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Elizabeth was buried at ten o’clock on a cold wet morning in January. She had chosen to be buried because she wanted her body to rot in the ground and to be fed upon by fat, white, blind grubs. Cremation, to her, somehow seemed too clean, if not even ethereal, her ashes purified by flame being scattered on the wind. Keeping them in an urn seemed simply too absurd.

Crows swirled high against the grey sky and cawed as they returned to their black prickly nests dotted amongst the upper branches of the bare wintry trees. Rain fell in sharp sheets, cold, driven by blustery wind beneath the dark clouds. Soon it would turn to hail or sleet or snow.

The people around the graveside seemed to huddle together, black clad and umbrellad, and to glance at each other for instants with moist eyes, or simply stand and stare emotionless, just cold. Soon it would be time to go, a duty done, thoughts of life and death darting to the surface of minds dulled by the greyness of it all.

For some, the shock of death had long passed and they could not or chose not to envision the body now hidden in the earth beginning the long process of decay. For others the actual physicality of it all was too much, and the person loved or hated, slept with, eaten with, talked and listened to, who laughed and cried and all the rest of it, they now realised was in a wooden box underground. These, shuddered at the thought and felt a gnawingly empty sense of loss as the wind and the rain drove them from the graveside singly or in small groups, not many of them in truth, back to their cars, to carry on with their lives as it is put, probably, shortly to forget. In effect of course they had simply been mourning themselves.

When they had gone, the gravediggers extinguished their cigarettes, smoked furtively behind a respectably distant tree, and began to shovel clods of black wet earth onto the coffin lid. It was a task so often performed that they had long become inured to it and it had become no more than painting a fence or pruning a privet. No thoughts were thought of wonder at the extinct life the body they were burying represented. They simply did not care who or what Elizabeth Anne Howard had been. Nor indeed, did they have any reason to.

“I’ve been out with her three times now and I still haven’t got anywhere,” Nick, a tall greasy blonde with a squint in a hazel eye said to Morty his work-mate as he leant for a moment on his spade. “Maybe I should adopt the subtle approach and just go up to her and tell her to get her knickers off.”

Morty, a short and gnarled sixty year-old in a flat cap looked at Nick for a moment, simply smiled and then shook his head.

“Who is she anyway?” he then asked.

“Remember? The girl I told you about?”

“Oh, her, yes,” Morty said, wiping his nose on the back of his glove. He then looked up at the sky and ran his tongue around his lips, and his whole body began to shake. “Long ago, long ago, I was a seafarer,” he then said. “I’ve been to Mombasa and Maracaibo, to Valparaiso and Vladivostok. I’ve had a thousand women, all shapes and colours. I’ve seen sea the colour of wine and men bloated and blacked with disease. I’ve baked and froze and seen shrunken heads in Jayapura and gorilla’s hands in Douala. I’ve…”

He stopped, suddenly and swallowed, pursing his lips, his eyes downcast, and he began to dig again. Nick just looked at him thinking that he might continue.

“I had no idea, Morty,” he then said.

They completed the task of burying Elizabeth and then returned to their hut where tea was brewed and sandwiches eaten and cigarettes smoked as they listened to the now heavier rain lashing against the wooden planks and grimy windows of their shelter. Nick offered Morty a piece of juicy-fruit rather like an explorer offering a string of coloured beads or a mirror to a savage native king, which, graciously, he accepted.

“I’ve met a lot of people in this job,” Morty said thoughtfully as he chewed. “Funny that, don’t you think? Meeting people in graveyards, but it’s true. Some I’ve liked, some I haven’t, some I haven’t noticed. People I’ve worked with, people coming for the funerals, you know, watching them? One thing I’ve learnt though,” he then paused, looking into Nick’s squint with his surprisingly beautiful blue eyes. “No one, in the end, what they say, what they do, is worth a shit.”

Darkness descended upon the cemetery, a bone-chilling deathly winter dark and already a little debris had blown over her grave which seemed to have aged and blended in with the hundreds of others. It was doubtful whether it ever again would be visited. It was one of those graves that seemed to embrace neglect, unremarkable, not of interest to an antiquarian in a century. And of those who had been in attendance on this day? What did it matter if they returned? Family or friends or ghouls. It was nothing more now than a patch of disturbed ground.

That night, long after Nick and Morty had stored away their spades and muttered goodnights and had gone home, the little area of the graveyard where Elizabeth’s body lay, close to the main-gates entrance and to a sheltering building which had once been some kind of chapel but was now long shuttered and neglected, echoed eerily to the sound of laughter from some teenagers whose haunt this was to drink cans of beer and grope each other in seclusion.

Somehow, their thoughtlessness and irreverence was apt, as though Elizabeth in life would have laughed with them as one of the boys relieved himself over her grave, his water piddling onto the already damp soil and steaming in the cold night air. But it was cold, and shortly they were gone. Summer nights were for copulation over graves like a thoughtless shout of defiance against death. In winter they were soon home, a few empty and crushed beer cans littered about and a damp quickly chilling patch of soil their only legacy.

Elizabeth’s body lay still in its coffin, stiffened and juices drying. She had even thought that she might be buried alive. An ultimate horror she supposed. A long lost relative or lover returns from abroad and remembers on hearing of her death the family curse of cataleptic seizure. When the coffin is opened they find her eyes wild and staring and her fingers torn and bloody from clawing at the coffin lid as her lungs burst seeking air. All was quiet though. No burrowing creature passed close to a sound from her. She had started to decay.

The next morning brought no respite from the rain. Nick and Morty dug another grave in a plot close to Elizabeth in preparation for an afternoon burial.

“I used to eat worms when I was a lad,” Morty said as they dug their spades into the earth. “It was to join the gang. Little savages we were. Ignorant and poor. The world has changed. It’s electricity that’s done it.”

Nick noticed that he had severed a long pink fat worm in two with his spade. He watched as it writhed in the dirt.

“They’re hermaphrodites you know,” Morty added. “You’ve just created another worm.”

“Surely it’ll die?” Nick asked.

“No. It won’t die,” said Morty, smiling.

The afternoon funeral was a very well attended affair. The graveside was banked with flowers and wreaths in the shape of crosses and blood-red hearts. Some formed the letters DAD and GRANDAD. They had cards attached to them with words such as, “Go to sleep now, Dad” or, “Have a good rest, Dad.” On a black marble headstone to be erected later, they had chosen, in gold lettering, the inscription, “Ernest McGonigle, beloved husband and devoted father. Taken unto the bosom of the Lord.”

There were literally dozens of mourners, brought in convoy by black limousines and private cars, the family alone exceeding in number the average attendance for such an event. They wept copiously in a sort of collective desperation and held each other in little sobbing groups. The women seemed to wear considerable amounts of make-up.

A shaft of sunlight suddenly broke through the cloud cover and the rain stopped as though in divine approval of the proceedings and gradually the crowd of mourners dispersed. The local British Legion club had been booked for the reception as Dad would have expected everyone to enjoy themselves as he had had a good life and wouldn’t want anyone to be miserable on his account. Soon Nick and Morty were at work again, covering Dad forever.

The sunshine brought no warmth with it however, and the cold January wind cut across the cemetery, blowing twigs and bits of paper about, and they were glad when the work was done and they could take shelter and fortify themselves with hot tea and sandwiches and bars of chocolate.

The hut smelled of damp and rotting wood and paint and turpentine and creosote from ancient tins long left open, testimony to a time when the cemetery was at least superficially maintained. These days a sense of near dereliction had descended over the place as nobody really cared any more. Once the bodies were buried, that was more or less it. Fences were not repaired and grass was rarely cut. The times when death was a thriving industry were over. Ancestor worship was now simply a distant race-memory.

“You seeing that girl of yours tonight then?” Morty asked Nick, his hands warming around an enamel mug of steaming tea.

“No, ’fraid not,” Nick replied. “She didn’t take too kindly to my suggestion. I don’t think we’re quite suited.”

“Never mind. You’ll just have to look elsewhere won’t you,” said Morty, taking off his cap and scratching his bald head.

“Suppose so,” said Nick.

They then lost themselves in their thoughts and soon it was time to go home again

“Goodnight, Nick.”

“Goodnight, Morty.”

The night was dry but bitterly cold. The wind had increased in strength throughout the evening and now was a vicious icy gale that swept the streets around the cemetery clear of people, and tore at plastic bags caught in the railings, sometimes whistling strange eerie tunes.

Elizabeth’s body, now no longer the freshest in the graveyard could not be affronted by its company. Whatever had made her different or apart in life was now long gone and all that was left was a cold and rotting cadaver the equal of all the others about her. The fact that she did not have a personal mausoleum or was not buried in a stone sarcophagus in the family crypt would not have been a concern for her in life and so the municipal cemetery was as good a resting place for her mortal remains as any other.

As to the people she had “left behind,” the people she had known throughout her life, some of whom had even come to watch as she was returned to the earth, what she would have thought or felt about them now is something that simply cannot be known. Those who knew her might have opinions or not. She could not have.

Whatever the case, day broke to little birdsong save that of the crows and the sky darkened unnaturally with the dawn as heavy black clouds lumbered in overhead and began to beat the earth with fat cold rain. A little later a man appeared at the graveside wearing a black raincoat and carrying a black umbrella. He had not been present at the funeral.

He stared down at the grave without expression for a time and then left suddenly. In a moment, it was as though he had never been there. And Elizabeth rotted a little more into the earth.
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At school, on a wet Monday afternoon in July, Elizabeth sat at the back of the class, bored and staring out of the window. It was a geography lesson with Old Wiggy.

Old Wiggy was Mr Sanderson who wore a ludicrously obvious red toupee. The fact that his natural hair at the sides and back of his head was grey did not seem to have occurred to him. Mr Sanderson hated Elizabeth.

Tired of the window view over the muddy playing-fields as the heavy summer rain beat against the pane she began to scribble in her notebook, the drone of Old Wiggy’s voice in the background a distant irritant.

“Elizabeth.”

The sound of her name caught her attention and she looked up to see him staring at her.

“I do hope we’re not boring you, Elizabeth,” he said.

“Not at all, Mr Sanderson,” she said. “Do please carry on.”

The rest of the class giggled and the teacher’s face flushed.

“Don’t get smart with me my girl.”

“Really, Mr Sanderson, I don’t think you should make it public knowledge that I’m your girl,” she said, smiling.

The class erupted.

“Quiet!” Wiggy screamed, the colour of his face now matching that of his wig. “Perhaps, Elizabeth, if you applied your wit to the lesson instead of making facetious remarks we might all benefit.”

“Yes, you’re quite right. I do apologize. As I said, please do carry on.”

She crossed her legs and stared eagerly to the front of the class in breathless anticipation.

“Perhaps you’d like to tell us what the consequences of the continued destruction of the rainforest would be, Elizabeth.”

“Oh no, I don’t think so. You see. I don’t really believe that such places exist.”

“What?” Wiggy asked, incredulous.

“Well, I’ve never seen one, and people pointing vaguely at maps and telling me that they exist is hardly poof is it? I mean, people say they’re in the Amazon basin and central America and central and west Africa, and south east Asia, even on the Atlantic coast of South America and in the Cape York Peninsula and Arnhem Land in Australia, but well, I mean, how do they know? And if we’ve been hacking away at it for five hundred years, how can it still be there? People keep saying that in so many more years there’ll be none of it left and then those so many more years have passed and they say it again. I simply don’t believe it.”

The bell rang for the end of the lesson and Elizabeth walked past Wiggy, who had still not said another word.

She met Richard in the corridor. They were both in the same form, but Richard didn’t do geography. He did something scientific instead. Elizabeth wasn’t exactly sure what.

“Hi, Rich.”

“Hi, Liz.”

“I’ve just had a frightful flogging from Old Wiggy,” she said, lapsing into comic public-schoolboyese, which they occasionally did.

“Yes, he can be beastly to a fellow,” Richard said, thoughtfully. “I say, I’ve just had a parcel of tuck from home. Come to the dorm and we’ll have a feast.”

“We’ll have to be careful Old Flashbugger doesn’t see us. We won’t half cop it if he does. It’ll be a roasting at the very least.”

“Come on then. What larks!”

After school they walked together to Elizabeth’s house.

Elizabeth’s father was a moderately successful actor and her mother was a producer for the BBC. Their house was set back about a hundred yards from the road and was large, square and ivy clad. Built in the eighteen eighties of solid red and cream brick, it had sixteen rooms and a sunny disposition, facing south. Though it retained a touch of Victorian grimness in some aspect, it was a happy place.

Daniel Howard, Elizabeth’s father was at home when she and Richard arrived.

“Dad, can I have some money, please?” Elizabeth asked when she saw him sitting in an armchair in the drawing room.

“Certainly not,” he replied, looking up. “What a greeting.”

“Really Father, such cruelty,” she said before bending down to kiss him. “I’ll just have to go on the game if you don’t give me some.”

“I’m always giving you money,” he said.

“God, you’re so embarrassing. Richard, put your fingers in your ears. Look at it this way Father dear. You’ve never bought me a pony and instead of sending me to Roedean or Benenden you sent me to the local poxy comp. No wonder I’m a nervous wreck.

I know, that’s it isn’t it? You want me to be a shrivelled-up old spinster and you want to keep me here with you forever, don’t you? Well I shan’t, I tell you, not while I have breath in my body. I shall be free!”

With this, Elizabeth motioned a swoon and fell into a chair sobbing with her head resting on her forearm.

“And how are you, Richard?”

“Fine, thanks, Mr Howard.”

“Good, good. Take Elizabeth up to her room would you? She makes the place look untidy.”

“Yes, of course.”

“I shall tell Mama how you have used me, sir,” Elizabeth said dramatically as she was leaving the room with Richard, clinging to him.

“Oh, yes. Your mother won’t be home ’til Friday. She’s working in town.”

“Ha! Another man. There’s no doubt of it!”

“Do take her away, Richard.”

“Yes. Come on, Liz.”

In Elizabeth’s room they lay on their backs on her bed staring at the ceiling. Outside, the rain had stopped and it had turned into a beautifully sunny afternoon. The sunlight streamed in through the blinds and the sound of the birds tweeting out in the garden floated over them on the soft warm breeze.

“Why do they twitter so?” she asked thoughtfully. “Feathery reptiles aren’t they?”

“Who knows,” he said. “Why is there such a thing as a sloth? Perhaps that we might wonder at it?”

“Light us a fag, Rich?”

He reached into his blazer pocket and took out cigarettes and matches.

“Take your blazer off, you must be boiling,” she said.

He lay it along the foot of the bed. She had already thrown hers onto a chair. They blew blue smoke into the beams of light cast through the blinds, sharing a coral shell ashtray placed between them on the bed.

Elizabeth’s room was quite large and rectangular, the length of one of the longer walls having a double set of sash-windows admitting plenty of light. This she controlled with the blinds. The wallpaper was the colour of a russet-coloured apple, and the carpet was of speckled red and black. Her wardrobe and dressing table were walnut-panelled and a little naturally fatigued with age. Books and CDs and DVDs lay about the room and filled many shelves surrounding the TV and laptop and stereo. There were also ragged teddy bears and stuffed furry animals and broken dolls here and there as though they had been discarded long ago and left where they lay. On the wall opposite the bed was a print of The Blind Girl by Millais.

“It’s my birthday next week,” Elizabeth said, stubbing out her cigarette.

“Fifteen, like me,” Richard said.

“Yes, what’s it like, being fifteen?”

“Doesn’t feel any different.”

“No, I thought it mightn’t.”

“Are you getting anything?”

“A present you mean? Nothing special I don’t think. I mean, fifteen doesn’t really count, does it? Sixteen does, I suppose. You can smoke and live where you like, and have sex and leave school and stuff. Then there’s eighteen, when you can do whatever you like. But fifteen, it’s like the last year of being only half a person.”

“Then there’s twenty one,” Richard said, turning his head on the pillow to look at her.

“What?”

“Twenty one,” Richard repeated.

“Twenty one doesn’t count any more, stupid. It doesn’t mean anything. Only working class people still celebrate twenty one. They have such difficulty in adapting to things.”

“God, you’re such an awful snob,” Richard said, annoyed and pressing too hard on his cigarette stub and burning his finger.

“I’m merely trying to educate you, dear. I know you can’t help your humble background, but do please make an effort.”

Richard turned his gaze to the ceiling again and didn’t speak.

“Oh now don’t sulk, you know I’m only teasing,” she said, turning to him. “Come on, Rich. You’re my bestest pal in the whole wide world.”

She tickled his ribs and then lay on top of him. He turned away as she tried to kiss him.

“What’s the matter?”

“Nothing.”

“Don’t lie to me. You know I know your deepest secret fear.”

“No you don’t,” he said.

She pushed herself away from him, supporting her weight on her palms.

“Oh Rich, now you’re just being a bore.”

“Sorry”, he said.

She smiled at him and ruffled his short blonde hair.

“Do you want to pet my bare bum?” she asked, lying close to him and speaking into his ear. “I know you like to. I’ll just slip my skirt off and pull my knickers down.”

“No thanks,” he said.

“Why not?”

“You know I’d love to… really. But I just don’t want to now. I mean I do… but… no. I’m just not in the mood.”

“Suit yourself,” she said. “You’ll regret it one day though, you know? Not doing it this one time, I mean. Because no matter how many times you do, this’ll be the one time when you didn’t, and there’s only a finite number of times you can feel me. We’ll be dead forever.”

He turned onto his side and put his arms around her. Her dark brown hair was fine and thick and shiny and her eyes were a deep rich blue. He gazed into them and kissed her.

“I do love you, Liz.”

“I know. And I love you… Rich?”

“What?”

“I’m lying on the ashtray.”

The afternoon turned into evening as they lay together half asleep. Elizabeth listened to the ticking of the clock and thought about putting some music on or perhaps the television but she was too comfortable to move. Richard had his hand on the curve of her hip and had his eyes closed. He raised his head suddenly and patted her.

“I’d better be going,” he said.

“Oh no, don’t go, Rich. Stay for dinner. I know, we’ll take a picnic to the summerhouse in the park and watch the Sun go down.”

“But I’m expected home. I’m late already,” Richard said, looking at his watch.

“Don’t be such a bore. They know where you are. Anyway, you can phone can’t you?”

“Yes, I suppose so.”

“Come on then. I’ll get changed and then you can help me make the sandwiches.”

She took off her school uniform and slipped on a light, yellow dress. Richard put his maroon blazer back on.

“Dad, we’re going to the park for a picnic,” she shouted into the drawing room on her way to the kitchen.

“A picnic?” he said, getting up from his armchair and following her. “It’s a bit late for a picnic isn’t it? Wouldn’t you rather go for a pizza or a burger or something?”

“What? And sit with all those pimply youths? No thanks.”

He held out a twenty pound note to her and she took it from him quickly.

