatty’s novel. Reasonable men of science have been schlepping about the usual haunts—coastal towns, period architecture, church grounds—for some time now, exclaiming, despite everything, that they can observe and reason their way to the bottom of all this, this fuss now darling…


There is a contemporary resonance of Regan’s doomed diagnostic ordeal. A failure of healthcare is not limited to when subjects present atypical symptoms and the evil Pazuzu within. In terms of gynaecological and urogynaecological conditions, UK healthcare has been documented as a woeful mix of ignorance, sexism, and—curiously—mysticism.


Regan’s doctors persevered; there was thoroughness in their doomed folly, at finding that legion in the brain. Their diagnostic methods are ickily penetrative. The frosted commands of ‘keep still’ by various white coats in Regan’s ordeal sharpen the scenes to be at once difficult explorations of clinical settings’ impersonal and sterile approach to health and a troubling evocation of rape.


Despite their cluelessness and lack of sympathy, the doctors in The Exorcist at least persevered in getting to the root cause of Regan’s troubles. For many women today, diagnostic thoroughness is lacking. Symptoms have been dismissed too quickly as emerging from an untreatably mystic source. I doubt health professionals use the term ‘hysterical’ today—it derives from the Latin hystericus (meaning ‘of the womb’)—but there are countless stories detailing a sad persistence of the logic and prejudices permeating the etymology.


The Picture… doesn’t linger long over the ‘there must be some reasonable explanation’ narrative trope. Instead, a metaphysical shadow is cast almost from the outset (this is, of course, a post-Exorcist novel). Such shadows are introduced directly and are some of the most powerfully horrid’n’florid passages of prose. Early in the book, we meet Brigit (the possessed) sitting in her garden at Tyger Tyger, a reference to Blake’s ruminations around innocence, experience, evil, the contradictions of existence and life: ‘she could see the dark opposite of everything emerge slowly: rotting flowers, soiled household waste, brown grass and a bestiary of insects. It was enough to think of laughter or hope to induce their reverse and destroy the memory of them.’


This is one of those jarring lines Goddard does so well. Sure, there is the devilish Panorama of unthinkable nature unbound, the timelapse of decay, maggots, flowers, the overwhelming this-ness of materiality… but then there is that paving slab out of place. Something snags… What is the reverse of laughter? What force induces not just the reverse of laughter and hope, but destroys the memory of such things? Just how evil does something have to be to not merely turn good things bad, but destroy the memory of goodness too?


Soon, Brigit’s brother arrives and comments to the housekeeper, Archer, that The shadows are sketchy—they’d freak me out.’ To this Archer says: ‘There are three types of shadows in Tyger Tyger, yours, those that belong to things, and those that don’t belong to anything at all. And these last… they wait for you to acknowledge them, which I never have, you see, so I’ve nothing to be scared of. In the end, they go back to being ordinary shadows of real things, waiting to bother someone else.’


Different types of shadow are one thing… but notice how—despite Archer’s stoic and pragmatic approach of ignorance—the shadows that don’t belong are still given something the others don’t have: pronouns and consciousness. These shadows that Archer ignores are called ‘they’, and not only that: ‘they wait’.


When I first read the book years ago, I was disturbed by the conception of evil. It wasn’t treated as a theological curio, or a narrative, or some sort of scaffolding that genre tropes can be placed under and around. There is a seriousness to the evil Goddard explores. A sobering frank seriousness.


Today, evil is often shorthand for humans’ inhumanity. The limit for sympathy (or for the stomach to allow the mind to even broach contemplation) is commonly the point at which ‘evil’ is invoked. Heinous crimes, genocides, war, depravity: we call such things evil. In this sense, calling things evil is a neat and glib way to exclaim that we don’t like such cruelties. But such concision is apathetic. Every dismissive ‘well, they’re just evil’ is a step away from the painful and uncomfortable exploration of what led to people—the same organisms as us—to such diabolical acts. Understanding does not excuse. One thing understanding does do is afford some progress in how we shape the world (and that includes other humans) around ourselves, allowing some preventative efforts to stem the endless begetting of what we call evil, or the registers of evil. On some level, the lazy chalking up of acts to evil is a step away from progress. Slightly less effective than a tut.


Back to coincidences and pareidolia now. These are one way the characters of The Picture dismiss things being off. Evil is discussed in the book, and it is the brusquely pragmatic housekeeper Archer that is perhaps most guilty of employing ‘evil’ as a convenient strafe around more difficult questions.


I’ve never believed in a god or devil. Often, I feel theological labels from the poles of good and bad are unsuitable or just lazy… yet there are some things that are not coincidence, not hallucination, and not carrying a pitchfork, yet are still not… not good on an immediate and fundamental level. Who hasn’t walked into a room and sensed an awry aboutness, the air too thin, light too viscous, a sort of dreadful static, a silent din flooding the space?