“Thanks, Father, dear. I’ll take it in case we change our minds.”

She stood on tiptoe to kiss him. He was very tall.

“And don’t be too late. Remember, it’s school tomorrow.”

“Oh God, Dad. You sound like something out of an American sitcom.”

Richard joined her in the kitchen.

“Have you phoned?” she asked, making chicken sandwiches.

“Yes.”

“There, I told you it’d be all right. You worry too much. Your parents are ace.”

“Yes, I know. It’s just that I don’t feel… as confident as you… about things.”

“Oh shut up, and get a couple of bottles of wine out of the fridge and put them in the cool-bag.”

“Won’t your dad mind?”

“There you go again.”

At the entrance to the park were tall iron gates, long ago painted dark red and at their sides were sandstone pillars mounted by much weathered lions. A thick stone wall separated the park from a narrow verge and the often busy roadside. Elizabeth walked in front, swinging the wicker picnic basket, on top of which she had placed a folded blue and white checked tablecloth.

“Come on, slowcoach,” she said, turning her head as she walked.

“What’s the hurry?” he asked, strolling behind her with the bag with the bottles of wine in it slung over his shoulder. “I thought you were supposed to be the laid back one. I’m the neurotic, remember?”

“I hate dawdlers. It’s their lack of purpose. Existence has a meaning, I think. You are here for a reason. Now come along.”

“Liz.”

“What?”

“Don’t be such an old grumpy-boots.”

“You think this is grumpy?”

“Yes, you’re always beastly to me. Sometimes a fellow might think that you didn’t like him at all.”

Elizabeth swatted at a white butterfly.

“Now stop that snivelling at once,” she said. “Any more of that and I’ll make you lie naked in a nettle patch. Is that understood?”

She stood with her free hand fisted on her hip glaring at him.

“But you’d think that after a fellow had shared his tuck with another fellow, they might, well, be pals I suppose?”

“What rot. Now come along. Look, it’s going to rain.”

The clouds had darkened again and the light of the summer evening was beginning to fade, and the air had cooled.

“Whose stupid idea was it to come to the park, anyway?” she asked as they quickened their step.

“Er, actually, I think it was yours old chap,” he said, trying to stutter.

She gave him another glare and then a smile. They had reached the summerhouse.

The park was actually quite small. The enclosed part that is, as to the north, beyond the stone wall there was a common and then farmland stretching away into the distance. The park’s main feature however, the boating-lake, was very pretty with its island and with woodland gently descending to its shore. There was even a little river running out of it through a series of picturesque miniature weirs and narrow falls. All manufactured, it seemed, but there may once have been a natural lake and stream.

The summerhouse itself was white and round, with wooden pillars and an ornamental roof and a picket fence around it that came to about waist height. There were six wooden benches forming an inner circle, five of which had a lake view as the summerhouse was almost surrounded by the water, being built on a little promontory, accessible by a narrow wooden walkway.

Elizabeth and Richard seemed to have the park to themselves, except for a few people walking dogs in the distance, and they sat on a bench overlooking the lake, to the west, and opened the picnic basket.

They ate their chicken sandwiches and drank cold liebfraumilch from plastic cups.

“I should have put a cardigan on,” Elizabeth said, “It’s getting chilly.”

“It isn’t chilly,” said Richard. “I think it’s still quite warm.”

“My arms are cold.”

Richard didn’t say anything.

“If you were any sort of a gentleman you’d give me your blazer.”

“You hate wearing uniforms,” he said. “You said it is a denial of the freedom of the individual. You said it somehow makes you less human. You said it is a form of control by those in authority. You said uniforms categorise and stereotype a person. You said a school uniform is no more and no less than a prison uniform and that it might as well have little arrows on it. You said…”

“Oh, shut up, you boring bastard and give me the fucking blazer will you!”

“Really Elizabeth, such language.”

They laughed and he put his blazer around her shoulders. It started to rain.

“Open the other bottle,” she said after they had finished eating. “You may cuddle me as a reward for being a very, very good boy.”

“Thank you, Mistress. I am your slave.”

“Alarum, exit stage left.”

“A blasted heath.”

“Exeunt.”

He put his arm around her and she lay her head on his shoulder. They each had a free hand for their wine.

“Rainy,” she said.

“Windy.”

“Fishy lake.”

“Fairies dancing.”

She swung her legs across his lap and kissed him. She tasted the same as he did.

“Love you, Rich.”

“Love you, Liz.”

A flash of lightning crackled on the horizon and they counted together the seconds before the thunder came.

“Four,” they said together.

“That means the eye of the storm is four miles away,” he said.

“Are you sure?” she asked. “Does a second mean a mile? I don’t believe it. It’s too convenient. It’s probably naught point nine three seven of a mile, or something like that.”

“God, you’re so unromantic,” he said.

“If you’d been brought up in a hovel on the moors with eleven little brothers and sisters to look after and a brute of a father who drank away what little money you earned taking in washing and who buggered you at every opportunity, you’d be unromantic too.”

Richard choked on his wine with laughter and she slapped him on the back.

“Your… imagination,” he said, between breaths. “It’s just wild.”

“Why, Richard. That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

They kissed again as the rain came down in torrents and the sky blackened further and the thunder roared even closer. The wind had risen also, and water cascaded down from the roof of the summerhouse.

It was so dark now and the rain so heavy that they could no longer see across to the far side of the lake. The summerhouse, though a little vandalised and missing the odd roof-slat here and there, kept them dry however, and they rather liked huddling together in the storm.

“I don’t suppose we’ll see the Sun go down now,” Elizabeth said, pulling Richard’s blazer closer around her.

“We’ll have to imagine one,” he said.

“More wine, please,” she said. “We might as well finish it.”

They did finish it and they felt rather drunk, but pleasantly so.

“Oh, look,” Elizabeth said, pointing to one of the pillars near the bench. “Kelly-Marie Smith loves Darren Stubbs, and there’s a little heart with an arrow through it. Aah, isn’t that nice? Though, shouldn’t it be carved in an oak tree rather than written in marker-pen? Any why the surnames? Most odd.”

“Should we write our names?” Richard asked.

“My God, Rich. You’re such a peasant. How could you possibly think of doing something so naff? I mean, it’s hardly the same as Mary Wollstonecraft loves Percy Bysshe now, is it? I mean… this isn’t the Villa Diodati, now is it? Polidori?”

Richard gave her his hangdog expression, pretending to be upset and humiliated, knowing that she knew he was pretending. She looked at him, smiled, and then laughed.

“You got me that time, didn’t you, you dirty dog you? What made me think of them anyway? I suppose it’s the storm. And is this really a summerhouse? I mean, everyone calls it the summerhouse, but is it one, really? Like the ones people used to have in the grounds of their houses? This looks like a miniature pavilion, where bands play for people sitting on rows of chairs and eating ice cream.”

“Liz.”

“What?”

“You’re babbling.”

“I like to babble. Babel… the tower of. Nebuchadnezzar. Was it Nebuchadnezzar? And he sayeth unto them. What was it that he sayeth unto them? And was it before or after he smote the Amorites? I wonder if they were great lovers? The Amorites?”

She lay across him with the back of her head resting on his chest so that she could look straight up at him. She giggled and blew a raspberry at him.

“You’re crazy, you know that?” he said.

“But that’s why you love me, isn’t it?”

“I suppose so.”

“You know, your eyes are the colour of caramel? Actually I think I probably will go bonkers one day. Will you come and visit me in the asylum? I probably won’t recognise you. But please come all the same. I’ll probably just sit in a hard-backed chair staring out of the window. I imagine it’ll be a genteel sort of an asylum with an understanding and indulgent staff.”

He cradled her head in his hands and kissed her forehead.

He loved her in a way he couldn’t yet explain to himself. She was the most interesting and lovely person he had met in his short life and he had a primitive notion that she would remain so for the rest of it. He knew however that she was travelling too fast for him and that his time with her was precious. It was not death that would separate them, as she had said on the bed in her room, but their lives.

“Do you ever feel lonely, Liz?” he heard himself say as he gently stroked her face.

She turned her head slightly to look at him.

“Yes, of course,” she said, turning away again. “Why did you ask that?”

“Because you’re so different to everyone else. All the other kids, I mean. You seem… older.”

“That’s because I’ve been here many times before.”

“Reincarnation, you mean?”

“Yes.”

“I never know when you’re kidding or not,” he said. “Do you really believe in that?”

“No, I don’t think I do.”

“Liz.”

“Don’t be so serious. I wish we had some more wine. Light us a fag, Rich.”

“They’re in my blazer pocket.”

“Oh right,” she said and felt for them. “These are the last two. We’ll get some more on the way back.”

The rain still fell in sheets driven by the strong wind and it was very dark now. Only the light grey sheen of the late summer evening light remained beneath the black sky though the storm had moved away and with it the thunder and lightning.

“The wine’s made me sleepy now,” she said, flicking the stub of her cigarette out over the picket fence. “Why do I always finish my cigarette before you do?”

“Because you suck on it like a joint,” he said.

“I like to get a full nicotine rush and to feel the hot smoke blackening my lungs.”

“You’ll get sick and die.”

“Nonsense. We’re immortal. You know, we should really run out into the rain and shout and dance.”

“Do you want to?”

“I’m not sure. I like lying here with you.”

“Why did you say we should?” he asked.

“Becuase it would be romantic. Why?”

“I just wanted to know why you said should instead of saying that you wanted to.”

“My, we are being analytical, aren’t we.”

“I didn’t mean anything by it, Liz. I just want to know how you think.”

She looked into his eyes and placed her palm on his cheek and then kissed him.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Maybe you were getting close to something. Maybe not.”

She sat up straight next to him still with his blazer around her shoulders and ran her fingers through her dark hair. He leaned forward and rested his chin on the heels of his hands with the points of his elbows on his knees.

“Shall we go back now?” he asked.

“Don’t say that, Rich,” she said. “I hate things coming to an end. No matter what. Why did you have to say that? Why is it always me who wants to stay and do more and more?”

“I’m just not like you, Liz. Like you said, I worry. I’m not free like you are.”

“Tell me what you mean,” she said. “Really, Rich. Please tell me.”

He thought for a moment, not really knowing what to say and worrying that he might say something that wasn’t true or might hurt her or might put him in a bad light in her eyes or damage their friendship or make her hate him. All of this he thought without understanding his feelings, and still without knowing what to say.

“I’m not like you, because I’m me,” he finally said, knowing that his answer was totally inadequate for both of them.

“You can do better than that,” she said.

“No I can’t,” he said, rubbing his eyes with the heels of his hands. “I can’t. I’m not as clever as you. I don’t have the words. My parents aren’t as liberal as yours. They expect things of me. You know, like passing exams and then university? That would make them happy, and I want to make them happy. Is there something wrong with that? But you just don’t seem to care about anything. You just do what you want to do. That’s why I love you and envy you and want to be with you and be like you, but I can’t, I just can’t.”

“Oh, Rich,” she said, as she leaned back on the bench and looked straight out over the lake. “Why don’t you tell me what you feel all the time? You’re just as clever as me. We’re cleverer than all of them. We know we’re different from the rest of them, don’t we? And your parents are ace. I’ve told you that before, haven’t I?”

He smiled and leaned towards her.

“My parents run the post-office and I’ll be the first member of the family ever to go to university, if I ever get there,” he said.

“I know your people are in trade,” she said, laughing. “But you can’t be held responsible for that.”

“Oh, Liz,” he said.

“What?”

“Just, oh, Liz.”

“But don’t make your parents an excuse. They’re lovely. Every time I’ve been to your house they’ve been lovely. And don’t think mine are anything to be envied. Anyway, you shouldn’t think about them, your parents I mean. What matters is you and nothing else. And my God, you sound like something out of the eighties saying that you’ll be the first of your family to go to university.”

“It’s taken us peasants that long to catch up,” he said.

“Nonsense,” she said. “And listen to yourself. You sound just like me. There might be some hope that you are one of us and not a pimply callow youth at all. Let’s go out into the rain.”

“So you’ve finally decided, have you?”

“Yes, come on,” she said, taking off his blazer and leaving it on the bench.

They ran out from the protection of the summerhouse into the rain. Elizabeth’s hair, dark already, was made almost black by the rain and it hung in rat’s tails over her shoulders, dripping down her yellow dress. Richard’s short blonde hair was thick and cut in such a way that the rainwater seemed to bounce off it.

Beyond the wooden walkway they ran across the short sodden grass to the waterside. She spun around with her arms outstretched and her head flung back letting the rain fall onto her face and into her mouth.

“Oh, Rich,” she shouted. “Can’t you hear the music?”

“Yes, I can,” he said.

“Look, over on the island. There’s a band of minstrels playing for us. They wear doublet and hose and play ancient flutes.”

“I can see them because you can,” he said.

“See them for yourself.”

“I do.”

“Take my hand.”

They danced far apart, a kind of minuet, only their fingers touching, and then they happened to look at each other at the same time and their eyes drew them together. They held each other and kissed. Her dress and his shirt were so wet that as they felt each other it seemed that they were naked.

“Always hear the music, Rich,” she said, into his ear.

“As long as I have you,” he said, hugging her close.

“Remember this moment, Rich. The one when we were most alive.”

“I’ll always remember, Liz,” he said. “I’ll always remember you.”

In that moment they realised that they were both saturated and cold and that there was nothing more to say.

“Come on then,” she said. “Let’s go back now. Do you want to stay at my house? You can if you want to, you know?”

“No. I think I’d better go home. They’ll be wondering where I am, already.”

“Okay then, it’s up to you. We’ll stop at the shop on the way home and I’ll buy some cigarettes.”

“Liz.”

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“Come on, say it.”

A sudden gust of wind, stronger than most and driving the rain before it, blew across them, and his words were taken away on it.

“I love you, Liz. Whatever you do. Wherever you go. I will always love you.”

She didn’t hear what he said, and perhaps he never said it but only thought it, but she knew that he had felt it.

In the morning, at school, at assembly, they looked at each other and smiled, but didn’t speak.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The stripper at the Rat and Cockroach was tall and slim and the colour of cinnamon. The hot blood of the young men boiled, as she thrust her breasts and buttocks at them and smiled and pouted at them with her pretty but unlovely face. She was a little too heavy about the jaw.

Older men, raincoated and unshaven, wearing flat caps, felt stirrings of nostalgia or regret, of frustration, knowing that they were unlikely to actually feel such young flesh ever again. The beat of the music throbbed.

Fred Cheese, the landlord, aided by Flo and Chantel the barmaids, dispensed foaming pints of thin sour beer in dirty glasses. Fred, with a lovingly cultivated beer-belly and a red geographical face as sour as his beer, snarled and grunted at his despised customers, his illegal behind the bar fag-ash miraculously falling between the pint glasses and glasses of gin and tonic, the latter ordered by rough looking women with voices like sandpaper.

In a dark smelly corner behind a below eye level wooden partition sat Richard, swirling whisky around in a dirty glass before heartily slugging it down.

The stripper, slinking past naked after her gyrations nodded to him and he smiled back having hardly looked at her. He had seen her perform now so often that he was familiar with her every inch and familiarity does breed something.

The pub, known universally as the Rat, the Cockroach being much neglected, was a backstreet Victorian monstrosity, seeming somehow to be diseased independently of its bizarre if quaint name. The pub-sign swinging above the door depicted a black plague-rat, sharp of tooth and red of eye, and beside it a giant non-mammalian, insidiously hideous creature bristling with legs and antennae. The doors were windowless and a filthy green where the paintwork had not disappeared altogether, with a metal plate screwed onto them informing all that Frederick Cheese was licensed to sell, etc. The windows at either side were frosted to half way up, and above were so filthy that the tobacco coloured curtains were totally unnecessary. Inside it was even more depressing.

Richard ordered another large whisky leaning up against the warm vibrating hot food display of salmonella sausage rolls and botulism minced beef pies which he was yet to see anybody buy, and was served by Chantel, a saucy little strumpet with an accommodating nature, though the bare beer stained breasts and the west-country accent were missing. The glass again was rimed with film.

The stripper appeared again, this time semi-clad in a black silk shift with a half-pint glass in her hand, moving amongst the patrons seeking alms. She concentrated most on those she had seen slavering at her performance, avoiding the women and those, like Richard, who as a regular could not be expected to pay more than once and he had already given her a pound. Her hair was blue-black he noticed, tightly permed and long. Surprisingly, that hadn’t registered with him before. But then, without looking at her, he couldn’t have described her face.

Back at his table he took a sip of whisky and then took out his letter pad from a cardboard folder and began to write.



Liz,

Well I’ve finally done it. I left a month ago. Mum and Dad are pig-sick though they haven’t said so. God knows why I chose to do the postgrad anyway.

It was my play being accepted for the radio that did it. I’ve worked out that if I can manage one a month then I won’t quite starve to death. I’ve also got a job at a travel agents (what a coward)!

One play a month? It took me a year to write the first one! I’ll record it of course and send you a copy because I know nobody listens to the radio.

Anyway, I’ve got myself this incredibly squalid flat but at least I’m not sharing. It’s near a pub, which is good, but the pub is vile, which is bad. Otherwise I’m rather excited by if terrified of the outside world. What have I done?



Rich.




“Mind your stuff then, Ritchie, there’s a good boy,” Chantel said as she wiped approximately an eighth of the table top with a filthy cloth.

Considering he had only been frequenting the pub for the few weeks since he had moved into his flat it was remarkable how quickly he had become a familiar fixture and was very much what the staff thought of as a regular. This, to some degree, given his surroundings, disturbed him.

“What you writing?” Chantel asked, standing close to him.

“Just to a friend.”

“A letter you mean?”

“Yes.”

She wiped her chin with the back of the hand which held the cloth.

“Is it your girlfriend?”

He looked into his glass and swirled it around.

“It’s a girl who’s a friend, but it’s not my girlfriend.”

“Ah, I see. But you love her though, don’t you?”

“Yes,” he said after a moment’s thought realising he shouldn’t be ashamed to say it. “How did you know?”

“It’s in your eyes. I can tell these things.”

He looked at her and saw that she had a pretty face. She was a bottle blonde with dark roots and he couldn’t tell what colour her eyes were in the dim light cast by the shaded wall-lamps but he guessed them to be blue. She had a hard mouth but a warm smile and he decided he liked her. She liked him. He could tell that.

“You all alone tonight then? It’s Friday, you should be…”

“I should be what?”

“Well… not alone.”

He wondered what it being Friday had to do with it.

“I’m not alone,” he said. “I’m in the pub.”

“Course you are,” she said.

He watched as she walked saucily away, her black skirt tight around her nicely shaped hips. Saucily? He wondered, but it seemed to suit her, and he imagined her hot breath being spicy even though that was the wrong sort of sauciness altogether.

Flo served him the next time he went to the bar. She was about fifty he guessed, skinny, hatchet-faced and coarse. Her face was pasty, with a sheen of grey down, and she had eyes which seemed to be black. Her hand was dry as she gave him his change.

He sat back down on the red plastic covered upholstery and looked around him as he drank. The advancing night, not that it was discernible from the inside, somehow made the pub seem like a dark red cave. The ceiling was high but seemed low and was a pale coffee brown and plain. The walls were papered in red and what once might have been yellow, the woodwork was dark and the floor, bare boards. It was a single large room part of which, over in one corner forming an alcove, was carpeted in navy blue and light green. Old people seemed to sit in this area he noticed. He sat on the other side of the bar in one of the semi-open cubicles which lined that side of the pub. He could see most of what went on from there without himself being noticed seeing.

By about ten o’clock it was very full, the other seats near his being occupied by some students from the art college. The area was blessed or cursed with much cheap accommodation and attracted artists and students accordingly, so there was a sizeable population of the intellectual poor, and the Rat and Cockroach, largely because of its name was a popular watering hole, though Fred did not stock absinthe.

The girl sitting opposite him had an ugly face. It had the normal features of eyes and lips and cheeks and eyebrows, a forehead a nose and a chin, and they were all where they were supposed to be, but somehow, their arrangement was not pleasing, as though by a fraction, positioning or shape of one feature or another was wrong and so the whole was wrong. Such is the difference between beauty and ugliness he thought. Between happiness and misery.

She caught him looking at her. It was a part of a second before he averted his gaze and she smiled at him as though knowing what he was thinking. In his memory, as he stared into his glass, he pictured something attractive about her, perhaps a rearrangement of her features in his mind but perhaps something already there in reality.

“Are you struck by my beauty?” she asked, sounding drunk. “You were staring at me.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, cowardly. “It’s a bad habit of mine. There is so little of interest in me that I look for it in others.”

“You lie with ease and you have a glib command of the language,” she said. “Buy me a snakebite. A pint, and a double vodka chaser, straight, no ice.”

This was not a request but a command, and he obeyed.

“I’m Sally,” she said when he returned with the drinks. “I’m at the art college. You know, one of those people with vision but without the academic ability to get into a university, even a polyversity.”

“You don’t believe that or you wouldn’t have said it.”

“Never, ever contradict me. Not if you value your life. Remember that when you fall asleep I could slit your throat with ease. What’s your name anyway?”

“Richard.”

She drank down a quarter of her pint of snakebite and then swallowed her vodka in one. She grimaced and sighed.

“I drink to forget,” she said, noticing him smiling at her.

“Forget what?”

“I don’t know. I’ve forgotten.”

They both started to laugh. She introduced him to her friends but he forgot their names almost immediately. One boy was very large and wore a green cardigan with no buttons on it and had dark curly hair as though it was permed, but wasn’t. A pretty little blonde girl sat next to Sally and sipped her red drink while looking around timidly and interestedly with big saucer eyes. Another boy was fat and laughed a lot and seemed like a nice chap, someone to be used. There was another girl, dressed all in black with black hair and black eye make-up but she was sitting at the far end of the table and Richard didn’t notice her much.

Sally seemed to split off from the rest of her group and become the exclusive company of Richard. Certainly, they drank exclusively of the others. By eleven o’clock they were both more or less roaring drunk.

“Are you always this shy with strangers?” he asked, trying to find his lips with his glass.

“Yes, always,” she said, trying to focus on him. “I was one of those horrid little girls who was always showing her knickers to everybody and I’d sing and dance at family parties and sit on dirty old uncles knees and let them touch me up.”

“It sounds like you were a delightful child.”

“Are you a tits or a bum man?”

He reeled at her abruptness.

“I rather like them both,” he said.

“Yes, yes. I know but which do you go for first?”

“It depends.”

“Depends on what?”

“Well, I prefer a lovely bum to horrible tits, but then I prefer lovely tits to a horrible bum.”

“Both of mine are lovely,” she said, her head swaying slightly.

“What? Both your tits?”

“No, I mean, yes of course both my tits. I haven’t got one lovely tit and one horrible tit. I mean both my tits and my bum are lovely.”

“Well that’s good to hear.”

“More drink. I hope you’re rich. Where are we sleeping tonight, anyway? Where’s your place? I mean, you could come back to mine but I share a room, not that that matters, but if you’re shy?”

Richard, drunk though he was and having realised long ago that she had picked him up was still a little taken aback by the actual statement of it and he hesitated.

“What’s the matter? Aren’t I beautiful enough for you?”

“How do you know I want to sleep with you? I might find sex disgusting,” he said.

“Who said anything about sex?”

“I live very close,” he said. “Well within staggering distance. It’s a bit of a hole but it’s home and you’re quite welcome to share my poverty and degradation for the night, and you are quite beautiful enough for me.”

“Aah, isn’t he a sweetie, but you say, quite, too often.”

By midnight the Rat and Cockroach was full to bursting with students and prostitutes and old drunks singing and staggering and the noise was deafening and the smell of sweat and perfume and alcohol and tobacco and dope overwhelming, the smoking ban being completely ignored. One important thing about the pub Richard had discovered since he had moved in nearby was that it never seemed to close.

“We’re going for a meal,” the girl in black shouted at Sally in order to be heard. “Are you coming?”

“No, you go ahead. I’m going with Richard,” Sally said. “I don’t know when I’ll be back. I think he’s going to drag me off and have his way with me.”

Her friends kissed her and nodded at Richard as they left.

“Are you sure you wouldn’t rather go with them?” he asked. “They may make for more lively company.”

“I love them dearly,” she said. “But the four of them are all rather in love with each other you see. I’m a bit of an appendage. That’s why I’m a slag and pick up strangers in pubs. That reminds me, you haven’t passed the test yet.”

“What test?”

“You just wait here while I buy more drink and when I come back you’ll have to answer some questions.”

She returned from the bar and squeezed in next to him and they talked in the extraordinary privacy of crowded places.

“How old are you?”

“Twenty two.”

“Do you work?”

“I’m a clerk in a travel agents,” he said. “But I also write plays,” he quickly added.

“Any performed?”

“Yes, one. On the radio.”

“Hmm,” she said ominously. “You’re never likely to be rich, are you?”

“No, never likely.”

“No. Is it likely that you will die of consumption?”

“Very likely.”

“Are you deformed in any way?”

“My left ear is a centimetre lower than my right.”

“How large is your penis?”

“Miniscule… but it does work.”

“How would you describe the arrangement of your genitalia?”

“I’m hung like a radish and a couple of garden peas.”

“Do you have any fetishes or perversions?”

“I like to punish naughty girls. It’s for their own good and you have to be cruel to be kind.”

“Anything else?”

“I don’t like to talk about it.”

“Come on.”

“Promise you won’t tell anyone else?”

“I promise.”

“It involves a high chair and a nappy with a huge safety pin in it and baby refusing his din-dins.”

“Yes, yes I see. There seems to be a lot of confusion here. Have you ever sought professional help?”

“Mother would never allow it. I was kept locked in my room until I was eighteen.”

Sally had been pretending to take notes and to push imaginary spectacles back up to the top of her nose though she had abandoned the middle-European accent.

“There’s only one thing for it,” she said.

“What’s that?”

“Food, sex and defecation in that order and then you’ll be cured.”

“Are you involved in the performance of any of these?”

“Certainly in the first, possibly in the second, but definitely not in the third. You’re on your own with that one my boy.”

Chantel pressed herself up against Richard as she made some kind of attempt to clear the table of debris again, speaking to him in the din.

“I see you’ve found yourself a little friend, Ritchie. I’ve been watching the two of you.”

“Why, Chantel,” he said, putting his arm round her waist, “I do believe you’re jealous.”

“You be careful love,” she said to Sally. “We don’t know much about him yet, do we darling? He might be one of them funny buggers.”

“I assure you, Chantel,” he said, not quite slurring. “That any buggering I do will be of quite a serious nature.”

“What’s he talking about?” Chantel asked Sally, inclining her head towards him.

“I’m not sure myself,” Sally answered. “I think it must be his time of the month.”

“What?”

“Chantel,” he said, squeezing her. “Say that you love me, even if it is a lie.”

“You’re barmy, the both of you,” she said laughing. “Now let me go. I’ve got to clear up.”

“Reluctantly, my love.”

“Barmy.”

The intrusion of Chantel had broken their little tete-a-tete and they again suddenly realised that they were in the company of dozens if not hundreds of people.

“What time is it?” she asked.

“God knows.”

“Have you got any drink at your place?”

“Beer, scotch, gin, vodka, rum, brandy, wine, oh and Babycham.”

“Babycham?”

“Yes, Babycham.”

“Bizarre. Any drugs?”

“Just hash and grass and some speed.”

“I like that word, speed. Speeeed. What, no crack, no, E?”

“Fraid not. I’m a bit of a hippy really. Born thirty years too late.”

“Any acid?”

“No. But I can get some if you want it.”

“I’m hungry,” Sally said, resting her head on his shoulder.

“What would you like?”

“Indian.”

“Come on then.”

“Don’t forget your folder,” she said. “What’s in it anyway?”

“Nothing much,” he said.

They stood up, trying to feel their legs beneath them and slowly made their way to the door. The cold night air hit them as they stood under the sign of the Rat and Cockroach for a moment while deciding in which direction to go, and it was raining.

Sally’s long blonde hair, a little lighter than Richard’s, was partially protected by a large black felt floppy hat, and she wore a black cape with a silver coloured clasp. Richard, being close to home, had on only a yellow heavy cotton shirt and black jeans, but the restaurant they had decided on was not far either.

They walked through the black-bricked streets, the tall buildings sweating with the rain, not quite tripping on cobbles and broken pavements, not quite feeling the chill of the night air. They passed by the Star of India, a Passage to India, and the Jewel in the Crown and entered the Bengal Lancer.

Richard’s shirt was soaked to his skin and he was beginning to steam in the warmth of the hot red restaurant, and Sally ordered chicken vindaloo and beef madras and naan bread and onion bhajis.

“It’s best to share,” she said. “I’m not territorial about food. My mother was. If you tasted something from her plate she wouldn’t eat the rest of it.”

“There’s probably something deeply significant in that,” he said as they waited for their food to arrive and drank weak lager. “You don’t like your mother, do you?”

“Yes I do. She’ a jolly good egg. Very liberal. And she told me about sex when I was nine. She can’t help being horribly middle class.”

“What about father?”

“What is this?”

“You gave me a test.”

She halved the food onto their plates as it arrived.

“Never had one,” she said. “At least not since I was very little. He buggered off with some tart apparently. Went to Canada or somewhere.”

“No brothers or sisters?” he asked between mouthfuls of the hot spicy meat.

“No.”

“Same here.”

“So I suppose we’re both spoilt,” she said.

“I suppose.”

Indian muzak floated out from some invisible speaker, and suited waiters hovered about asking if the food was good and if anything else was required, as they got more used to eating and convinced that chilli is a drug. They were both by now sweating and thirsty and hot from the inside and feeling good and soberer.

“My mother is a fashion designer,” she said after a lull, as a matter of fact.

“My mother is a postmistress,” he said. “If being married to a postmaster makes her a postmistress. Not that he is a postmaster actually. The shop he runs is also the local post office. At least, I think that’s right.”

“You know exactly what’s right,” she said. “I bet you were the adored son of indulgent parents.”

“Maybe,” he said. “But they voted Tory without realising that they were despised by the people they were voting for.”

“Goodness, do I detect a hint of bitterness in that? And what’s that got to do with you being adored and indulged? What’s hurt you about being the product of the lower middle classes? You know they are all despised, by everyone. Has someone in particular hurt you?”

Richard tore off a piece of naan bread with his teeth and as he chewed he decided to change the subject.

“How old are you?” he asked.

“I’m nineteen,” she said. “Why? Is that too old for you?”

“Well, it is a bit,” he said. “I told you about me and naughty girls. Have you still got your school uniform?”

“Have you still got your nappy?”

“Of course I have. And the big nappy pin.”

They asked for some whisky to fan the flames of their already white-hot tongues and hardly noticed how crowded the restaurant was.

“What do you plan to do when you leave the art college?” he asked.

“Do? Really, what a question. I’d rather not do anything at all really. Now you really are giving your background away. You don’t suffer from the work ethic do you?”

“No, not at all. I’m quite an idler myself.”

“You’re going to be a failed playwright aren’t you?”

“Yes,” he said, wondering at her emphasis on, failed, but understanding it.

“And we’ve established that you’ll never be rich.”

“Oh yes, that is quite certain,” he said, nodding and looking into his glass of whisky as he swirled it around.

“In that case you’ll be someone interesting to know but not someone who’ll enable me to do nothing and to do it very well.”

“Yes.”

“Why were you staring at me, by the way, in the Rat?”

“You know why.”

“No I don’t.”

“Your face was interesting.”

“You mean ugly.”

“No I don’t. You’re really quite beautiful. But it takes some looking, and that was why I was looking. Your face is fascinating, but you are beautiful, unusual, believe me.”

“Everyone knows how they look. I know I’m not beautiful, but I will concede interesting. You’re not so bad yourself, you know?”

“You’re drunk.”

“Aren’t we all? And faces mean so much, don’t they?”

“Yes, they do. Your face is fascinating.”

“Ugly, you mean.”

“I don’t know where you get this idea from. I don’t talk to ugly girls.”

“Let’s drop it now. I think we’ve exhausted the physog subject, don’t you? Besides, it depresses me.”

He asked for the bill and they agreed to split it after some discussion concerning testosterone and what Dutchmen had to do with it and they sucked their free mints while thinking of what was going to happen next.

“Where do you live then?” she asked.

“Back near to the Rat.”

“Is that where we’re going?”

“Yes, I think so. That’s if you want to.”

“Yes, I think I do.”

“Let’s go.”

The rain had stopped, but the sometimes silent, and sometimes noisy streets, depending on whether there were places of entertainment in them or not, still seemed to sweat and whisper memories as they passed by and made their way towards his flat above the shop opposite the Rat and Cockroach.

He opened the ground floor side door and they mounted the steep creaky steps to his flat. The shop below was a Bangladeshi general store and the smell of the spices permeated the whole building.

“It smells a bit like the restaurant,” Sally said as they entered.

“A poor place, but mine own. Well, not really mine own. It belongs to a Mr Zadiq, a splendid fellow. He looks as I imagine Maharajahs to have looked. Twenty stone, bloated and depraved. I’ve seen him slavering at the sight of girls in saris. He has five daughters of his own. They’re quite cute but I think they may grow moustaches and run to fat in years to come.”

“I see you’ve made a study of them then.”

“Of course.”

The flat consisted of a bedsit with a kitchen and bathroom off it. The place looked as though it hadn’t been decorated for half a century, which in fact it hadn’t, and the ceiling was almost black where the plaster remained at all. It boasted electricity but the wiring was probably lethal.

The bed was large and lumpy and covered with a puce flannel-like bedspread. In a corner by the grimy window stood a little portable TV, a laptop and a cheap music system. The carpet was worn through to the matting in several places and it was impossible to determine what colour it once had been. The walls were filthy and the furniture some kind of just post-second world war hideous. Sally looked around her and sighed.

“Dear oh dear, what a place to die in. It’s classic.”

“We have our love. Surely that is enough?”

“Not bloody likely. There aren’t any bugs in the bed are there? I couldn’t stand it.”

“I’ve never looked but I couldn’t give any guarantees.”

“Yuk,” Sally shivered. “I suppose the bathroom’s a midden.”

“Absolutely.”

“Couldn’t you take this Zadiq person to court or something? I mean, if ever there was a case of a place being unfit for human habitation, this is it surely?”

“Yes, but you see, the rent is ludicrously low, and besides, I’ve grown rather fond of the old place.”

“Your brain must be diseased. Are there any mice?”

“Not up here. They prefer it downstairs where all the food is.”

“Put some music on.”

He played a doom laden dirge by some obscure Slovakian composer and they lay next to each other on top of the bed.

“You’re weird, you know that?” she said, staring up at the ceiling.

“I’m not really. That’s the trouble. But I try to be. I’m very ordinary, which is almost worse than being nothing at all.”

“I think I’m going to like you.”

“You mean you don’t like me already?” he asked, turning his head to look at her profile.

“I’m not sure yet. I think I do. But I’ll always remember the way you were looking at me.”

“There’s nothing ever I can do about that,” he said.

“Maybe not.”

The sounds from the street, of cars passing or stopping, and doors slamming and of people walking by and talking or shouting, lessened as it grew later, and in a time there was silence. Richard lay there, looking at her slightly curved forehead and straight nose and the thin lips of her small sweet mouth and he wondered how he could possibly have ever thought she was ugly. It was definitely something inside himself he decided.

“I’ll never be as lovely as her,” she said suddenly in the quiet.

“As who?” he asked.

“As whoever you’re thinking of now. Whoever you were comparing me with when you were staring at me in the pub.”

“My God,” he said.

“Do you have one?”

“No. But my God all the same. I wasn’t, truly.”

“Careful now.”

“Truly.”

“Okay, I’ll take my clothes off now shall I? I take it you want to feel me bare?”

“My God,” he said.
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CHAPTER FOUR



[image: images]







Rich,

How dare you become a literary person? I’m the one with the words, remember? I can’t wait to hear it. I bet it’s awful. You never showed me anything you wrote. Why not? Is it because you knew I’d laugh at your feeble scribblings? No, seriously, that’s wonderful. I’m glad you’ve given up the postgrad. Only wankers do those. After all, I’m a genius and didn’t even get a degree. What a fucking waste of time. Bad news about the travel agents though. What are you thinking of? Mind you, I can talk, working in Drew’s bookshop. It’s almost as bad as being a librarian. Can you imagine me in tweeds and brogues with my hair in a bun? I wouldn’t mind but we never sell anything.

Anyway, when the hell am I going to see you? How long has it been now? I miss you. Write soon.



Liz.



Elizabeth sipped her tea as she sat looking out of the window of the bookshop. It was raining and the high street was deserted. She waved to the retarded boy who worked in the butcher’s shop opposite as he was taking in the display out of the rain. He always had blue sticking-plasters on his fingers and she was sure that one day he’d lose one and it would go into the sausage-mix. She poured more tea. Earl Grey. That was her favourite.

Drew was out. He’d gone to Hay-on-Wye to see what he could pick up. He always bought more than he sold, but he was happy. He loved book-hunting, and often he’d pick a book in which he had no interest simply for the challenge of finding a copy. The more obscure and difficult to find the better.

Elizabeth was one of those beautiful girl assistants that one sees in antiquarian bookshops, sitting quietly, serene, remote, and infinitely desirable. She wore a long black and silver dress cut straight across above the breasts with puff shoulders and long sleeves. She wore black court shoes and was beautifully bare legged.