I re-read part of The Picture… on a provincial stopper train between Derby and Matlock. The carriage ambled through a bucolic Peak District scene. Rolling hills. Cotton-wool flashes of dancing lambs punctuating the verdant waves. Flocculent shifting castles tinged with mauve and amber loomed overhead. Beauty. And then, as I averted my eyes from the mask in the window, ugliness interrupted. The coteries of city money and homelessness: self-satisfied pudgy men belching and smirking in Covent Garden within yards of defeated bodies in the adjacent murk. Drakes London meets The Raft of the Medusa. The pornography advert showing a cartoonish and pneumatic silhouette of fellatio with the promise ‘single women in your area need cock’. Taylor Swift news. An uncannily tiny baby housed in white and glass in a bombed Gazan hospital, its mother one of countless victims of Israel’s genocide. ‘Liverpool agree £9.4m Slot deal with Feyenoord’. Hyperreal thumbnails of astonished countenances like Munch’s The Scream on E. A large knife scraped across the top of an overfilled toasted sandwich. The prone body of a dead toddler on a cold beach. TikTok star dies. The broken gaze of a man that killed his child.


As I watch a nearby river glimmer and sparkle, and as my eyes move over a disused platform engulfed with ivy and moss, these memories rob beauty of depth and shine. The world feels gauzy, flimsy, something dire lurks beneath the surface. Evil is not just pernicious but insidious. Unnerving close and present. A glance, a memory, a click away.


Exploring the irreducibility and mercurial nature of evil is a delicate accomplishment of the book. Mostly, the irreducibility of evil is not directly addressed. Instead, contexts that are conducive to evil’s existence and proliferation are more commonly articulated, mostly by The Rector. Lying and concealment encourage evil, he says.


The most direct attempt to discover the locus of evil departs from traditional narratives of place (often a house or grave) and object (often ritualistic or a mirror). Continental philosophy—particularly the figure of a maverick Deleuzian academic—offers fertile space, we are told, for evil’s proliferation. ‘Becoming animal’ and ‘BODY WITHOUT ORGANS’ are both referenced. One instance is when The Rector dismisses the PhD thesis of the possessed: ‘She becomes insidiously satanic. Her materialism evolves, and ends up unlike any I’ve encountered. This post-modern world of so-called “animal becoming” that she treats the reader to stinks of paganism, and the parts where she pretends to be “rational” are the least honest.’ This is one of the boldest claims in the book, but it is not the most unnerving.


It is difficult to regard this finger-pointing as anything more than understandable but ultimately futile. It rings much like the issue of Tyger Tyger house… the house is rotten, no doubt, but it is not an absolute cause. Tyger Tyger is an unfortunate gateway, one of those bad places. But in and of itself, without something else, without some other conducive element… it isn’t the end of the world. Evil’s remit is not limited to the house. This is one of those left turns Goddard’s novel takes again, and again. Just as one gets a handle on and/or respite from the discomfiting source of dreadfulness, it emerges elsewhere. Like hate, anger…


As pointed and direct as the claims around continental philosophy and Deleuzian theses might be, they also lapse creepily into indeterminacy. Much like the framing of Tyger Tyger house as a haunted gateway to hell. Yes, such things may elicit evil forces… but not without some other catalyst. We see this same lack of determination late in the book. Just as one is versed in the scene and locale of possession, any sense of space or place dissolves on the next page. There is no comfort, no insight, no neat surety. Goddard embarks on no foolish explanations, does not water down truth for the timid. Instead, we are taken too close for comfort and learn too little. It is in this sense that The Picture… is notable; it offers an unflinching and earnest exploration of the horror of evil. Goddard takes us to a dreadful place, a dire echoless space, void of import and significance, leaving us nothing but unwanted memories, dim suspicions and haunting questions.









PROLOGUE


Not all houses are built to be lived in. The paths that lead to them do not lead to other places; they are seldom found on maps or listed in directories, and were it not for the curiosity of a world watched by strange gods, they would not exist at all.


At night their owners, who fear the dark, talk in raised voices to rid themselves of their shared misgiving that they are the inhabitants of a dead body, the smell of which has grown too strong to ignore.


Yet the decision to live in such a place engenders a binding loyalty to one’s choice, casting a spell where there would otherwise be the willing admission of a mistake. Stubbornly the owners persist in treating these places as mere buildings, explaining away the rot and the other more troubling aspects of their homes as aberrations that will be addressed in the fullness of time. With reckless haste they spread their lives and associations through rooms betrothed to other, earlier memories, making themselves comfortable when they ought to have remembered their ancestors’ loathing of the unknown.