It was late in the afternoon on a Saturday. Thus far she had sold an American paperback copy of the Hunchback of Notre Dame, an 1889 edition of Collected Wordsworth, and a very good two volume set of Madame Blavatsky’s the Secret Doctrine which went for £64. This she had sold to a small old man with a black trilby and a limp who lisped and sounded Jewish, though she wasn’t sure why.

With the rain, she didn’t expect any more customers and was merely keeping the shop open until five-thirty for want of anything better to do. She and Drew lived above the shop which was in an adapted Regency terrace, and a very nice place it was too. Richard of course also lived above a shop. But there the similarity ended.

At twenty five past five, just as she was about to lock the door and reverse the open sign, a tall man in a long slate-grey raincoat entered the shop. He was in middle middle age and his hair matched the colour of his coat.

“Have you got a copy of, Lady Don’t Fall Backwards by Darcy Sarto?” he asked.

She looked at him blankly

“I don’t think so,” she said. “I haven’t heard of that.”

“How about, Naughty Nurses Get Their Injections?”

“Sorry.”

“Fly Fishing, by J R Hartley?”

It slowly dawned on her that he was referring to ancient things she wouldn’t know about.

“No, I’m afraid not,” she said, smiling, “But I’ve got Bugger Off, by Pissed Off Lady. Now if you don’t mind, I’m just about to close up.”

“Don’t be like that,” he said, “I’ve been watching you from across the street.”

“You old pervert.”

“No, no, please. I was watching from my car. I’ve been waiting for my friend.”

“And where is your friend?”

“I think she must have found another friend.”

“Reliable type is she? She doesn’t wear short skirts so tight she can hardly walk does she, and chew doublemint while smoking?”

“How did you know? Are you a friend of hers?”

She found herself laughing at him.

“Do you think I could have some of your tea?” he asked. “I’m terribly thirsty.”

“All right. You can have some tea. But you haven’t escaped from anywhere have you? Or are you being cared for in the community?”

“I’m just a lonely soul on life’s long journey seeking kindred spirits along the way to ease the passing.”

“Jesus, pass the sick-bag will you. I hope you meant that the way it sounded. If you’re one of those nature or nurture freaks… actually, you’re old enough to have been a hippy. Did you blow your brains out on acid and have love-children and play acoustic guitar and have a little beard?” she asked as she poured some tea for him.

“No, I was an insurance salesman,” he said sombrely.

She laughed again and sat back down on the swivel-chair behind the counter while he stood beyond it and sipped his tea.

“How do you know I haven’t got a brute of a boyfriend upstairs who’ll beat you to a bloody pulp for just looking in my direction?”

“Well, I don’t, but now I do. It’s just a chance one has to take.”

“What is it that you want?”

“I want to take you out somewhere.”

“This is a wind up, right? Someone’s got you to do this as a joke or for a bet or something, haven’t they? But aren’t you a bit old for this sort of thing?”

He looked sad.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “But I mean, you’re not exactly the type one expects…”

“I’d better be going then,” he said, placing his cup on the counter. “I’m sorry to have kept you from closing.”

He turned to go.

“No, wait,” she said. “I’m sorry. I’m not doing anything now. My boyfriend will be back later. I’ll leave him a note. Where do you want to go?”

“You’re sure?” he asked.

“Yes. I’m probably insane, but yes. You’re not going to rape and kill me, are you?”

“No.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

He was, after all, quite handsome and she had never been with a man of his age before, and she was simply curious.

Stephen had a dark green Mercedes and they drove out of the town to a country hotel called the King George, though which King George was not specified. It was an ivy clad coaching inn affair and Elizabeth had never been there before. Their speciality was good olde English fare such as roast beef and Yorkshire pudding, pork in cider, poached salmon and plum duff with custard. Elizabeth had a crab salad and Stephen, steak and kidney pie.

“So what’s all this about?” she asked.

“What’s all what about?”

“This.”

“I wanted to meet you, that’s all.”

“How did you know you wanted to meet me?”

“I’ve seen you. In the town. You attracted me. There’s nothing wrong with that is there?”

“It depends on what your motives are. And what do you mean, you’ve seen me in the town?”

“My office is there. I’ve just seen you around, that’s all.”

“Your office? My God, you’re not really an insurance salesman, are you?”

“No,” he said, smiling, “I’m a solicitor. But I suppose that’s equally boring.”

“Oh, I don’t know. Do you defend serial killers, or prosecute council tax defaulters?”

“Not much of either, really.”

“How do you mean?”

“I mean, I have minions.”

“You mean they do the work and you get the money?”

“Yes, that’s about it. Though it’s a bit more complicated than that. I still do, work. Special cases and that. But I don’t have much interest in law.”

“So why do you do it?”

“Because I can.”

“Good answer.”

A waitress in a white blouse and a black skirt with her hair tied back with a red ribbon brought them another bottle of Chateau Neuf du Pape and Elizabeth went to light one of her Sobranie cocktail cigarettes but then put it back into the packet.

“What do you expect to come of this?” she asked.

“Come of what?”

“Don’t pretend to be dense. It makes conversation so tiresome. What do you expect now that you’ve brought me here?”

“Honestly?”

“Yes, honestly.”

“I want to take you back to my house and make love to you.”

“I don’t believe this.”

“Why not? Because I’m a boring old solicitor?”

“Well, that’s it, partly. You’re good looking… I mean…”

“But old?”

“How old are you?” she asked, looking at him as she drank.

“Sixty one.”

She didn’t say anything, and he smiled. It was dark outside now and they had lit the open fire in the dining room of the hotel and the bar was filling up with the evening trade. They moved to a table in the Queen Caroline room and ordered Glen Morangies.

“Why back to your house? Why not here in the hotel?” she asked.

“Wherever,” he said.

“Do you do this often?”

“As often as I can.”

“Are you married?”

“No.”

“Ever been?”

“No.”

“Any children?”

“No,” he said. “I suppose you asked that because I’m old enough to be your father, or even grandfather?”

“No, I didn’t actually. It hadn’t occurred to me. I’m twenty two by the way.”

“Yes, I thought you were about that.”

“My boyfriend, Drew owns the bookshop. We live there.”

“Where is he?”

“Buying books.”

“Will he be away for long?”

“No. He might be back now in fact.”

“What are you going to do?” he asked.

“I’ll phone him and tell him what’s happened.”

“And what has happened?”

“I’ll tell him I’ve been seduced by a sixty one year old solicitor and that we’re going to spend the night together at the King George Hotel.”

“Not at my house?”

“No, I prefer not. I’m not sure why. Why are you so keen to go to your house?”

“It reflects my personality. Maybe I think you might like me more if you saw it. But it really doesn’t matter. How will he react? Your boyfriend I mean?”

She drank her large whisky, enjoying the fiery sensation on her tongue and asked for another.

“He’ll be pissed off a bit, I suppose. But it’s not something he would never have thought possible. We do have other friends, at least I do, if you take my meaning?”

“Sounds good.”

Stephen booked a room for the night at reception and while he was gone Elizabeth thought about what she was doing. She liked him, she thought. He seemed quite nice and witty and she didn’t think he’d harm her. Besides, again, she was curious. She did find him attractive, and she wondered what it would be like to sleep with him. She wondered why men liked to sleep with young girls, and women with older men. Something obvious, she concluded. She wondered if he had wiry grey chest hair and what it would feel like. She wanted to be adored of course and be cuddled in a protective embrace by someone who was besotted with her, someone who would care for her, die for her. She wanted him to feel her loveliness and be addicted to her. His little baby, if only for the night.

“I’m not really a solicitor,” he said when he returned. “I’m a magician and I want you for a sacrifice to my demon-god.”

“I thought as much,” she said. “But don’t you think I’m a bit old for that? What you want is a nice little virgin isn’t it?”

“You’ll have to do.”

“Oh, I see. I’m just the best you could get at the time.”

“Quite right.”

“You don’t sound like…”

“Sound like what?”

“Like…”

“A boring old solicitor of sixty one? You think I should have a nice glam wife of about forty five whose bored but devoted to her lifestyle, and a couple of kids at university by now who we’ve had a bit of trouble with about drugs and pregnancy and such but who’ll be all right because Daddy is always there to bail them out and they’ll turn out okay in the end anyway? Is that what you mean?”

She laughed and reached across the table and took his hands in hers and pulled him a little towards her.

“Yes, that’s exactly what I mean. God you’re funny.”

“Funny peculiar, or funny ha ha?”

“Ha, that’s what my Dad used to say. Oh, God, no. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. Honestly, I didn’t.”

It was his turn to laugh.

“Look, we don’t have to tread carefully when we talk, okay? There’s nothing you can say that I haven’t thought of already. Stop worrying about it.”

“You’re so nice,” she said, looking into his eyes. “Why aren’t you though? I mean, all of those things you’ve just said? That’s what you should be.”

“Because, as I told you, I’m really a magician. I’m a strange and fascinating person. I’m not really sixty one. I’m five hundred and fifty, and through the centuries I’ve met you a hundred times. This is merely one in an endless series of encounters. I love you and will always love you whether it is you personally or what you are. It is destiny and cannot be denied. It is written that I must meet you and meet you. We are not responsible. Understand that, now and forever. We are not responsible.”

Elizabeth had continued to look into his dark brown eyes as he spoke and she felt herself liking him more.

“Yes, I have met you before,” she said. “But it was only in the bookshop. But that was enough. It’s amazing what judgements we make, isn’t it?”

“Your judgements you mean?”

“Yes, all right, mine. But I don’t think I was wrong.”

The hotel was by now full, seemingly to capacity, and all of the bars and the dining room were filled with the unintelligible sound of dozens of people talking, and Elizabeth and Stephen were pleasantly drunk with whisky and comfortable with each other.

People had come dressed to drink and impress each other and to have or pretend to have a good time in couples or in groups and to make out that life was forever and interesting. No doubt for most of them it was or seemed to be. Disco music boomed from one of the rooms where according to a chalked board at its entrance an eighteenth birthday party was taking place.

“Stephen,” Elizabeth said, a little drunk.

“Yes, that’s my name.”

“You know that this is it, don’t you? And why did you say, yes, that’s my name? I hate that. Don’t be glib like that, like you’re laughing.”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I can’t be held to account for everything I say. I’m just as nervous as you, you know?”

“I’m not nervous.”

“Well I am,” he said.

“Why?”

“It doesn’t matter. Anyway, what were you going to say?”

“That there can’t be anything more than this.”

“Than what?”

“You’re doing it again. Being dense. I mean tonight. I mean we can’t have a long term affair or anything.”

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t want it.”

“Why not?” he asked.

“Because I can’t have a long term anything. Even Drew knows I might just leave at any time. It’s just the way I am.”

“What about you and Drew? Do you love him?”

“Yes I do. But love doesn’t mean forever. It might end tomorrow. It doesn’t mean I don’t love him, he knows that.”

“Tell me about Drew,” he said and asked one of the passing black and white waitresses to bring them some more whiskies.

She thought for a moment and then looked him in the eye again.

“Drew is tall, like you, and he has pale blue eyes and blonde hair, slightly thinning at the sides of his forehead like a lot of men do. He’s lovely and he’s my friend and he gets quite upset when Cambridge lose the boat race. He’s kind and loving and he puts up with me. I would never avoidably hurt him and I’ll probably love him till the day I die. Is that enough?”

She took a drink, surprised by what she had said and waited for him to say something.

“I wish someone could say what you’ve just said about him about me.”

“Well, if they can’t, maybe that’s your fault for not being like him.”

“Yes, maybe so.”

They drank more malt whisky and then it seemed like a good time to go to their room. For some moments they hadn’t spoken.

The King George Hotel was just over four miles outside the town where Elizabeth lived and worked in the bookshop and Stephen had his office. It was a nice, friendly place, a piece of middle England. No doubt it had accommodated many solicitors and bookshop assistants in its time and no doubt would again. This night the solicitor and the bookshop assistant were given room fourteen, which of course should have been room thirteen.

Room service could only provide a bottle of Glenfiddich but that was certainly good enough and Elizabeth and Stephen lay back on their separate comfortable beds, having switched on the TV. A dreadful early seventies film was showing complete with garish grainy colour and a wah-wah pedal guitar music score. Stephen switched to another channel showing a forties film noir.

“Do you want this on at all?” he asked.

“Yes. I like background,” she said. “It distracts me from reality.”

“Why, is the reality so awful?” he asked.

“God, you’re so paranoid,” she said. “Let me see you then.”

“What? you mean you want me to strip for you?”

“Yes, of course. I presume you did intend us to take our clothes off at some stage of the evening? And why shouldn’t it be you first?”

Stephen stripped down to his underpants and stood there, feeling each of his years and feeling ridiculous, as people without beautiful bodies do.

“Well, this is what you get,” he said.

He did have wiry chest hair and Elizabeth got up from her bed and went over to him and ran her hands over him.

“It’s strange about bodies,” she said. “It’s only the face that really ages. The body stays the same, unless you really let yourself go of course. You, you really are still male and lovely. I like feeling you.”

She felt him, taking down his underpants and running her hands over him, and she watched as he got excited.

“My goodness, there’s life in the old boy yet,” she said. “Oh, no, I’m doing it again, aren’t I? I didn’t mean that.”

“I’ve told you not to worry about what you say,” he said.

She lay back on his bed and pulled him back on top of her.

“I love this,” she said.

“Why?” he asked.

“Because I didn’t expect it. Just let me feel you.”

They made love, and Stephen felt it perhaps more than she did. She felt him, and he her, but for both of them it was different. Afterwards they lay back on the bed and drank more whisky.

“Is there anyone you love more than you love anyone else, Stephen?” she asked.

“No, I don’t think so,” he said. “You see, I don’t think I’ve ever really loved anybody. I’ve always been too much in love with myself. That’s why I’ve always been single.”

“What a waste,” she said. “You’re a nice person. I could love you.”

“Yes, but you belong to a different time. What you said was true. This is it.”

“What does something like age matter?”

“Nothing if you’re not a product of your age. But I am, you see, and so are you, of yours.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“No, nor do I, but there’s someone you love, isn’t there? I don’t mean Drew. There’s someone else who you’ll love forever. Someone you maybe think of with fond memory? Someone who can never be replaced?”

She drew the bed-covers over her and nestled into him, pulling his arms around her and resting her head in the nape of his neck.

“What you say should be true,” she said. “But I can’t think of anyone who fits the description.”

In the morning they drove back to town. They knew that they would never see each other again except perhaps in passing. Elizabeth kissed him and he said that he loved her because of the light she emitted. She in turn said that he wasn’t sixty one but six hundred and ten and that she would like to meet him again in a future life.

Elizabeth explained to Drew what had happened and he accepted it as he always did and within a day or so she had chosen to forget more or less everything that had taken place. It was only an article in the local paper that made her remember. It described the suicide of a local solicitor.



Rich,

Something terrible has happened. There was this guy… man I went out with. It was really bizarre because he was old you see. I mean really old, and anyway he picked me up one afternoon in the bookshop right out of the blue and Drew was away and I had nothing better to do and so I thought what the hell and so we went to a hotel for dinner and we stayed the night and he was interesting and nice and everything and then that was that.

Then, a few days later, I can’t remember exactly how long after, it was in the local rag that he’d killed himself! You know, exhaust fumes in his car in his garage. I mean, freaky, or what? Am I cursed? Does everything I touch turn to dust? Yours, totally unnerved.



Liz.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Liz,

Wow! A femme-fatale or what? The poor bloke. It’s very unlikely to be you, you know? I imagine someone who kills themselves has been thinking about it for a long time anyway and as you only met him a few days before you can’t really have influenced him in any way. Maybe you were the last happy time in his life? Maybe he died happy because of you? Who knows? Try not to worry about it.

I’ve met this girl! Her name is Irma and for some unknown reason she keeps telling me she was only obeying orders. She likes to wear a uniform with jack-boots and she carries a whip around with her. She’s self conscious about her moustache. No, seriously though I have met a girl and I like her. Her name is Sally and she’s an art student. I had sex easily and comfortably with her which as you know is difficult for me and she seems to understand my weirdness and guilt. She now shares my hovel. You must meet her. We’ll arrange a foursome or something somewhere. God, doesn’t that sound awful?

They are quite beastly to a fellow at the travel agents. They make me work and get things right like booking people onto the right plane going to the right place for the right fare and at the right time and I’m proving to be completely incompetent at it. I think they keep me on out of pity. Isn’t working for a living an obscenity? I don’t know how much longer I can do it for. The pay is ludicrous anyway. How is one expected to live a life of depravity and degradation on it?

Enough for now. Write soon. And stop driving your lovers to suicide!



Rich.



Sally was in the bath letting the water go cold, as she lacked the will to rise. She had been right, the bathroom was a midden. The bath-enamel had completely worn away in several places and the toilet bowl was indescribably filthy with ancient ingrained dirt which was impossible to get out. Broken and mildewed ceramic tiles partially covered the walls, and the ceiling was green-black with damp. A bare light bulb on a twisted flex hung sadly from it.

“What a dump,” she said, just aloud.

It was Friday and they would be going to the Rat and Cockroach later no doubt. Getting drunk was a favourite pastime of hers but she couldn’t help but feel an enveloping sense of ennui as she lay in the tepid water as the last bubbles of bubble bath disappeared.

“Waaaagh!” she suddenly shouted. “This is not what it’s supposed to be like! Someone take me away. Bear me away on noble wings!”

“What the hell’s the matter?” Richard shouted in to her.

“How can you keep me imprisoned in this terrible place?”

“It’s not a terrible place. I think it’s got character.”

“Nutter!”

“And get out of that bath. You’ve been in there for hours. You’ll be like a prune.”

“Kiss my arse.”

“I’d love to. It isn’t all wrinkled is it?”

“I’m going to have it tattooed with a rat and a cockroach.”

“Mmn, lovely.”

“Do we have to go there again, tonight?” she asked sulkily.

“What? Miss Friday night at the Rat? Unthinkable. Anyway, you like it.”

“Yes, but not all the time. Can’t we go somewhere different, just this once?” she asked, finally getting out of the bath.

“Like where?”

“I don’t know, think of somewhere.”

“Are you out yet?” he asked through the door.

“Yes, I’m out,” she said.

“Can I dry you?”

“No, you can’t. Last time you walloped me with the wet towel. Sadist.”

“But I thought you liked it, and the red welts looked so pretty.”

“You’re sick, you know that? Now think of somewhere interesting to go.”

They sat in their usual place in the Rat and Cockroach and Sally sighed as she raised her pint of snakebite to her lips. Richard looked around. It was fairly empty yet.

“God, you’re boring,” she said. “I thought writers were supposed to be interesting. I mean, this is hardly Paris-cafe society, is it? I suppose it’ll be a curry again later, if I’m lucky.”

“You like curry.”

“Yes, I know. But not all the time. And anyway. That’s the point. When are you going to write something and make us zillions of pounds? One poxy radio play. When do you write? I’ve never seen you.”