Tyger Tyger House, unlike so many buildings of its kind, had never stood empty for long; its successive owners having arrived in the expectation of being the first to experience transcendence there, the superficial unlikelihood of doing so part of their new project’s charm. The house had struck them all as a presence: the squinting turrets growing upwards like a pair of deformed heads; the paltry moat a canvas for their unrealisable expectations; the property’s very loneliness proof of the subtle individuality of their perception.


Dr Graves-Maurice had bought Tyger Tyger at the turn of the last century seeking a second career as a watercolour artist. Schoolmaster Motley had followed him thinking that the house’s seclusion would aid him in his ambition to become a male Bronte; and Maureen Crompton, more modestly, thought that the country air would save her ailing health. Others had followed in the belief that they had simply purchased a sound investment.


They were all wrong. The house was there for itself, biding its time for the arrival of the thing it had been built for. One after another, its various owners parted with their money, lost sight of their initial purpose and waited for whatever it was they feared most to happen, never sure that it would but never forgetting that it might.


Alone amongst them all, Brigit Conti knew that she had chosen the house in which she might die, but would never grow old in. Its old walls Saxon in inspiration, its site, she guessed, very like the beginning of evil.


Taking a deep breath, she turned to her husband of six months, felt the comfort of his hand on her pregnant belly and said, ‘Yes, I like it here. Dad can pay. I feel at home; I want to stay.’









BOOK ONE









CHAPTER ONE


SOUTHERN ENGLAND, THE 1980S


The sleeping body yawned gently, its arms causing a ripple against the expertly constructed bedding which bound them.


‘Snug,’ said the older woman to her daughter, ‘though some might see it as a little tight. Pleasant to hear her so quiet.’


‘Are you sure she can’t hear us?’ asked the younger one, wedging the last of the hospital corners in over the springs.


‘Not with what the doctor gave her, the poor dear.’


‘She’s pretty in a way, but thin, no tits,’ said the younger, emboldened by her mother’s assurance.


On the bed, their employer sighed dreamily, her long brown hair wrapped around a face that weighed more towards definition than substance. Taut flaps of skin stretched over a fleshless profile; a once striking woman suffering, like the house she lay in, from subtle neglect.


Quietly, the younger of the two servants reset the digital clock, its modern appearance swallowed in the antique surroundings. ‘The batteries never last, and the electricity’s no good in here. Give me a wind-up any day.’


‘I thought your generation liked reading the numbers?’


‘I do when they tell the time right. It doesn’t matter what I do with this one; it’s all over the place.’ As she talked, the girl, a well-built twenty year-old, pulled at the chandelier earring that dangled from her earlobe, the compliment to the bouffant side parting worn to commemorate a recent Royal wedding. In her orange socks, bobble-flecked leggings and pixie boots, she made for an unlikely domestic help. In contrast, her mother was dressed like a cook of thirty years before; a white cloth hat sat over her long nose and mirthless eyes, humanised slightly by a turquoise eyeliner.


‘Funny. I thought he’d be the difficult one to begin with,’ said the old woman. ‘What with her father splashing out for everything, I took our Mr Conti for a bit of a ponce. And then there was his not being interested in the country, rushing back to town all the time, but he turned out all right, for a want away.’


‘She was all right too, to start with, right quiet and shy and that. And kind. Well, it’s all change for our madam here,’ said her daughter, kicking a pair of crutches under the bed. ‘If he thought he married a shy one, he was in for a shock. To think she couldn’t even say boo to a mouse,’ she added cruelly. ‘Living here’s brought the spunk out, when she’s awake… never known a grown woman to sleep so much, or need it.’


‘The rich can do as they like,’ her mother muttered. ‘On all that medicine and those pills, she needs a bit of hard work to make her really tired. Even then, there’d still be her old man in Africa to bail her out, should it go the way of the pear. A proper relationship with work and pleasure is what those two lack.’


Her daughter drew the long green curtains. ‘Mister hasn’t even said which room he wants tonight. Least they’re not all as big and ugly as this. I’d hate to sleep here myself; it’s too something.’


Although the room they were cleaning was airier than most, it had the same deficiency of natural light that dogged the whole building, the irregular shape and new annexes cancelling out the original design so that the views closed in on themselves protectively. The one painting of Tyger Tyger, hidden in a box room, depicted a shrinking structure surrounded by outgrowths and bent extensions, the impression of a house trapped within the house, rising through its base.


‘What about the one up above, for her brother when he comes. Shall I unlock it?’


‘No,’ her mother answered curtly, ‘don’t go in.’ ‘Is it one of the rooms he wants locked?’


‘He didn’t say anything, though he would do if he knew what I do. It smells, you see, always has done, no matter how long you leave the window open. We’ll put her brother in the one next to it, with the stuffed eagle in. He’ll like that, coming from where he does.’


Her daughter nodded and replaced the water by the bed with a fresh jug. As she did so, she heard whispered, so quickly as to verge on a hiss, ‘Judith, pour some sugar on me.’


‘Mrs Conti?’


Both women stared at the bed, but the speaker was fast asleep, if indeed she had been awake; her request hopeful sleep talk or, the older one mused, her way of keeping them guessing.


*


‘We never thought we’d be the sort of people who’d send their child to a private school…’


‘Public school,’ her husband corrected her.


‘Public school,’ his wife repeated gratefully, ‘as me and Ashley never went to one ourselves.’


Hartley Conti smiled as though surprised by the revelation, the early evening sun blazing through the stained glass windows of his office with the dying force of a lost cause.


‘Mrs Hatter, if you’d told me ten years ago, as I paraded around in a Maoist smock, that a decade later I’d be employed by a preparatory school as a public schools advisor, I’d have probably thought you were pulling my leg.’


The proud couple smiled, pleased to be included in this circle of the elect, their son sitting with his legs crossed in imitation of someone far older, indifferent or perhaps scared of this new turn in life’s trajectory.


‘As I was saying,’ Conti continued, ‘Billingham enjoys a well-deserved reputation for sport and a high entry rate to the armed forces, particularly the army…’


Mrs Hatter twitched slightly, her small nose betraying something of the improbable attraction between her and her husband, a flat-topped curio of a man who reminded Conti of why he no longer went to football matches. How, Conti asked himself, had these people ever found the money to subsidise the community of delusion that afforded him a living?


‘Mr Conti, I ought to level with you; I’m not investing in my son’s education for him to end up practising close order drill with the Devon and Dorset Regiment in West Germany. If we wanted Enoch to be a soldier, I’d have let him go to the local comprehensive.’ Mr Hatter squinted meaningfully to dispel any notions of an inferiority complex and wondered whether he should add something about growing up in a council house and never taking the good things in life for granted.


‘Which is why I don’t think Billingham would be the right school for Martin, Mr Hatter.’ Conti gently adjusted his pitch. ‘Schools like Billingham can be a little too big and old fashioned; a child can feel lost on his first day and experience trouble settling in. All that can wait until University. It’s best to take each challenge as it comes, and not be rushed into one you’re not ready for.’


Mrs Hatter’s pretty head bobbed up and down in agreement, there was something charming about such an attractive woman taking the trouble to care about what was, Conti felt, a matter of little importance. Education, in his opinion, had always been overrated.


‘Have either of you ever thought of Claysmug, one of the more pupil-orientated schools? It’s not in any of the brochures you were sent, but it’s in a lovely part of the country where Martin would be free to find his feet, in his own time…’


Claysmug was a minor public school where an old friend of Conti’s taught auto-engineering, the headmaster, otherwise known as the Midnight Badger, having recently been dismissed for a nocturnal tour of a first-year dormitory.


‘How do its fees compare to the other place?’ asked Mr Hatter. ‘Very favourably. Being a smaller school, it costs less to run.’ ‘That sounds nice,’ said Mrs Hatter, her hand stroking the back of her son’s neck, ‘but we will miss you, Martin…’


Conti watched the Hatters drift from his office with the mechanical thrill of a boy entering the next level of Space Invaders, his eyes following Mrs Hatter’s tiny bottom so closely that he wondered whether he had seen her turn round, smile and pat it, or whether this sort of hallucination was common in men of calculation. Though professing to have nothing in common with yuppies, modelling his look on the method actors of the 1950s, Conti guessed that with his useful side profile, and handsomely fitted suit, he could easily pass for the era’s zeitgeist. Ever since he had read ‘A shilling life will give you all the facts’ and watched the waves at his artist’s retreat break and vanish like so many pages of unwritten text, he knew that he would never make the leap from being a man who had a lot to say for himself to one who could write a book. His political beliefs had not helped, conditional as they were on a lot of things he knew were never going to happen, so that the choice between renouncing them and being taken seriously or retaining them and continuing as a joke had not been difficult to make. Convincing himself that maturity meant mixed feelings, and an imperfect life was preferable to an impossible one, he left his job at the night school and embraced the spirit of the times, which in his case meant advising others on where to send their children to school.


Conti knew that there were other decisions he could have made, but since they would all have been equally unimportant, in terms of motivation and outcome, he had settled for a mastery of surfaces and a regular income. Without particularly liking his life, Conti found that he was strangely satisfied with it and did not believe that anything about it would ever change, the hammer and anvil of history having ground to a halt at a moment most propitious to him.