“I told you I wouldn’t be rich,” he said.

“Yes, but there are limits. I wouldn’t mind a bit of romantic poverty but all I’ve got is the poverty without the romance. Don’t you know anyone interesting you can introduce me to? A mad painter who’s likely to slash his ear off? A heartbroken poet in a garret? On second thoughts, forget the garret. How about an insane composer who’s crazed on drugs and is a de-frocked priest?”

He smiled and winked at Chantel behind the bar as she unscrewed an optic out of an empty bottle.

“I don’t know where you get these notions from,” he said, turning again to Sally. “Life isn’t like it is in books and films. That’s the point. There is no romance in poverty. It’s only romantic when it happens to other people and usually in the past. The present reality of it is a bugger.”

“You mean that in a hundred years time, if by some miracle our lives were recorded in history, people would think of us as bohemian romantics who lived interesting lives?”

“Exactly.”

“Wow. What a bummer. So this is it? Is it?”

“Yep.”

“Wow.”

Sally thought for a moment and then took a drink.

“Waaagh!” she then shouted, and Fred, the landlord, and the staff, looked at her for a few seconds and then continued with their work.

Later in the evening Sally was feeling a little better about her lot and was downing snakebite with abandon. Although she liked to think she was a liberated drug-taker, her first love was alcohol, and quite honestly she knew that what attracted her to drugs was the naughtiness of it. She could quite easily do without them but she liked the image. Drink however was a dear friend. Not that it worried her. The pub was full by now and she liked the heat and the smell and the sound of the bodies.

They were sitting where they had first met, as they usually did, and their table was cluttered with empty and full glasses. Fred and Flo and Chantel, being far too busy to bother with such matters as clearing away the debris. Richard noticed there was a new barman working tonight. A young man wearing a black and white striped shirt like an American football referee, and looking harassed. Music throbbed from the jukebox and people queued impatiently for service. The stripper had gone by now.

“I wonder why alcohol makes awful things seem better?” she said.

“Why, or how?”

“Why,” she answered, darting a look at him.

“Perhaps we’d all go insane if it didn’t.”

“But some people don’t drink.”

“Perhaps what they see is not so awful?”

“Perhaps.”

She looked about her, at the awfulness, and smiled.

“People are disgusting though, aren’t they? Their functions, I mean. All life is, really. Nature is disgusting.”

“I went through that phase when I was about twelve,” he said, and then disinfected his mouth with whisky.

“Well, aren’t you the sophisticate then?”

“Yes, I am rather.”

“You’re an arrogant bastard, aren’t you?”

“I have to be. It’s all just a front though. I’ve had the stuffing knocked out of me really.”

“Emotionally, you mean?”

“Yes.”

“Tell me about it. No, on second thoughts don’t. I’ve enough problems of my own, a starving art student living in a hovel with an emotional cripple. What a nightmare. Anyway, let’s cheer up. Maybe something will happen?”

“Like what?”

“Anything.”

The throbbing music from the jukebox ceased and the out of tune piano began to tinkle. An old man with white swept back hair was playing and an old woman wearing a purple coat was singing “Only a violet I plucked from my mothers’ grave,” followed by a rendition of “Oh dear Daddy, why am I blind when other children can see?”

“Dear God,” Sally said. “I think I’m lost in a time-warp. How can these people remember the words anyway? Can you imagine us doing that in fifty years time to one of the current pop songs? Bizarre. When were these people young?”

“I think it was when footballers had their hair parted in the middle and wore shorts to below their knees and people in films said things like, Ginger’s bought it over the channel, and, ’ere, ’ere wot’s all this perishing lark?”

“Your mind must be a nightmare.”

“It is.”

“But those songs are older than that, aren’t they?” she said.

“Yes. They sound Victorian. Culture lasted longer then. Today it’s about fifteen seconds.”

“Fogey. You do seem old, you know? Not in looks, but the way you are. Like you won’t be any different in the future. Like you’ve stopped growing.”

“Is that good or bad? I suppose it’s bad.”

“I don’t know. I suppose it’s bad too though.”

The interlude of live performance was over and the jukebox was back in action and the pub seemed more crowded than ever. A group of prostitutes now occupied the rest of their cubicle and were refreshing themselves with a round of pernod and blackcurrant. One of the prostitutes was pressed-up close to Richard and he noticed that she had nice legs. They were slender and clad in black stockings. Sally noticed him looking and smiled. The prostitute had noticed also and managed to hitch up her already short skirt even higher.

“They reckon that all we’re after is sex,” Sally whispered into his ear. “All human activity is based upon it. Writing a poem or playing netball. It’s all sexual.”

“Bollocks,” he said.

“Exactly,” she said.

Marcus was the name of the new barman Richard discovered when he bought more drinks. He was a student and Chantel kept looking at him and feeling him as they squeezed past each other in the narrow space behind the bar. It was on her recommendation that Fred had taken him on, as Fred was a notorious hater of, fucking students, as he put it. Chantel told Richard such things as though he was a lifelong confidant, and he liked it. In fact he just liked Chantel.

The prostitutes, refreshed, had gone when he returned, no doubt to provide comfort for the lonely, and their places were taken by hard-drinking Irishmen from a nearby construction site which seemed to be in action twenty four hours a day. What they were constructing however, no one was quite sure. They had been standing at the bar but Fred had told them to fuck off and let the other customers get served out of shrewd business acumen rather than concern for his guests.

The Irishmen talked about pubs in Ireland and how a decent pint of Guinness was not to be had in pagan England and about red haired Irish girls who would let a man give them a seeing to for half a Murphy’s and a bag of chips. They had magnificent bellies with skimpy T-shirts stretched over them and wore much distressed jeans showing acres of burnt red bum-cleavage.

“Mmm, I fancy a bit of rough tonight,” Sally said to Richard. “You should drink more beer, your stomach is much too flat.”

“Give it time,” he said.

“We may not have it.”

“My, we are doom laden tonight, aren’t we.”

“Am I, Richard? I’m sorry. I’m a miserable cow sometimes, I know.”

“Drink is making you mellow. I like you when you’re a miserable cow.”

“It’s because I’m ugly, I suppose. Like they say cripples are vindictive when in positions of power.”

Richard looked at her and saw that she was becoming maudlin and he wanted to help her.

“I don’t know where you’ve got this ridiculous notion from that you’re ugly,” he said. “I think you’re lovely.”

“You’re just being kind,” she said. “I haven’t forgotten how you were looking at me the first time we met.”

“What is it you’ve got about that? I was just looking at you, that’s all.”

“You were thinking about someone else, and thinking how ugly I was.”

He was quiet for a moment, thinking about what she had said.

“Nonsense,” he then said, without looking at her. “I love you, Sal.”

“What? Say that again.”

“I love you.”

“Wow. What a fucking liar. But it was nice of you to say it.”

He smiled and shook his head.

“Okay, I give up,” he said.

“Good. I think I’ll have a quadruple vodka. Scottish water is it? It comes out of the taps in Glasgow you know?”

Sally returned with their drinks having manoeuvred her way back from the bar through the crowd with pelvic thrusts as her hands were full.

“I’ve been thinking,” she said as she sat down again beside him. “It’s all about spheroids of flesh.”

“What is?”

“What men like about women. Tits and bums. Spheroids of flesh. They reckon that we used to screw back to front and so men were attracted by a nice round bum. When we started to make the beast with two backs women grew breasts to attract men in the same way. Spheroids of flesh.”

“I can see the point,” he said. “That sounds quite likely. That is what we look for. But there is more. There must be a reason why we are the only creatures to do it face to face. It must be because the human face is so beautiful, and all the senses are there. The eyes to see, the ears to hear, the nose to smell, the mouth to taste and feel.”

“The human face is so beautiful,” she said, as though to no one.

The Irishmen left, seemingly in search of a decent pint of Guinness, and surely not drunkenly to return to constructing, and were replaced by a very tall and striking looking man of about fifty with a bald top of his head and long white hair at the back and the sides. He wore black, everywhere, including a three-quarter length barathea coat and a long thin lace tie over a black linen shirt. The girl with him was about thirty and very blonde, with a beautiful nose and eyes. She wore red. A long plain dress. She was what one would call, petite.

The girl in red immediately spilled her gin and tonic in a tall glass over the table and onto Richard’s legs.

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” she said. “I’m so clumsy tonight. Have you ever had a day when inanimate objects defeat you? What is the saying? Homo Sapiens, nil, world of inanimate objects, one, I think. Let me buy you a drink as penance. I’d offer to have your trousers cleaned commercially but I don’t think the laundrette will be open now and I doubt if you’d appreciate the obvious inconvenience anyway. I know it feels cold and wet and uncomfortable now, but your body heat will dry them in no time, and a white spirit surely won’t leave a stain. Now, what will you have?”

“Really, nothing. It doesn’t matter. Really,” said Richard, amused by what she had said.

“You must have a drink,” the man in black said. “I have to return to replace the spillage and we would feel much better if you would accept something from us. My name is David by the way, and this is Charmian. Now, what is it to be?”

“Scotch then, please,” Richard said. “But please, don’t think that you have to.”

“Of course not,” David said. “And what about your friend?”

“I’ll have a straight vodka, please,” Sally said, as amused as Richard was.

“Coming up,” David said and left to fight his way back to the bar.

“Don’t you just love the Rat?” Charmian said. It’s so wonderfully seedy, isn’t it, and yet one meets the most interesting people here. I love it like I love hot buttered toast, and I mean butter with toast rather than toast with butter. We live a little way away but we often come here for the feel of it. You know, the dirty, grainy feel of it, and the red and white raw people who come here. Is that why you come here? We do. It’s like an old folk song written in about eighteen hundred, you know, the way they sang in a plaintive poetic nasal way about men gone for soldiers and maids left with child? Oh, here’s David. That was quick. But he’s tall and striking and people notice him, and I suppose he was served quickly because of that.”

Richard and Sally looked at each other and smiled.

“I got two of each,” David said as he sat down again next to Charmian. “Fred told me to fuck off when I asked for a tray, but Flo gave me one. Saves a journey to the bar though, don’t you think, getting two of everything?”

“Good idea,” Sally said, not mentioning that it was something that they had done often before and that it was hardly an original thought.

At that moment, an old man who looked like a derelict because of his filthy appearance and because he was desperately clutching a plastic carrier bag, staggered backwards for some considerable distance and was only prevented from knocking over their table by the swift action of Sally who pushed him away at the last moment.

“Isn’t it awful to think that he was once a tiny baby in his mother’s arms with all the hopes and expectations that we all have and that now he is a staggerer in the Rat and Cockroach?” Charmian said. “Sometimes I just want to cry.”

“Don’t upset yourself, darling,” David said. “Perhaps in some way he is happier than us all? Perhaps his role in life is to make us see him, and perhaps he sees more than we do?”

David had cradled Charmian’s head in his arms and she looked up at him and smiled. They then parted and sat upright and both turned to face Richard and Sally.

“Your health,” David proposed, and they all drank.

Biographical details were exchanged and David proved to be an award-winning animator. Charmian taught small children at a private school and was amusing in the telling of how they all had child psychologists and if they weren’t geniuses their parents wanted to know why.

Richard and Sally told of their humbler achievements, though David and Charmian seemed impressed with Richard’s play and professed a desire to hear it, though probably only out of politeness. Richard in turn said that he thought he might have seen some of David’s work on an obscure TV channel, though in fact he was virtually certain that he hadn’t.

David and Charmian’s house was tall and white and stood alone in gardens of eucalyptus and rhododendrons. Tall trees surrounded it and it seemed from the outside like a house that would never be bright and sunny even in midsummer. They had invited Richard and Sally back after many drinks in the Rat. For them all, it seemed like a good idea at the time in the comradely glow of intoxication, and when they arrived they were still in the same mood.

The drawing room was white, brilliantly white, and tasteful to the point of perfection. The furniture was leather and in modern design, made for comfort. The human body seemed to fit it. Otherwise it was of good dark wood and there were electronically motored dark green swish curtains before french windows leading to a rear garden.

The curtains were not drawn and the spotlights in two corners of the room illuminated a white paved patio and a small stone cherub fountain. It all looked rather pretty.

Mireille, the au pair, a lovely looking girl with black hair, assured Charmian that Charisma, her seven year old daughter was asleep and well, and then she brought in on a trolley some drinks and a very creative lemon and lime cake. She then retired to bed.

They drank sparkling Italian wine with their cake, which was delicious, and apparently made by Mireille, who was a treasure in every way, and they even liked her boyfriend who was Australian and called Brett or Brent or some such and lived in a hostel with other Australians. It was too late to bring down Charisma to play with, but photos were shown and admired.

Sally dropped dollops of cream onto her cream blouse and choked when bubbles from the sparkling wine went up her nose. Inhaling smoke from her later cigarette also proved difficult and she had a coughing fit.

“I’m sorry,” she said, both hands filled with crumpled Kleenex. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me tonight.”

“It’s called being pissed, dear,” Richard said.

“I am not. And why are you being so rotten to me?” she said. “I ain’t never done you no ’arm,” she added in a cockney accent.

“She’s an adorable little strumpet, don’t you think?” Richard said.

“Owww,” she wailed.

“You’re so lovely,” Charmian said. “I knew we’d meet lovely people in the Rat tonight. I said so, didn’t I darling? And now I’ve got a confession to make. I spilled my drink over you sort of on purpose, Richard. Aren’t I awful? Please forgive me? But it wasn’t quite on purpose. I mean I had knocked the glass over, that was quite by accident, but I took the opportunity of directing it towards you in the split second after. Do you know what I mean? It was an easy introduction, you see? Clumsy and cowardly I know. But please say you forgive me?”

“Of course,” Richard said, smiling. “But what on earth for?”

“We’d been watching the two of you for a little while,” David said. “And we thought we might like to talk to you. That’s why we sat next to you when the seats were vacated. I didn’t know of Charmian’s little ruse though. I’m sure we’d have broached an introduction somehow.”

“Darling,” Charmian said. “You make me sound so oafish.”

“Sorry, darling. Kissy-kissy little Bunnykins.”

Sally and Richard shot each other a quick glance. It was a mixture of amusement and the slightest trace of wariness. David and Charmian stopped kissing.

David stretched out his long legs and rested them on a round black leather pouf. He was wearing expensive looking soft leather boots.

“You’ll stay the night of course,” he said, before lighting a long thin cigar.

“We wouldn’t like to put you to any trouble,” Richard replied quickly. “We can get a taxi. Thanks anyway.”

“Oh, do please stay,” Charmian said. “We’d love to have you stay. It’s no trouble at all and it’s getting late and you know what taxis are like, always late and costing the earth, and David can run you back tomorrow, or whenever.”

It seemed silly to refuse and so it was decided that they should stay, and with that, a strange anxiety left them, perhaps the subconscious one of not being at home and feeling that you should be and that you can’t relax until you are. Perhaps not.

They moved to another room which David had made into a mini-cinema with seating and screen and projector. Sally wondered if Mireille acted as usherette and ice cream lady at the interval. David showed them a short but fascinating animation from Canada but refused to show them anything of his own, protesting that he would be forcing himself on a captive audience but that he would at another time if they really wanted to see something.

“Haven’t you got any movies?” Sally asked. “I’m just in the mood for something really good.”

“I’ve got hundreds of movies. What would you like?”

“Erm, have you got Pandora’s Box by Pabst?”

“Yes, I have.”

“Seriously?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, wow. Can we see it? I didn’t think for a moment you’d have it. I was just being facetious. I’ve heard so much about it though. Louise Brooks is supposed to be a vision.”

Louise Brooks was a vision and they all enjoyed the film which was a late silent German gothic story of decay, quite beautifully made. Mireille did not appear between reels with choc-ices and Kia-Ora however.

“How do you get these films?” Richard asked. “Not just on DVD, I mean?”

“They were available in this format long before DVD,” said David. “Many people have them.”

“There’s something about projected films. They seem more exciting, more real.”

“I think so too, Richard. That’s why I have them. I am, after all, in some way connected to the business.”

“Yes, of course you are.”

When the film was over it was deep into the early hours and they went back to the drawing room and drank brandy.

“But I wouldn’t have thought, even so, that such an obscure film would have been available,” Richard slurred.

“As you have just seen,” said David. “They are. It’s surprising what you can get if you really want it. There are thousands of prints of thousands of films around. Think of all the films that have ever been made and all of the prints that were made of them to show in cinemas around the world. What do you think happened to them? They still exist. And if you know how to get hold of them, you can.”

“Wow,” Sally said.

“I really love you, Sal,” Charmian said suddenly after a large gulp of brandy. “Sal. You’re so young and free and you’ve got a lovely boy. Make hay while the sun shines and heaven take the hindmost, and… and a journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.”

Charmian curled up into a little ball and settled herself into David’s lap. She made comfort noises and then seemed to go to sleep.

“My darling is being tired and emotional I’m afraid,” David said. “But she isn’t done yet. A third wind will fill her sails. She loves company you see. I’m not enough for her. And she is so beautiful, as you see.”

The lights still illuminated the garden, which seemed darker and greener and more beautiful in the stillness of the night, with an almost full moon in the inky blackness above it, and Richard and Sally and David, with the sleeping Charmian with them, lost themselves for a moment in the silence, and it was only the chiming of the previously unnoticed or rather unheard reproduction Jacobean grandfather clock that woke them out of their trance.

The sleeping Charmian was indeed so beautiful, as David had said, with her pale long blonde hair and classical nose and eyes and mouth and everything. Everything in fact in perfect order.

“What’ll we play now?” Sally asked, herself almost asleep.

“I think we should play going to bed,” David answered.

“Good idea,” Richard said. “I can’t keep my eyes open. Sorry for being such a bore, but needs must you know? Whatever that means.”

David showed them to their room which was large and again beautifully decorated but this time in blue, and Richard and Sally lay down on the soft bed on top of the covers and began to fall into the deep sleep of the drunken.

“Richard,” Sally said in the middle of the night.

“What?”

“Cuddle me close.”

“I am.”

“Are you?”

“Yes.”

“Funny. I don’t feel it.”

“You wouldn’t. Not in your state.”

He pulled the covers over them and held her as close as he could to himself. She felt good to him, as she always did, with her smooth cool skin and lovely curves and in a moment he thought he had stroked her to sleep.

Just when he thought he had done so, a strange noise began to emanate from the depths of the house and in a moment it was outside their door. Charmian had brought with her a portable CD player and was playing some manic harpsichord music on it. She burst into their room totally naked and declared her love for them both once again.

They allowed Charmian to climb into bed with them as a matter of expediency, preferring that to a scene excluding her, and she nestled into Richard and put her arms around Sally. A moment later, David entered their room, saying he was looking for Charmian. He too ended up in their bed.