Conti was soon to learn that he had predicated his life on a mistaken assumption. Since moving his young family to Tyger Tyger House, an awful consequentiality had replaced the arbitrary course of the past decade, bringing what he understood to be his innocence to an end.


‘Hartley, I’ve a couple of messages for you’—his secretary, Melissa Stack, stood at the door connecting her office to his, a converted priest hole if the school historian was to be believed—‘from Doctor Bliss and Martin, your brother in law.’ She adjusted a shoulder pad and nibbled the end of her ballpoint pen, in a way that might have been sexy, had she done it by mistake.


Conti smiled wanly, his cerulean blue eyes and reluctant handsomeness making him look every inch the confused SS officer Stack had fallen in love with over a decade earlier. Through an exchange of Christmas cards, Conti had learnt of the collapse of her marriage and her availability for work. When they had met, Conti saw this really was all he would want her for, Stack’s once perfect figure blighted by disappointment, chocolate biscuits and Buckfast wine. Painfully, he accepted that the face which had helped get him through the past fifteen years no longer existed. Conti had always sought continuity in his life and regretted that Stack had broken off their relationship once it became clear that it could not develop without their sleeping together. The break had allowed him to idolise her, whereas the reality was that she had chosen a second-rate husband whom she felt superior to and could blame for all the underachievement that still lay ahead.


Staring into her face was like being shown a completely different view of life, where happiness, having already been postponed indefinitely, was at last officially replaced by a gratitude that things were not worse. This, and the deep lines of lonely cynicism that marked her eyes, ought to have meant that in purely neutral terms, Stack was bad for business, but in those mediated by tender sympathy, which Conti found to his surprise plenty of his clients possessed, her face was a prize asset. She had been his secretary for over two years now and he had finally come to rely on her like the underwear he had forgotten he had put on.


‘The Doctor asked if you could drop in and see him on your way home. Also, Martin will be arriving a week early…’


‘You mean next week?’ Conti stood up, his well-built body a tribute to the school’s exercise amenities.


‘No, tonight. His train gets in at eight, and he’ll need picking up because he doesn’t know how to get to your house by cab. I told him most taxis would know, but I think he wanted to see you first… They seemed like an okay couple, didn’t they?’


Conti, who often had trouble distinguishing his own thoughts from Stack’s voice, replied, ‘I wish people would interrupt me a bit more so I’d know what they were thinking… but they were; they bit.’


Stack smiled indulgently. ‘Well, I’ll see you in the morning, then. Goodbye.’


The forecourt, surrounded by an Old Priory, was full of choristers playing their concluding games of the day. Conti was amused at the purely haphazard way in which the pupils elected new leaders, and how the most feted boy in each year switched with random alacrity, competition for these spots having hardened since his day, or so he felt. Though admired for his height, humour and the fact that he was not a teacher, Conti experienced no real closeness to these children, disliking the ways in which they already resembled their parents, and how wealth was the fastest way any of them knew of settling an argument. And yet Conti, like the boys, was happiest when he thought that he had got away with something.


‘Mr Conti,’ called a pupil he could not recognise, coming off his skateboard. ‘My father doesn’t have a secretary; he has a sexetary…’


A smaller boy smiled, not understanding the joke.


‘Ah, but would you know what to do about it? Would you Haskell?’ announced the night master on duty, Mr Squeers, rhetorically. He was at the front of a line of pupils waiting for their names to be ticked, before leaving for their parent’s Volvo for home. ‘At your age, I didn’t even know what a secretary was, let alone what was up one’s skirt…’ A ripple of controlled laughter rolled through the line. ‘Did you, Mr Conti?’


‘No, I was probably still at the stage of wondering what a rubber Johnny was for...’ replied Conti, conscious of his role in an adult double act. Without ever having been able to fathom why, Conti felt uncomfortable around Maurice Squeers, and consequently distrusted him. Sunset was always the contaminated hour that he seemed to bump into the skinny bachelor, the master’s eyes leering suggestively at him as he invariably asked after his wife.


‘And how is the lovely Mrs Conti? We don’t seem to see so much of her these days; in fact, it must be getting on for nearly a year now… since she looked so lovely on Sports Day, if I remember. She has a figure an athlete would be proud of, a much better one than most of these lads…’ Squeers allowed the words to tail off into a facial innuendo...


‘Thank you for asking. She’s fine,’ replied Conti without conviction. The birds had stopped singing, and even the boys had momentarily gone quiet, a cold patch forming between the two men, as Squeers ran a finger down the diagonal stripes of his polythene tie.


‘Will she be coming on the sponsored walk this year? It’s for Save the Children again, I believe.’


‘No, her legs are still playing up. She’s having to spend quite a lot of time in bed.’


Squeers winked obligingly, to remind Conti that they both enjoyed a special relationship with the opposite sex. In his day, Squeers had enjoyed a reputation as a libertine who never repeated a joke or slept with the same woman twice, but age had given his wit and libido a decidedly creepy air, and Conti had never confused his sneering contempt for the tic Squeers passed it off as. There was something distasteful in the way Squeers possessed the confidence of a man who supposed he could supplant the partner a woman had loved all her life, for the sake of a night of passion with him. Conti had no trouble accepting Stack’s view that whereas he was a good man who had fallen, Squeers was a bad one who had no trouble accepting himself as such.


‘A whole year now… Mr Conti, inform her from me that absence makes the heart grow fonder.’


‘Time flies,’ Conti replied without turning round, his soul already immersed in the brilliant red doom of a Hampshire sunset.


Dr Bliss had always thought of himself as a professional who could get a job done with the minimum amount of fuss, the medical school nickname of ‘Sceptic Ed’ encapsulating his no-thrills approach to phenomena. His heroes were not dashing leading men whose deeds won them beautiful spouses, rather their earnest, no-nonsense sidekicks who modestly held things together. Perhaps this is why old Doctor Wyatt had given him Brigit Conti as a patient, his arthritic hands shaking as he said, ‘I think you’d be better at dealing with this sort of thing. Sore throats and chicken pox are more my line now...’


Bliss’s reputation for unflappable calm, and his rudimentary knowledge of psychoanalysis, so useful in dealing with ‘awkward patients’ in the past, were of no use to him that afternoon, and he was halfway through pouring his second whisky when his receptionist announced the arrival of Hartley Conti at the surgery.


Hastily, Bliss hid the glass and washed his mouth out at the sink, taking care not to wet his oversized calculator watch, bought on a ferry from Le Havre. Puffing his cheeks out, he ran a hand through his straw-thin hair and straightened the bow tie he still affected to wear. Every time he had met Conti, he had felt the limitations of his own personal aesthetic, Conti not only standing a good foot taller than him, but so immaculately turned out that Bliss imagined him caring more for a set of clothes than being on the correct side of an argument, an attitude that secretly fascinated him.


‘How did you find my wife?’ asked Conti without sitting down. He was wearing a light knee-length coat that gave him the air of an impatient businessman caught between meetings.


Bliss hesitated. ‘How do you find your wife…’


He blushed, immediately recognising his mistake, languorous intellectual probing did not suit him. What he wanted to say was that Conti seemed very alone. Smiling cautiously he began again. ‘I’m sorry. Please have a seat. It’s just that your wife is a very enigmatic character. There’s no other way I can think of putting it, which is why I ask you your opinion.’


Conti smiled warmly. ‘She is?’


‘I would say so, yes,’ Bliss replied, his hand running down the length of his beard.


‘Well, I guess that’s one word you could use for her, “enigmatic”... “difficult” is the one I thought you were going to come up with!’


Bliss laughed good humouredly and made a pretence of going through his notes. ‘Since Dr Wyatt first saw her at Easter, has she in the intervening time changed at all, or taken a turn for the… less well? Please do sit down. And by the way, I’m sorry Dr Wyatt wasn’t able to offer you more…’


‘Don’t worry about it.’ Conti glanced round the room and took his seat, an orange plastic cone that bent under his weight. ‘Any change? Yes. Before, Brigit spent some of the day in bed and we shared a room. Now she spends pretty much the entire day in her bedroom, which I no longer share with her; so yes, there has been change.’


Conti was not feeling particularly helpful, having decided after Dr Wyatt that patronising his local surgery was a country convention rather like visiting a vet’s. ‘Anyway, what are we talking about here, a medical change or her personality?’


Politely ignoring the question, Bliss continued. ‘You understand, I am under oath, but I really did struggle to get anywhere concrete with Mrs Conti this afternoon. Women do react to the country in different ways, don’t they? Ones that weren’t brought up here originally, I mean. Some are unhappy because they’ve given up careers. Others find all the… isolation that comes with living here rather lonely…’


‘It was her decision and her father’s money that sealed the move. I’d have sooner stayed in London. Nice as it is here, I’m a city boy. She’s here because she wants to be.’


‘Even so…’


‘Look, I understand the connection between morale and mental health, and I appreciate you taking an open minded approach, but are you able to tell me what’s wrong? If it’s her nerves then what kind of problem is it, schizophrenia, or some kind of split personality thing?’


‘Possibly…’ Bliss pulled the cap off a marker pen. ‘She mentioned very bad headaches and intense mood swings.’