As dawn broke, they all fell asleep, and in the late morning it didn’t seem unnatural at all that they should be where they were. After breakfast, David ran Richard and Sally back home. Later that day they lay on their bed, staring at the grimy ceiling. Music was playing on the radio.

“Something did happen then,” Sally said suddenly without looking at him.

“Yes, I suppose it did,” he answered.

“Boring though, wasn’t it, really?”

“Yes.”








[image: images]




CHAPTER SIX
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Drew’s family owned a cottage by the sea. It stood on a cliff above a white sand beach with a winding track down to it. Facing west, the sunsets were spectacular. Elizabeth and Drew were staying for a fortnight. It was late summer.

“I can’t get it to work,” Elizabeth said to him. “This bloody aga thing.”

“I’ll do it,” Drew said. “It doesn’t respond well to people it doesn’t know.”

“But it does know me.”

“Maybe that’s the problem then.”

“Charming.”

Elizabeth had brought tins of stew with them as she wanted to heat it in the big black pot on top of the aga.

“You’re supposed to make the stew from fresh country ingredients you know?” he said.

“Well I’m not killing and skinning any rabbits if that’s what you mean. One can take things too far you know. And look, I’ve even got my scarf round my head so I look like a peasant woman.”

Drew stood behind her, head and shoulders above her, and squeezed her. She put a hand on his and patted it.

“I’ll ladle it into bowls and we’ll eat it with wooden spoons,” she said. “I’ve brought an unsliced loaf. It said it was a farmhouse loaf on the wrapper. We can tear it with our fingers and dip it into the stew. You can call me, Rosie and I’ll call you, Master, and I’ll say things like, yes, Master, tis meet for you to chide me.”

Drew smiled and looked at the top of her head adoringly.

“We’ll go for a walk along the beach later if you like,” he said.

“Yes. I’d like to.”

They wore sandals for the beach. They had it completely to themselves. The tide was a little way out but coming in and their sense of being on the edge of the two elements was keen. The wind was light and refreshing and smelled healthy. Elizabeth stepped over a little crab as it scurried across her path.

“Where does it all end?” she asked.

“The beach you mean?”

“Yes.”

“See the headland in the distance? It falls directly into the sea and there’s no way around it. You have to climb up and over.”

“What about the other way?” she asked, turning her head to look back as they walked.

“There’s another headland but smaller and there are miles of dunes. There’s a little place there for the tourists. They never come up this far though.”

“Good. We can’t be mixing with the hoi polloi can we?”

The sea sounded, rhythmically and gently lapping, and seabirds swirled and cried high above. Green and brown and yellow seaweed in weird growths lay strewn on some parts of the beach, and there were little pools of water left in the hollows in the sand by the tide. Closer to the sea the sand was wet and rippled. Where they walked it was dry and powdery.

A stronger sea breeze suddenly hit them but it was cool rather than cold and it carried with it a more intense smell of the sea, reminding them that it was a living thing. Elizabeth took a deep breath and sighed.

“Mmn, it is lovely here though, Drew. I’m glad we came. I think we needed a break, don’t you?”

“That’s why I persuaded you to come, remember?”

“Yes,” she said, quietly.

Drew strode off a little, ahead of her, and she watched him as he looked up at the cloudless but slightly grey blue sky. His walk was what is described as a loping gait she thought and he was slightly stooped about the shoulders. He usually wore glasses, but not today. He had his contacts in. She found that endearing somehow. A little human frailty. She did love him. His trousers were slightly too short she noticed.

“Drew! Drew!” she shouted.

He stopped and turned to face her with his hands in his pockets. She ran to catch him up.

“Let’s stay in tonight? I don’t want to go to the pub. Let’s stay in and listen to the night. It’ll be so quiet and we can leave the big windows open and smell the sea. I’d love to do that.”

“Of course,” he said, smiling. “That’s why we came, isn’t it? We can go to the pub anytime.”

“It’s weird in there anyway,” she said. “They look at you as though you’ve got two heads. When in fact, it is they who have the two heads being inbred yokels.”

The pub she spoke of was, the Lamb, in the nearest village, three miles away. They had been in there a couple of times on a short previous visit but it was very much a locals pub and they only thought of going there out of the habit of going somewhere.

They sat on some rocks, having walked for a mile, nearly to the headland, and looked out to sea. There was a single yellow and white yacht-sail on the horizon. Elizabeth shaded her eyes with her hand.

“Sea air makes you hungry, don’t you find?” she said. “We can have our stew when we get back, Master, after I’ve milked the cow. Have we got a stool with three legs and a pail?”

“Yes, I think we have actually,” Drew said. “But we haven’t got a cow.”

They laughed together and she linked arms with him.

“Well, you should get one. A nice brown one that chews daisies. We’ll call her Tinkerbell. We should get a kite as well. We could fly it from the cliff. A bright red one.”

“Yes, that would be nice. I’d like to watch you run holding a kite,” he said.

“Drew.”

“What?”

She rested her head on his shoulder and closed her eyes.

“Nothing,” she said.

Although they had been here once before, this seemed like the first time, as on the previous occasion it had only been for two nights and it was in the early spring when the weather was more like winter and they had only been on the beach for what seemed like a moment before they were driven back to the cottage by the cold wind and the rain. That was why they had gone to the Lamb. They hadn’t felt comfortable with the place or with themselves. This time they hoped, and it seemed, that things might possibly be different.

The cottage was white, with a thick black pitch roof that made it look thatched under the outer covering but in fact wasn’t. It was surrounded by a white picket fence and Elizabeth thought it looked like how she imagined Aunt Betsey’s cottage looked in David Copperfield.

It had four bedrooms and was really more like a house than a cottage. It was supplied with both gas and electricity and was equipped with all modern appliances and one could have lived there permanently without feeling any sense of isolation from the civilized world. In another sense, however, it was remote and quiet and everything that a country retreat should be, and so it combined the best of both worlds.

Drew had loved the place since he was a child and now Elizabeth began to be fond of it also, without really knowing why. It provided a place where they could be different she thought, and a place where they could be the same, for him. The same as they had been when they first met.

They ate a little of the stew, which as Drew had expected was rather horrible, and Elizabeth grimaced at the saltiness of it, though she didn’t say anything. The bread was nice though. They drank draught bitter beer and later they sat at the open windows facing the sea. The Sun was sinking into the water and the colours it made were amazing.

“I have a nice life,” she said. “What more could I ask for?”

“But you’re not content.”

“I don’t know. It’s like I want something, but I don’t know what it is.”

“I bore you, don’t I,” he said, staring at the horizon.

She darted a look at him.

“Oh no, Drew. It isn’t you, honestly. But I make you unhappy, don’t I?”

“I can’t imagine being without you. You make me happy every moment I’m with you. You’re one of those people who just can’t help being adored. But I know you’re not happy with me. That’s what makes me unhappy. I know you’re going to leave me.”

She didn’t say anything but watched a seagull as it swirled about high above.

“It’s warm, isn’t it,” she said after a long moment. “We’ll have to sleep without the covers on tonight I think.”

Drew started to cry.

It had been a strange exchange. Nothing had led up to it, and previously they had both been feeling optimistic. It was perhaps a mood between them which was always there but oftentimes hidden. Elizabeth listened to him but couldn’t think of anything to say.

The next day they went in the other direction along the beach, past the seemingly endless dunes and around the small headland, to the little tourist spot which was accessible from the main road by a track. They found the number of people there shocking after their loneliness.

Koo Koo the Bird Girl splashed and flapped through the water of the rock-pool under the searing heat of a naked afternoon Sun, pursued by a pack of small squealing children.

The clear water around the green and slimy rocks covered her red rubber feet and legs to just below her knees but did not cool her, and she melted beneath her heavy suit of white feathers and she gasped for warm still air through her yellow wooden beak.

As the children gambolled tirelessly about her, she dutifully leaped about and waved her weary arms to flap the covering wings, and when she could dance no longer in the heavy water she staggered out and ran back across the flat white sand of the beach away from the sea, leaving the rock-pool to the crabs, the children running after her in a long line, pursuing a strange dying creature back to the sand dunes and the long grasses where the red and white striped beach huts stood and the ice cream vans dispensed their cool sweet goo.

Seabirds swirled and squawked high above in the thin air of the blinding blue sky, soaring through chalky wisps of misty cloud as the Bird Girl below passed an old battered top hat around the people as they queued for ice creams and candyfloss and doughnuts and fizzy lemonade, and then she trotted along the line of huts and spread-out picnic blankets offering her hat with an exaggerated bow.

Change, heavy and jinking in her hat, she finally ran off behind the dunes to find the Sand Sculptor and to take off the terrible stifling costume and to rest.

She sat on a blanket and drank greedily from a water bottle as the Sand Sculptor counted their money.

“Sea-serpent, Sand Sculptor.”

“Sea-serpent. A great long orme, killed by the tide.”

The Sand Sculptor, an old man with a face of scored leather and eyes black and sparkling, passed her her primrose cotton dress and she slipped it on and lay down facing the sky.

“Does it hurt, Sand Sculptor?”

“Every day.”

“All your creatures are lost.”

“Every one.”

“Will you make another?”

“Not today.”

She looked at him for a moment, shading her eyes.

“I’m hungry. Let’s go home.”

The old man packed away his spade and coloured pebbles and the water bottle and the blanket with the Bird Girl’s costume wrapped inside into his long canvas bag and they set off along the beach, away from the sound of the people, around the rocky headland, and forded barefoot the little shallow river that entered the sea at that point. They walked for a mile along the deserted beach. No one ventured beyond the headland.

Nestled between two steep sand dunes and hidden from sight on all sides was the old beach house where they lived. A virtual ruin when the Sand Sculptor had discovered it, he had made it habitable little by little and now it was as sound and as weather proof as it could be.

A small single storey wooden cabin without electricity or water, and whipped by the cruel sea winds, this was where the Sand Sculptor and the Bird Girl came to eat and sleep and in winter to keep warm in the cold and dark when there were no visitors to the beach and no one to pay a few coins to see her dance or to see his fragile figures in the sand.

The Bird Girl cooked mackerel in a frying pan on the wood burning stove and she poured rough red wine into beakers for them both, and they ate for a while without speaking.

After their meal, the Sand Sculptor lit his pipe and clouds of pungent blue smoke filled the cabin and the Bird Girl lay back on their makeshift wooden bed and stared up at the rotten wooden slats of the roof.

“We’ll not go out again today then, Sand Sculptor?”

“No. I think not, Girl. I’ve got no heart for it anyway.”

“No, nor I.”

“Too late to be worthwhile. The beach will be sparse soon.”

He re-lit his pipe with his petrol lighter, replacing it in the brown leather pouch he kept tucked in the side pocket of his worn corduroy trousers.

“Season will be over soon, Girl,” he said with the stem of his pipe clenched between his teeth.

“How much money do we have? Enough to get us through the winter?”

“With beachcombing for fuel, and a little from the fishing, we’ll get through.”

“Fishing in winter is cruel, Sand Sculptor. I fear for you. Perhaps we should go to the town. They will give us money to live.”

He looked at her through the smoke haze and shook his head.

“They’ve left us alone here. If you let them give you money they have power over you. They want to know things about you. Where you live.”

“But no one would mind us living here. No other has use for it.”

“Best leave things alone, Girl,” he said, his eyes asking her to agree.

“We’ll not go to them then,” she said. “We’ll manage.”

Later that night, as they lay together in the darkness, the Bird Girl was restless, and he turned to face her and stroked her long yellow hair.

“What is it?” he asked.

She swallowed.

“Last night the sea cried out to me,” she said.

“What did it say?”

“It was a quiet whispering, spoken on its breath, above the water.”

“What words?”

“Not words, just whispering sounds. Something of a terrible sadness.”

The Sand Sculptor kissed her cheek and they eventually fell asleep to the rhythmic sound of the distant sea.

The Bird Girl and the Sand Sculptor lived in the dunes, hidden from view from Drew’s cottage, but that was the nearest place of human habitation. It was Elizabeth who saw the Bird Girl running along the beach towards the cottage in the light of the early morning. She had been lying awake for some time and looking out towards the sea.

Elizabeth put on her dressing gown and went onto the balcony. The Bird Girl stopped running and shouted up to her.

“Come quick, come quick. The Sand Sculptor.”

She pointed back in the direction from which she had come.

“Drew,” Elizabeth said, loud enough to wake him.

“What is it?”

“There’s a girl out here. I think she needs help.”

Drew joined her on the balcony.

“Wait there. We’ll come down,” he shouted to the girl.

They dressed quickly and then ran down to the beach.

“Come quick, come quick. The Sand Sculptor,” the girl repeated when they reached her.

“What’s happened?” Elizabeth asked.

The girl grabbed her by the arm and began to pull her.

“Should we phone for help?” Drew asked. “Is somebody hurt?”

“Just come,” the girl said, imploring them with her eyes.

They followed her as she ran ahead, turning occasionally to urge them to hurry. They reached the shack and followed her in.

The Sand Sculptor was dead. His eyes were wide open and staring and his lips were purple. Drew went over to where he was lying on his back on the bed and felt for a pulse for form’s sake. It was obvious he was dead. He turned to them both and shook his head. Elizabeth put her arms around the girl and hugged her. The girl sobbed from her soul.

“She’ll have to stay here I suppose,” Drew said, looking at the sleeping girl on the settee. “Can you imagine living in such a place? It shouldn’t be allowed.”

“What’ll happen to her, d’you think?”

“Who knows?”

“She hasn’t eaten anything, but then I suppose that’s the last thing on her mind. They were lovers of course.”

“It would seem so. She certainly loved him, that’s for sure. I didn’t know the human body contained so much water. She’s literally cried herself to sleep.”

The girl was curled up, wearing her primrose dress and she was barefoot. She was somehow beautiful to watch. All of that love and pain. It was as though she had switched herself off, being unable to bear any more.

“How old do you suppose she is?” Elizabeth asked.

“It’s hard to say. Young.”

“She must have some family somewhere I suppose.”

“We’ll let her stay for a few days? Shall we?”

“Of course. I don’t know if it’s because of what she’s gone through but she’s remarkably uncommunicative, and she speaks in the strangest way. Have you noticed? It’s like she’s something out of the past.”

Drew carried the girl into one of the spare rooms and Elizabeth put her to bed.

“She’ll have to borrow some of my clothes,” she said. “Her dress is so thin and worn.”

“Maybe we should have left her where she was on the settee? When she wakes up she won’t know where she is,” said Drew.

“Shall I stay with her? Do you think?”

“Yes, that’s a good idea.”

The girl was still asleep when Elizabeth woke in the morning. She made some toast and scrambled eggs and brought them in to her on a tray. The girl was awake when she returned.

“Are you all right?” she asked, knowing it was a stupid question.

“I thought it was a horrid dream,” the girl said. “But it wasn’t, was it?”

Elizabeth shook her head.

“Try to eat some of this,” she said. “I’ll make you some coffee.”

“She’s awake,” she told Drew in the kitchen.

“How is she?”

“She seems okay. It’s hard to tell of course. I’ll take her some coffee in.”

To her surprise the girl had eaten some of her breakfast and was sitting up in the bed and was just staring in front of her.

“I’ll be lonely now,” she said.

Elizabeth sat down next to her and stroked her cheek.

“Did you stay with me last night?” the girl asked.

“Yes.”

“I thought so. I could feel someone near me, but I didn’t wake. That was kind of you. And thank you for the food.”

“You’re quite welcome,” Elizabeth said feeling a strange compulsion to kiss her. “Try not to worry. I know it must be awful for you now but the pain will pass. You just have to live through it. God, I’m sorry. I must sound ridiculous to you.”

“You’re kind,” the girl said and smiled. “Can I have my coffee now please?”

The girl borrowed a red dress from Elizabeth. They were roughly the same size though Elizabeth was taller. She wore a green T-shirt and beige shorts. They walked along the grassy tops of the cliffs away from the cottage towards the big headland. It was mid-afternoon and hot, though the sea breezes cooled them a little. Drew hadn’t wanted to go with them.

“What’s your name?” Elizabeth asked.

“Koo Koo,” the girl said, hopping over a tussock.

Elizabeth looked at her.

“An unusual name.”

“The Sand Sculptor gave it to me.”

“How long were you together?”

“Two years.”

“You don’t mind talking about it do you?”

“About what?”

“About you and the Sand Sculptor.”

“Oh, no.”

Elizabeth hadn’t been sure if the girl would want to go for a walk or just be quiet sitting inside, but the girl said she wanted to go to blow the cobwebs away.

“I’ve never been along here before,” the girl said. “It’s beautiful to see the sea from up here. Do you live in the house?”

“What? Oh, the cottage. No, we’re just visiting. It belongs to Drew’s family.”

“We’ve seen lights from it sometimes, me and the Sand Sculptor, from the beach when we’ve walked far in the evening sometimes beachcombing or just for the walk as the light dies.”

The girl sniffled and ran the back of her hand over her face. Elizabeth didn’t know what to do and so they walked along for a little way without talking.

“Let’s sit here for a minute?” the girl said, pointing to a flat rock near the edge of the cliff.

The rock felt hard and cold for a moment and they dangled their legs over the side. Elizabeth looked at her and saw the quiet acceptance on her face.

“You can stay with us for as long as you like you know?” Elizabeth said, realising as she spoke that she might regret such generosity as she and Drew were not staying there that long themselves.

“No, I’ll go back home tomorrow I think,” the girl said.

“Isn’t there anyone you can stay with? I mean family, or friends?”

“No, there’s no one. I’ll be all right at home.”

Elizabeth thought of the shack and shuddered at the thought of having to call it home. She knew there was nothing she could do about it though. She wasn’t responsible.

“What will Drew be doing?” the girl asked.

“Drew?” Elizabeth said, realising she had forgotten about him. “Oh, he’ll be reading I expect. He loves to read.”

“He’s nice,” the girl said.

“Yes, he is nice.”

“Do you love him?”

“Yes.”

“I loved the Sand Sculptor.”

“I know you did.”

The sea was stormier that day and white breakers crashed onto the beach far below them. The sky was a little duller and there was the faintest chill in the air now.

“The Sand Sculptor said the sea was the blood of the Earth. That when the sea stopped moving the Earth would die. It moves in rhythms, like a heartbeat. We came out of the sea you know? But oh, it was a very long time ago. We forgot things when we came out of the sea.”

Elizabeth shivered.

“Are you warm enough?” she asked the girl. “I didn’t realise it would be so chilly along here.”

“I’m not cold. The season is ending. The Sand Sculptor said he could feel it in the night after I heard the whisperings.”

“What whisperings?” Elizabeth asked, looking at her.

“They came from the sea in the night. They were telling me something but I didn’t know what. Now I do.”

The girl looked out to sea again and put her hands flat against the rock beneath her thighs and swung her legs. Elizabeth stared in the same direction and tried to feel something, but it was as though she was dead inside.