‘But it isn’t just a mood thing is it? I’ve noticed at times she looks like she’s come back from a skiing holiday that’s gone wrong: a sunburnt face and her lips are chapped. Is there a physical reason for that, a skin disease, or do you really believe she could have willed it on herself through depression, which I admit she’s prone to? It looks too severe to me to be psychosomatically induced. And she’s complained about hair loss too, and her bones.’


Bliss put the cap back on the pen. ‘Nothing. There’s definitely nothing medically wrong with her at all, and,’ he added with defeated finality, ‘as far as I can tell, there never has been. The symptoms you’re describing would have to have been psychosomatically induced. There’s no other way she could have ended up with them, unless she picked up something undetectable on her travels…’


‘Then what about all the pills Wyatt’s been prescribing her? What were they for?’ asked Conti.


‘A misdiagnosis, I think. Wyatt thought that she was experiencing mild hysteria and depression because of her failure to adjust to… English life. He said that she gasped when she was trying to speak, like there were certain words she couldn’t physically say, and had an excitable manner that could be linked to exhaustion. I have continued with the medication he was prescribing, but I don’t think it’ll get to the bottom of anything.’


‘She was born and brought up in London. That hardly makes her a foreigner.’


‘Quite. I quite agree with you. He was on the wrong tack. At the time, I did wonder whether what she really needed was someone to talk to. In fact, I’m of the opinion that the antidepressants he prescribed probably exacerbated her condition…’


‘Condition? You just said that there was nothing wrong with her.’


‘Nothing physically wrong that we could detect… Look, I’ll be as frank with you as I can, Mr Conti. I believe that your wife is in need, maybe urgent, of some form of psychiatric help…’


‘And you don’t consider that a medical problem?’


‘Not one that I can treat, and contrary to what Dr Wyatt told you, one that won’t blow over in the fullness of time or get better by itself. I’m sorry.’


‘So you’re telling me she’ll continue to mentally degenerate if left untreated?’


‘Almost certainly.’ Bliss swallowed hard, surprised at his candour. ‘In as much as you can ever be sure of these things,’ he qualified weakly.


Conti fastened his eyes on a poster of a giant set of false teeth, wondering briefly what it was doing there. ‘Why?’ he said. ‘What did she say to you this afternoon to make you so sure of that?’


Ruffled by Conti’s persistence, Bliss said, ‘Please, Mr Conti, I would sympathise with you if you thought I was making a mountain out of this, but surely you must know her day-to-day moods better than I…’


Conti raised his fists. Then he smiled. ‘Go on. I’m not going to take any offence.’


Bliss shuddered slightly. ‘It was terribly strange,’ he said. ‘I’ve never come across anything like it.’


Conti tapped Bliss’s leg and pointed to the half-hidden whisky bottle sticking out of his bag.


Bliss nodded.


‘She was lewd,’ said Bliss and drained his whisky in one. ‘I’ve met her before and found her perfectly charming. It’s why I asked you about change… I was surprised at what she came out with.’ ‘You needn’t spare my feelings,’ Conti replied. His face was flat and without the lightness he was able to squeeze from most situations. ‘I know that listening to her can be like hearing a perfectly indexed A to Z of pornography, without a single category or word omitted.’


‘She advised me, amongst other things, “to not grope her”, and to get out of her “minkle”—not that I had thought of getting into it in the first place,’ Bliss added quickly.


‘I’m sorry,’ said Conti.


‘It wasn’t just that, though. I mean, what I feel is’—Bliss stared at Conti as if for inspiration—‘this unnerving strangeness. The smell in her room, for instance; it was quite strong, even through the disinfectant.’


‘Though she was completely clean, physically? I take it that you do mean her rather than the room?’


‘Perhaps it was just me. Neither of the servants seemed to notice it…’


Conti shook his head. ‘No, you’re right. There have been mornings when I walk in,’ he said, weighing each word, ‘when that room stinks like a cross between a farmyard and an abattoir. It’s impossible to be in there without speculating about what combinations of filth could produce such a stench. I find myself checking her bed for clods of shit, and dousing the place with aftershave as though it were a good luck charm. But we clean it, and bathe her, all the time.’


‘Is that what led you to sleep in separate rooms?’


‘It could have been, but no, it wasn’t. Brigit was the one who asked me to move her to a room in a different part of the house so that she “could be in the light”.’


‘Natural light, you mean?’


‘No. She has these places all over the house, places of “the light”… I don’t know what there is to say about them except that they’re the parts of the house I like least.’


‘So it wasn’t… no, I think I see,’ Bliss paused, keen to conceal the distasteful curiosity in his voice. ‘You said it was never your decision to buy Tyger Tyger House, was it?’


‘I told you. It was her inner conviction to move there.’ ‘But not yours?’


Conti laughed self-consciously. ‘Me? I keep my light on at night.’


‘Mrs Archer gave me this note,’ Bliss handed Conti a folded sheet of A4 paper.


Conti scratched his neck. ‘You’ve read it?’


‘I admit I tried to. She found it under your wife’s bed. It’s apparently her handwriting.’


‘You ought to remember my wife wrote a doctoral dissertation in philosophy,’ said Conti, looking at the page with sullen distaste. ‘Perhaps it’d be easier if I summarised its highlights aloud.’


He cleared his throat and held the paper to the light.


‘Whilst making love, he likes to call it dirty names to emphasise it’s recreational, sadistic and pleasurable overtones at the expense of any possible meaning our lovemaking may have. But this is the sex we love the best… He’s afraid of becoming lost… Needs the self-restoration after orgasmic relief…’


‘No,’ said Conti, staring at the page. ‘It’s not me she’s writing about… me or anybody. It’s the site of her problems she’s addressing. Ever since I’ve known her, she’s been seeing shrinks to discuss this kind of stuff. She only stopped last summer.’


‘So there might be a connection?’ Conti glanced at his watch.


Bliss raised his hand, his heart fluttering like an eagle trapped in a shawl. ‘Of course, this is between just us.’


‘Brigit and I have an angry, argumentative kind of sex life, which followed the pattern of our relationship, but as she got ill—or whatever we’ve agreed to call it—our lovemaking did too.’


‘Because she was finding sex physically painful?’


‘No, because she realised I was distracted and thinking of other women. Big deal, you might say. But she would—I don’t know how—successfully guess who I was thinking of and then try and “become” them while we made love.’


‘Maybe you told her?’


‘No. She would guess and then will herself into their persona and ask me to look at her, but when I did she was… unrecognisable. I wasn’t myself either. It was like someone else was having her in my place. I was replaced by another kind of energy, a thing I wanted nothing to do with, that had its own desires. Something else had come between us.’


‘And you say your wife…’


‘She didn’t really seem to mind. We argued about it. Though, as you can imagine, I wasn’t in a very strong position.’


‘An extreme form of love play perhaps, animal passion?’ ‘No. I know the difference between a randy woman breathing down my neck and what Brigit’s become…’


‘Have you considered going back with her to see a psychiatrist, Mr Conti?’ Bliss interrupted. ‘Maybe I could recommend you one, if it’d help?’


He waited for Conti to reply, his cheeks flushed with excitement. ‘After all, I have examined you both, in a way. Perhaps I could be of use…’


‘Dr Bliss, my wife was in therapy for three years, three times a week with Harley Street specialists of every stripe. I don’t know if it ever worked, but what I do know is that by the time we moved, she had made complete mincemeat of them all. She’s an intelligent and formidable woman, even when she’s ill. The use that you and Wyatt had was that, as local men, I thought you wouldn’t threaten Brigit, or at least, she wouldn’t want to compete or play games with you. But that doesn’t seem to be the case.’


‘Nonetheless, we can’t just give up… She mentioned feeling suicidal. Perhaps she feels stigmatised by her depression.’


‘No more psychiatrists.’ Conti was emphatic.


‘But Mr Conti, modern medicine and science have ways of explaining perversity. I’m sure if you were talking to the right kind of expert…’


‘Thank you’—Conti stood up, cutting him short—‘but I think it’d probably be a backward step. I want to say, it’s easy to feel a long way away from people here, that your problems are entirely your own business and no one else cares. So thanks, I appreciate you at least taking ours seriously.’


Bliss scratched the edge of the table, eager to disguise the distasteful aspect of his interest. ‘I have an old colleague in Southampton who helps run a women’s group and yoga class, perhaps your…’


‘Thank you.’ Conti offered his hand.


Bliss looked momentarily askew, as though afraid of touching it. Conti withdrew the hand slowly, his secrets hidden in the darkness of what he had chosen to reveal.


Once Conti had left, Bliss glanced again at Brigit’s note and grudgingly concluded that he was no longer made of the same stuff as ‘Sceptic Ed’, his medical school alter ego. This was the longest he had talked to Conti, and he had liked him. Rather than allowing himself to be tantalised vicariously, he ought to have mentioned the stories he had heard concerning Tyger Tyger House, however ridiculous he believed them to be, or the strange treatments Doctor Wyatt had been forced to prescribe several of its previous inhabitants. But instead of embracing his role as a middle-class professional, Bliss had become the boy who joins the audience to gawp at the tightrope walker, or worse still, the local who plays dumb. What mattered most, as he heard Conti’s car pull away, was that at least he was not the outsider who had disturbed the natural order, for there was no promise of safety in that.
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