“I love Drew,” she heard herself saying. “But I won’t stay with him. I want more than he can give me, but I don’t know what else there is. I have no right to ask for anything more. He gives me all he has, everything he is, and he’s a lovely person. I don’t think I’ll ever be satisfied. I don’t know what it is I’m looking for.”

The girl put her arm around Elizabeth’s shoulder and they looked into each other’s eyes.

“You’re not happy,” the girl said. “But you must try to be happy.”

“But maybe there’s nothing in the world that will make me happy.”

“You must try to find it, even so.”

Drew cooked for them later when they had returned to the cottage. He made a seafood pasta and opened a bottle of Chablis. They ate on the balcony in the early evening just as the Sun was beginning to go down. The nights were beginning to draw in though it would be light for an hour or so yet. The sky was hazy, and the normally blood red Sun was muted as it slowly sank. The air was heavy and the sound was dulled. The atmosphere made them inward.

“I don’t think you should go back there and live there alone,” Drew said, leaning forward and holding his wineglass in front of him.

“I want to,” the girl said.

“They’ll find you somewhere. No one should have to live in a place like that.”

Elizabeth shot him a look of disapproval.

“The Sand Sculptor said we weren’t to go to them.”

“But now that the Sand Sculptor’s gone…”

“Drew,” Elizabeth said.

“But I can’t bear to think of you living there alone, especially now that winter’s coming.”

“I’ll be happy there,” the girl said. “I’ve always been happy there.”

“But you’ll be alone there now.”

“Drew, leave it. She’s decided,” Elizabeth said to him firmly.

He looked from one to the other of them and shaking his head he then took a drink.

“It was a lovely meal,” the girl said. “Thank you, Drew.” 

He smiled at her.

“I wish there was more we could do for you,” he said.

“You’ve helped me so much. You’re kind. Both,” she said, looking at one then the other again.

“If ever you need help you must contact us,” Drew said. “Before you go I’ll tell you how to get in touch with us when no one is here at the cottage. Please, it would make me feel better.”

“You’re kind,” the girl said again.

Later, when the girl had gone to bed, Elizabeth and Drew sat in the drawing room drinking brandy.

“How was your walk?” he asked.

“Pleasant,” she said. “But how could it have been pleasant? She’s just lost the person she most loved in the world. Why do we answer each other like that? Why do people always say, fine, when asked how they are? When they’re not fine at all but fucking desperate? It wasn’t pleasant. I meant that she is pleasant, pleasing, and the sky and the sea were pleasant, and walking and talking and breathing were pleasant. That’s what I meant.”

“It was a stupid question,” he said.

“Oh, no, Drew. I’m sorry. Why do you put up with me?”

“I’ve told you why.”

“It wasn’t enough.”

“It is, for me.”

Elizabeth thought about lighting the fire as she had begun to feel very cold, but she decided not to, feeling in it some ridiculous sense of finality, as though she would formalize the end of something, like summer.

“You’re really worried about her, aren’t you?” she said.

“Of course. Aren’t you? Imagine what it’s going to be like for her living there on her own.”

“It’s strange, I know. Or maybe I’m strange. But I’m not worried about her at all. I think she’s got everything worked out in her own primitive kind of way. She’s going to be all right.”

Drew looked at her, not quite knowing what she meant but unsure whether to probe or not.

“The Sand Sculptor sounds like a fascinating character,” he said.

“I’m sure he was.”

“Did she tell you anything more about him?”

“Some,” she said, pulling her legs up underneath her on the armchair and pulling her brown cardigan closer around her.

“You don’t want to tell me?”

“No, not now,” she said thoughtfully. “Not that there’s much to tell.”

“There never is,” he said.

“What do you mean?”

“We just don’t talk about anything anymore, do we? Not about really important things. In fact about anything.”

“We talk too much, we just don’t say anything.”

“What’s wrong with us? Why can’t we be happy?”

“It’s me,” she said. “No one could possibly be happy with me.”

They sat in silence for a long time as darkness fell and they could hardly see each other across the room.

“It’s over, isn’t it, Liz?” he suddenly said, slowly and quietly.

“Yes, Drew. It’s over,” she answered.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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Rich,

I saw your play on the telly. I was truly amazed. It wasn’t half bad. What’s this? Next stop Hollywood? You’ll have to write something less parochially English though, something with lots of action and blood and gore. Who knows, you might make a fortune and if you do don’t forget your little friend! Take me to America. We could drive across it in a Buick, wearing sunglasses and staying at motels. How long is it since I’ve seen you? This is getting ridiculous.

You haven’t become a luvvy and a darling have you? Do you wear cardigans wrapped round your neck by the arms? Do you lunch with the DG, whatever his name is? Why a telly play and not something for the theatre? Is there more money in it? I know why, writing for the theatre must be more difficult, that’s it, isn’t it?

I didn’t tell you that I had a cat, did I? Not that it matters. It’s dead now. It was a big smelly ginger tomcat called Tom. It got run over the other day. A fellow was quite upset for a time though, he’d had it for a while you see. I don’t know what possessed me to get it in the first place. Someone I know had a bitch-cat that brought forth and rather than see it flushed down the loo I agreed to have one. A monstrous act of sentiment I know. It won’t happen again.

Have to go now. Write soon.



Liz.



Richard put the letter back in its envelope and placed it with the others in his Liz-box. Apart from her letters he also had photographs of her and a few other little mementoes like a yellow hair ribbon and a blue plastic ring from a lucky-bag she had given him as an engagement ring for a joke. He put the box back in the bottom drawer of his large mahogany desk.

He had just moved into his new flat which was hideously expensive and which he could only just afford. It was rather nice though, he thought, after some of the others he had been in. It was the top storey of a converted Victorian terraced house, but it was bright and clean and nicely furnished and it overlooked a little park in a square.

It was Christmas eve and Scrooge was showing on the television. Unusually, it was actually snowing outside and the little park looked pretty, covered in white, with the bare trees standing stark and twisted around it. Richard poured himself a whisky and lit a cigarette, feeling the warm glow of Christmas time and safety. He flicked through the Radio Times to see what films were on over the holiday period, ticking the ones he wanted to see or record.

Scrooge was being shown his lonely boyhood by the Spirit of Christmas past and the mantle-clock chimed the hour and Richard felt contented and happy in a way to be alone. It was nice, he thought, to have the choice. He’d phone his parents and Liz tomorrow and microwave his frozen turkey dinner and watch some perennial Christmas film for the umpteenth time.

He had mince pies and ginger beer and Brazil nuts and milk chocolates in, things to remind him of childhood Christmases. Though he doubted he would eat so much as to give him that slightly sickly feeling associated with such times. He poured himself another whisky.

Out in the park, some small children were playing in the snow wearing coats and scarves and woollen hats and wellington boots of mostly red and green, but they were too far away for him to hear them squealing with happiness. It was only mid-afternoon but already it was beginning to get dark. He poured himself another whisky and by the time Scrooge had sent the turkey round to Bob Cratchit’s house he was feeling a little pissed. More in fact than he had intended to be and he was regretting having drunk so much. It was too early and too late to stop now though.

He was hungry but didn’t want to eat. It would put him off drinking and make him fall asleep. It might even make him feel sick. He looked at the television screen with bleary eyes and his stomach was burning. A game show was on, and it was completely dark outside now, but he didn’t draw the curtains. He realised he was bored but the whisky made him not care.

The host of the game show was wearing a blue sparkling jacket and he was assisted by two long legged bimbos. The contestants were being asked questions like, what is the capital of Italy? Rome, Madrid, or Cairo? and getting them wrong. The winner would get a car wrapped in a big ribbon with a bow on top. He felt himself drifting off into mindless thought. The gentle purr of the telephone snapped him back into place.

“Jesus, God, Rich, you fucking liar. You said you’d never make any money and that you’d die of consumption in a garret.”

“Who is this?” he asked, frowning, as people do when speaking into telephones.

“Well, that’s just great isn’t it? You don’t even remember me.”

“Sal? Is that you, Sally?”

“Yes, it’s the ugly bitch herself.”

“Sal, it’s good to hear from you. Where are you?” he asked, reaching for the remote to switch the television off.

“I’m phoning you from my boyfriend’s house. We’re staying for Christmas with his family. It’s a bit of an ordeal actually,” she added, whispering.

There was a silence, and Richard looked around him, trying to think of something to say.

“Merry Christmas,” she said.

“Merry Christmas.”

There was another silence.

“So how the hell are you doing? Wow, plays on the telly hey? I bet you’re coining it.”

“Hardly,” he said. “It was British telly you know. And we call them original dramas, not plays. But I’m well pleased.”

“I bet you are. You old sly boots you. I should have stayed put, shouldn’t it? I suppose it’ll be Warner Brothers or Universal next?”

“Someone else said that to me recently,” he said.

“Isn’t that just typical of me? To be second, I mean?”

“It’s more likely to be, Shoestring Films, shot in a disused quarry and an abandoned warehouse,” he said, passing over her remark. “So, what are you up to these days?”

“Finlay, my boyfriend, owns a clothes company, KINK. Have you heard of it? No? Well never mind, anyway, I design for him. Like mother like daughter, hey?”

“Finlay?”

“Yes, don’t laugh. He’s a Scottish person. He’s really nice. You’d like him. He’s loads of fun.”

“How did you know where I was?” he asked, suddenly realising she wouldn’t have had his new number.

“You remember the girl in the Rat? Chantel?”

“Oh yes, of course. That was clever of you.”

He had left his new address and a number with Chantel, trusting to her discretion in giving them out when he left the area after several flat moves. Everyone who knew him, he knew, would know to inquire at the Rat for his whereabouts.

“You always had a soft spot for her, didn’t you?”

“Yes. I like Chantel.”

“Do you ever go there now? To the Rat I mean?”

“No, I haven’t been for a while now.”

“We’ll have to meet up there one time. What d’you think?”

“Sounds good to me,” he said.

“Do you remember David and Charmian? What a couple of weirdos they were? We had some good times though, didn’t we?”

“We certainly did.”

“Well, listen, Rich. I’ll have to go now. Finlay has just come into the room and he’s so insanely jealous of my beauty that he can’t bear me even talking to another man. Don’t forget our date at the Rat.”

“I won’t,” he said. “Keep in touch, Sal. It’s lovely to hear your voice.”

“You old softee you. Bye now. Lots of love.”

“Bye Sal, love.”

He put the phone down, feeling a strange sensation in his head. He poured himself another drink and sat down and switched the television back on. He was sober suddenly and trying to remember how long it had been since he had last seen Sally. He felt a sense of loss and regret simply for times past for a moment and then he smiled inwardly and took a long drink.

Superman was saving someone from a dastardly fate on one channel and the game show was nearing its exciting conclusion on another. Something about whether Christ was a real person or not was on also, and another channel had a comedy quiz show on, with the comedic contestants dressed in Christmas garb. He switched back to the game show to see the ecstatic winner being given the keys to her new car. He then switched the television off, thinking about what it was that he really wanted to do alone on Christmas eve.

Despite his sobering after Sally’s call, he knew he was still too drunk to drive, and yet he was beginning to feel restless, and the thought that he might go out grew in his mind. Where to though, seemed an insoluble problem. He didn’t want to visit anyone he knew. That was why he thought he had chosen to be alone. Going to a pub or club would mean sitting alone amongst crowds of people rather than doing the same at home, and that would make him feel awkward and lonely. It was still early though, and the alternative was simply to drink himself into a stupor watching the television or listening to music.

He washed and shaved and gelled his hair, combing it back so that it seemed much darker than it actually was, slick and separated in strands of comb tooth measures and he put on a white shirt and black suit and black shoes and his navy blue raincoat. He then left his flat and began to walk in the direction of the main road to the south of the park for a reason mysterious to him.

He slipped in the snow and landed with a thud on his backside. After the momentary shock he laughed and scrambled to his feet. A passing woman asked him if he was all right and he replied, yes, saying it was only his pride that was hurt. She wished him a merry Christmas. She must have been drunk, he thought.

The smell of a chip shop drew him towards it. The shop had white tiles on the walls with little blue dolphins on them. Odd, he thought, as he doubted that dolphin and chips would be on the menu. He asked for haddock and chips feeling he ought to eat something even if he did throw it up. Salt and vinegar was added. He ate them from the wrapper as he walked. Something his mother had told him he should never do.

The portions from the chip shop were huge and he could barely eat half of it. In the distance he saw a dustbin and walked towards it. As he was about to throw the remains of his supper away, a girl, leaning up against some railings, who he had hardly noticed, spoke to him.

“Don’t you want your chips then?” she asked.

“I can’t eat them,” he said, having crumpled up the wrapper.

“Give em here then,” she said. “There’s loads here. You’ve hardly eaten any.”

“There was quite a lot,” he said.

He watched as she ate hungrily with her fingers. She had fingerless red and white woollen gloves on. She was a small girl with long, very dark hair and was very pretty. She was also very young. She was wearing a black jacket over a tight red jumper with a short denim skirt and black stockings. Her short black lace-up boots had two-inch heels on them.

She finished her fish and chips and threw the wrapper into the bin and wiped her mouth with the back of her glove. He realised he was still standing there, looking at her.

“Thanks,” she said. “I enjoyed those. I’m thirsty now though. Didn’t you get a coke with your chips?”

“I’m afraid not,” he said, looking down at her.

“Buy us a coke then?”

“Of course.”

“We can get one at the sweet shop. It’s cheaper than in the chippy. You are looking for business, aren’t you?”

He didn’t know what she meant for a moment, or rather, he did, but the meaning hadn’t registered. It then dawned on him that of course she was a prostitute.

“Yes,” he said.

“Good. I thought so. I’ve been freezing my arse off standing out here. Christmas eve, I suppose. The punters are at home playing happy families or getting pissed at the office party and groping the secretaries. Where do you want to go? I can get a room for twenty if you like?”

“I live quite close,” he said. “We can go there. There’s nobody else there.”

“Okay with me. It’s fifty quid, up front. That’s a lot, I know, but it is Christmas and I’m very good. No violent stuff though, you’ll have to pay extra if you want any of that. If it’s to me, I mean. If you want it doing to you, that’s okay.”

“No, I don’t want anything like that.”

“No,” she said, looking at him. “I didn’t think you were like that.”

He bought her a coke at the sweet shop and she drank it as they walked carefully in the snow. Her cheeks were flushed pink with the cold and their breath misted.

“How far is it?” she asked.

“Not far now.”

“Good, it’s fucking freezing. What’s your name by the way?”

“Richard.”

“That’s nice. Mine’s Jenny.”

“That’s nice too,” he said. “Jennifer?”

“Yeah. But it’s Jenny.”

“Okay, Jenny.”

They entered his flat and she put the fifty pounds he gave her into her white patent leather handbag.

“This place is nice,” she said. “Is it yours?”

“No, it’s only rented.”

“But it’s yours though?”

“Yes, I suppose so. As long as I pay the rent.”

“I’d love a place like this. You should see the fucking shit-hole I live in.”

“I’ve had my share of shit-holes,” he said.

She wandered around the sitting room, looking at everything with interest, and then sat back down on the settee.

“Right, shall we get down to business?” she asked. “What is it that you want? You can have straight or I’ll give you a blow job or just wank you off. You can fuck me up the arse if you want to, but you have to be careful. Bums just weren’t made for screwing, you see.”

Richard didn’t really know what to say. He wanted her, and he didn’t feel nervous with her as he usually did in sexual liaisons, probably because she was so young, and a prostitute, and must be used to all kinds of sexual inadequacy, but even so he was hesitant.

“Can’t you stay for a while?” he asked. “Apart from the sex I mean? I’m lonely you see, and it’s Christmas eve.”

She looked at him with her blue eyes which had astonishingly white whites.

“I should be working,” she said, and then paused to think. “But I don’t suppose there’ll be much business tonight. Christmas eve.”

She looked at him again and smiled.

“You’re not bad looking though. And you’re quite young. And I like the flat, and it’s warm. I’ll only freeze my arse off out there again, I suppose.”

She thought again for a moment.

“If you can give me another fifty quid and pay for a taxi for me tomorrow, Christmas day rates remember, I’ll stay.”

“Good,” he said, smiling.

“Put the telly on then,” she said. “I love Christmas telly. And let’s have a drink. Vodka and coke please.”

She took off her jacket and jumper and laid them carefully on her chair with her bag. Richard picked them up and hung them in the hall. He noticed her watching him closely.

“You don’t think I was going to rob you? Do you?” he asked.

“No,” she said. “It’s habit. I’ve been ripped-off so many times. I know you won’t though. Why do you think I agreed to stay? I am a human being, you know? I’m a person. I have feelings.”

“Of course,” he said. “I didn’t mean anything by it. I just thought you might be worried.”

“Okay. I know what you mean, but I’m not.”

He brought their drinks over to the settee and sat down beside her.

“How old are you, by the way?” he asked quietly, not looking at her but into his glass.

“Don’t worry, I’m legal. I’m eighteen,” she said. “You’re not disappointed are you? Some of them like them under-age. They like to think they’re doing something not allowed. No one gives a fuck though. Some of the girls start when they’re twelve. How old are you?”

“I’m twenty six,” he said.

“That’s still young. I thought you looked about that. I wasn’t really sure you were looking for business though. I just took a chance. I said I knew but I didn’t.”

“I didn’t know that I was, either,” he said. “But I suppose I was.”

“You’re not sorry now are you?”

“Oh, no.”

“Have you got any fags? I forgot to get some when we were in the sweet shop.”

They watched Some Like it Hot on the television, which Jenny hadn’t seen before but thought quite funny, and Richard put out the Brazil nuts and chocolates onto the coffee table and brought over the bottles of scotch and vodka and cokes and an ice-bucket.

“Are we all right like this?” she asked. “Do you want me to take my clothes off or anything?”

She tugged at her white blouse and asked him with her eyes, also.

“No, we’re fine,” he said. “Later.”

She was more than tipsy by now and kept looking at him.

“What is it?” he asked, cracking a nut.

“I’m looking at your hair,” she said. “You shouldn’t have it like that. Greased back. It makes you look older. You’re a blondie aren’t you?”

“Yes,” he said. “I thought it made me look sophisticated.”

“You’re tall too, aren’t you?”

“Not very.”

“Everyone’s tall compared to me. I’m five foot two and a bit. Don’t forget the bit.”

“I won’t,” he said.

“What I mean is. Why are you lonely tonight?”

“I thought I wanted to be alone but I was wrong. Why? Don’t you want to be here any more?”

“Yeah, I’m enjoying myself. I’ve been with a lot worse than you,” she said slurring slightly and then gulping her drink.

“Thanks,” he said, amused by her.

The snow had stopped falling by now but a hard frost had set in and everything outside seen through the window seemed cold and crisp and clean. The little park was dark and empty and quiet, and the lights from people’s houses on the far side of the square looked warm and pretty. They must have left their curtains and blinds open for the same reason as Richard.

“Your telly’s nice,” she said suddenly. “Ours is some crappy old set that was left there. Part of the furnishings. It hasn’t even got a remote.”

“Who do you live with?” he asked noticing the plural.

“My mate, Tanya. We share the rent see? It’s a real rat-hole and the landlord’s a bastard. It’s cheap though, I suppose.”

“Won’t she wonder where you are when you don’t go home tonight?”

“Nah. We don’t keep tabs on each other. Sometimes we don’t see each other for days.”

Jenny had taken off her boots and was leaning with her elbow on the arm of the settee and feeding herself chocolates and drinks with her free hand. She seemed to have a remarkable capacity for both as her mouth was hardly ever free from activity not including when talking. As Richard himself became more drunk he found himself looking at her more and liking her more.

Her face seemed small, surrounded by her long dark hair and she was very pretty as he had observed when first he saw her, but now she seemed beautiful. Her complexion was very fair and she had a lovely neat nose and mouth and her eyes were full of youthful beauty. Her proportions were flawless, so much so that her legs appeared long despite her self-professed shortness, which in fact was an asset rather than a detraction in his eyes. Five foot two, eyes of blue, came into his mind. He poured them both another drink and put too much coke into her glass so that it fizzed and bubbled over the side.

“Whoops,” she said, helping him to mop it up with paper tissues from the Kleenex box on the table. “Butterfingers.”

“A slight miscalculation,” he said. “This stuff looks positively toxic. God knows what it does to your insides.”

“Who cares? As long as you can’t see it.”

She drank to half way down her tall glass and added more vodka, needing two hands to hold the big Smirnoff bottle. Her hands were tiny he noticed and her red nail-polish had flaked away leaving little irregular patches in the centres of her fingernails. She had a thin gold band on the middle finger of her left hand.

“What d’you do then” she asked. “What’s your job?”

“I’m a writer. I write plays.”

“Oh, that’s interesting,” she said, sounding unimpressed. “Are you famous?”

“No, not at all.”

“You’re young for a writer. Most of them are old arses aren’t they? I don’t know any though. I just thought they were all old.”

“You get them of all types,” he said.

“Plays, not books?”

“No.”

“Don’t think I’ve ever seen a play. Is it the same as a film?”

“Some plays have been made into films.”

“Any of yours?”

“No,” he said, not explaining.

“I never read books anyway. It’s fucking boring. The telly’s better. For stories I mean. You can see what’s going on.”

He couldn’t argue with her and looked out of the window while she flicked through the channels. The park and the square were still quiet and there were fewer lights visible now from the houses opposite. He wondered for a moment why he was doing what he was, being with this girl, but he wasn’t in the mood for analysing himself too closely and he smiled inwardly and allowed the drunken feeling to flow over him.

He noticed that he had put his arm along the back of the settee, and so had she, and she moved closer to him and rested her head on his shoulder so that he felt the press of her hair against his cheek. He let his hand drop over his shoulder and she took it in hers, their fingers touching. She had done it seemingly unconsciously and naturally and he thought that anyone seeing them would think they were lovers.

“Tell me when you want to go to bed,” she said.

“I will,” he answered, noticing that her hair was a very dark brown and not black. But no one had truly black hair, he remembered. “Are you tired?”

“No, I’m okay,” she said, turning her head to look at him. “I thought you’d want to. Some blokes can’t wait ten seconds to get my knickers off once they’ve paid for it. You’re a funny bloke though, aren’t you. But you’re nice though. I’m having a better Christmas eve than I would have in the fucking rat-hole or out on the streets. I’ll do whatever you like. We can get pissed and watch telly all night if you want.”

He put his arm across her chest and felt her left breast through her blouse, gently squeezing it, and she turned her head to kiss him. She tasted of chocolate and vodka. Vodka does have a taste despite the popular myth that it doesn’t. She had a small spot at the corner of her mouth which he could feel with his lips. It felt hard and he wondered if it was sore.

“I’ve only got little tits,” she said. “Some blokes like them that way though. Lets them know I’m young.”

Richard thought back to his joke with Sally when first they had met, about their sexual fetishes.

“It’s my bum most of them go for though. Some of them just pay to play with my arse. Don’t even want to fuck me. Funny that, isn’t it? What about you? What do you like?”

“Let’s go to bed now,” he said.

He watched from the bed as she undressed. Her body was young and neat and beautiful. Her breasts were small as she had said but beautifully shaped with upturned erect pink nipples and her stomach was flat and her waist slim. Her bottom was gorgeous, so appealing and human and feminine. She climbed into the bed next to him and he felt every inch of her with adoring, gently caressing hands.

“Lie on top of the covers, on your tummy,” he said.

She did as he asked and rested her head on her forearms, closing her eyes. He lay next to her and ran his hands repeatedly over her lovely skin.

“I was about your age when I first fell in love,” he said. “A bit younger in fact. The girl I loved was the most beautiful person I’ve ever met. She used to lie on the bed, just like you are now. We used to talk and talk and I was always in awe of her because she was so much cleverer than me. At least I thought so then, and I was so gauche and awkward and unsure of myself and tongue-tied and I couldn’t believe that she could feel for me what I felt for her, and maybe I was right. You know how girls are supposed to mature quicker than boys do? We were the same age you see.

She was from a different class. An easy, confident class and I was frightened of everything. Things like failure and disapproval. She never meant to, I think, but she made me feel the difference all the time by things she said. She didn’t understand that the things she said were jokes to her but deadly important to me. I loved her. I still do. I don’t think I’ll ever love anyone like I loved her. She was beautiful and clever and my best friend and I’d have died for her.

The thing is you see, I still love her and I don’t think I’ll ever be able to love anyone else like I love her. That’s why I’m alone tonight. Or was alone. No matter what happens in my life, something will be missing because I’m not with her. No matter what I do, I know I’ll never really be happy.”

He stopped suddenly, only then realising what he had been saying, and looked at Jenny.

“Jenny?” he said.

She was asleep and breathing deeply.

He put on his dressing gown and went into the sitting room and poured himself another very large scotch and lit another cigarette. He stood in front of the window overlooking the little park.

“You drunken fool,” he said aloud to himself.








[image: images]




CHAPTER EIGHT
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Elizabeth was asleep in the passenger seat when the car pulled up in front of her house. Her friends woke her and asked if she was all right. She looked at them bleary-eyed and slurred that she was. It was three o’clock in the morning.

After several attempts to get the key in the lock she staggered through the front door and stumbled into the hall. She hit her head on the wooden coat-stand but hardly felt it. She caught her reflection in the wall-mirror and stared for a moment, her head swaying.

“Jesus Christ,” she said. “Is that me?”

She climbed the stairs holding on desperately to the banister and patted her bedroom wall to find the light-switch. She virtually tore her clothes off and crawled under the bed-covers. In a moment she was fast asleep.

She woke at noon with her head splitting and her tongue glued to the roof of her mouth. Crusts of sleep clung to her eyelashes and she felt like throwing up. She sighed inwardly and thought, oh God, not again.

She went to the kitchen and gulped down an alka-seltzer. The cold fizzy bubbles shocked her system into some kind of relief and then the phone rang. It was her father calling from New York.

Her parents had separated some years ago and then finally divorced. Her father’s acting career had remained good, though not spectacular and he spent most of his time either in New York or Los Angeles. Her mother lived in town mostly, and though the house belonged to her, she was hardly ever there. Elizabeth lived there alone for the most part, apart from the odd transient boyfriend. She worked at the local university library, her mocking description of herself to Richard having in some ways at least come true.

She exchanged love and merry Christmas with her father and then rang her mother, getting the ritual over with. She only then really realised that it was Christmas day and rubbed her throbbing temples with her fingertips.

The house was wrecked, as it usually was, but especially so because the cleaning lady hadn’t been for nearly a week as she had gone to stay with her daughter for Christmas, which seemed to last for a fortnight rather than a single day as Elizabeth had almost said to her. The cleaning lady, who was a nice jolly sort of a person, as all cleaning ladies should be, would not be back until after New Year and Elizabeth dreaded to think what the place would be like by then. She sat on a tall stool in the kitchen and pulled her white flannel dressing gown tighter around her. Coffee, she thought.

Retrieving a cup from the mountain of crockery in the sink she rinsed it and then waited for the percolator to finish doing what it did. Instant coffee just wasn’t strong enough. She enjoyed the rich bitter taste and had three cups. She then felt a little better and decided to have a shower. It was one o’clock by the time she flopped onto the chesterfield and lay on her back, closing her eyes.

She fell into a state of half-sleep, listening to the silence and the ticking of the grandmother clock and to her own breathing and swallowing and she tasted the neutral taste of her still swollen tongue. She tried to blank her mind and just concentrate on being alive and not ill. She could feel and hear her chest wheezing and occasionally she had a coughing fit and brought up some brown phlegm from having smoked too much the night before. She spat it into a paper tissue. It tasted thick and salty. She was hungry but couldn’t summon the will to make herself anything, and she didn’t know what she wanted anyway. She thought of the Christmas dinners she’d had as a child with roast goose and roast potatoes and Brussels sprouts and mashed carrot and turnip and gravy and apple sauce and sage and onion stuffing followed by Christmas pudding with brandy butter and mince pies. She thought of pulling crackers and wearing the coloured paper hats that were inside them and drinking chilled wine and lemonade that tasted funny after the hot food. Somehow, everything from the past, even the thought of it, seemed more intense than the present, even the reality of it. She opened her eyes and took a deep breath.

She dressed and came down again to the drawing room wearing jeans and a black jumper. She switched on the radio and listened to a programme of carols from King’s. She was feeling much better and decided to cook herself a steak. She ate it in the kitchen, sitting at the long breakfast table and had more coffee. She then lit a cigarette and inhaled the smoke deeply, dispelling the natural aversion her body had for the poison and getting herself used to it again.

Her father had put five thousand pounds into her account as a Christmas present and her mother had taxed and insured her car for another year. She still missed the excitement of tearing brightly coloured wrapping paper from presents under the tree however, and ruefully considered the fact that this year there wasn’t even a tree. Actually, there wasn’t a single thing in the house that betrayed the fact it was Christmas at all.

The Queen was speaking in that strangely clipped accent that people used to have in the nineteen forties, at least in British films, when the phone rang again. Elizabeth answered it, having just lit another cigarette.

“Oh, hi, Rich,” she said. “Lovely to hear from you. Did you get my letter? Of course you did. I’m proud of you. Honestly. I know I sound like a bitch, but then I am, as you know. How’s your Christmas? Happy Christmas by the way, or should it be merry Christmas?”

“Liz, love. Merry Christmas.”

“My, that was said with feeling,” she said, flicking ash at the ashtray on the telephone table and missing. “Are you okay?”

“Yes, I’m fine,” he said. “I’m on my own and it’s Christmas day though.”

“Snap.”

“What?”

“I said snap. God, sometimes you’re so slow. I mean I’m on my own as well. Though why that should be a cause for concern is beyond me. What’s so bad about being alone? And what does it matter if it is Christmas day? It’s only a fucking Saturday.”

She heard him laughing.

“I wish we were together,” he then said.

“Well we could have been if you’d arranged it. You know where I live goddammit. And how many times have you said that? And I still haven’t seen you for years. Sometimes I think you’re just beastly to a fellow for the sake of it. You know a fellow sometimes feels lonely and needs another fellow to be his pal and just to be with him and yet you never are, are you? But I suppose that now you’re a famous writer of plays you don’t care for your little playmate any more.”

“Liz, if only you knew,” he said.

“If I only knew what?”

“Nothing.”

“If you don’t tell me, how can I possibly know what you’re talking about?” she said.

“Never mind that now,” he said. “I just wanted to say that I think of you, all the time, and that I want to see you so much and that we can’t go on like this, not seeing each other, I mean. Liz, I… I.”

She sensed something in his voice that disturbed her and she stubbed out her cigarette and told him to hold on while she got herself a drink. She returned to the phone with a tumbler half full of bourbon.

“Now, what is it, Rich?” she asked.

“I don’t know how to explain it, Liz,” he said. “But I feel desperate and so alone. Not alone from people. You know what I mean?”

“What is it you’re trying to say?”

“I don’t know, Liz. But maybe I do but can’t say it?”

She drank a good measure of her bourbon and asked him again and he answered again in a vague and unconvincing way.

“Rich, are you drunk?” she asked. “Maybe you should talk to me again another time? You’re not making any sense.”

“Okay,” he said. “I’m sorry if I sound like an idiot, but that’s because that’s what I am I suppose.”

“Now I know you are drunk,” she said. “But listen, Rich. Phone me anytime. And try to work out some time when we can see each other. Take care now, and lots of love.”

Elizabeth thought about Richard for a moment and wondered what it was that was troubling him and then she lost herself in thoughts about herself and dismissed him from her mind. Whatever she lacked in her life, she knew it wasn’t Richard.

Elizabeth went to her front door and opened it, looking out onto the drive. It had been snowing and the scene was one of winter in its most beautiful disguise, being seen from the inside. She’d wanted a cold breath of air but closed the door again quickly. It was very cold. She looked at herself again in the mirror.

“What’s to be done, Liz?” she said. “What am I doing here? What the hell happened? I’m starting to talk to myself. Perhaps I’m going bonkers.”

She finished her bourbon which had made her feel a little easier with herself but decided not to have another. She knew that if she had another drink she wouldn’t stop until she was unconscious. She drank out of boredom and she liked the inward concentration it gave her. She liked herself when she was drunk, but she didn’t want to like herself that way just yet. She knew she would drink later.

Richard crossed her mind again suddenly when she was sitting on an armchair in the drawing room, listening again to the radio. He was so like her she thought. They seemed to feel and think the same things and she did miss him even though it was so long since they’d seen each other. She loved him as her friend, which she knew was a very important kind of love, and it was as though she knew that because of him she would never be completely alone. If everything and everyone failed her there would always be, Rich. She smiled at the thought of him and then he left her again.

Christmas day, she said to herself. Of course, it was a midwinter pagan festival much older than Christianity. It had nothing to do with Christ, and people who said that the true meaning of Christmas had been lost in a welter of commercialism annoyed her. She wanted to tell them that the true meaning was to gorge in an excess of food and drink and hot sex under furs. There was much she wanted to tell people.

Tired of the radio programme as it had changed from music to talk and the way people spoke hesitantly and exaggeratedly on the radio annoyed her, she switched it off. People on the radio spoke sensually as though they were tasting the words she thought. She preferred the silence.

She pushed her hands through her long dark hair and thought she might have it cut. A complete change of style. It was something she thought of often but never did. Maybe this time she would. She looked at her hands. They felt moist.

Ennui, she thought. The terrible desperation of being alive. Things had to happen, all the time. Otherwise life was a hellish nightmare of static nothingness. She wondered how people in times past with so few external stimulants could bear it. They had sex almost continuously she concluded. That’s why religion was invented also. To explain the spaces between events.

She was healthy and clean and warm and fed and she should be happy and grateful for that, but she found gratitude irksome. She should demand these things. It was the way she hated people who having seen a disabled person turned and said, aren’t we lucky, or we think we’ve got problems. She hated a lot, she considered.

She switched on the television out of boredom but then switched it back off again. The grandmother clock chimed another hour and she thought, a little bit closer to death. I wonder how many heartbeats I’ve got left? The number must be finite and known. They say we’re made of stardust. I’m a little tiny spark of creation. The way it works is remarkable though. How all this mass of water and minerals makes me move and think. The lump in my head is the most remarkable though. All those little electronic explosions going on.

She lit a cigarette. I’m hastening my death, she thought as she exhaled the smoke. But we only really understand the immediate. Perhaps that’s why we’ve survived and conquered the planet? I want it and I want it now. Maybe it was the opposite, and forbearance was the answer. Preferring the greater but distant to the lesser but immediate? What am I thinking about? Internal gibbering. Can one think without language?

I wish I could switch myself off sometimes. Kill time. I wonder how much of our lives we wish away? That’s all we have, isn’t it, time. Tick tock, tick tock. Every fraction and beyond fraction of time I age and then I’ll be dead, forever, beyond when the Sun dies. Unimaginable. The only point is to be happy, like Koo Koo said. But how? Jesus, what a question that is. What is happy? Liz, you’re rambling again.

When I die, I want to be buried so I’ll rot. I must leave a will, or instructions or whatever. I wonder who’ll come to my funeral? What the hell does it matter anyway? I won’t be there. I remember reading about a man on death row in America who was to be executed the next day. He was asked what he wanted for his last meal. He told them and then asked if he would be brought back to the same cell after he was executed. He couldn’t understand that he’d be dead. I think he must have been retarded and that’s why a lot of people objected to the death penalty for him. Why? Surely it’s more acceptable to execute a retard rather than a normal person? Life at any cost? I think not. Some people needed aborting. I wonder if I’m a fascist at heart? It has been said.

She sat in the gathering darkness as the weak grey winter light failed, with her head and legs resting on the arms of the chair. She had blanked her mind and when she became aware of herself again she realised that it was possible to switch oneself off. Though it was impossible to do it at will. It just sort of happened when one wasn’t expecting it. She got up from the chair and switched two lamp lights on and drew the blinds. It was a large room but the two lights were enough as she didn’t want it too bright. She decided it was time for a drink and opened another bottle of Jim Beam. She liked bourbon because it was sort of smoky and sweet and grainy and had a kick to it. She didn’t like ice with it though, though she did like the way the ice cubes tinkled in American films.

“Here’s to you, Liz,” she said. “Merry Christmas. Jesus fucking Christ, what a sad bitch? This is the last one here, right?”

For the last couple of years she’d just been treading water and going nowhere it seemed. She’d had lots of short meaningless affairs and kept herself from a total descent into pointless indolence by keeping her job. She was on sabbatical she’d convinced herself, though what would come of it she had no idea. She had no plans and no notion of what it was she wanted or was capable of doing. It would come to her she’d convinced herself. But the idea that she wasn’t really capable of doing anything other than being herself was always with her, somewhere deep.

She could do what so many others did of course and marry and have children and it wasn’t as though she hadn’t had enough opportunities to do that, but the prospect appalled her. She was too selfish to devote herself to anyone or anything other than herself. She might die a bitter old maid, who’d been known in her later years for her eccentricity, living alone in the house. That was why she hadn’t got another cat after Tom had been run over. One cat would lead to dozens and she would be found dead and half-eaten by the cats having expired without being discovered for days. She shuddered and smiled at the same time.

Her tumbler full of bourbon seemed to last no time and she found herself refilling it to the top before she sat down again.

Alcoholism is a good excuse for failure, she considered as the whiskey caught the back of her throat and made her gasp. But it is too commonplace. Becoming a bag lady would be far too uncomfortable anyway. If I am going to exist at all it must be in physical comfort, she thought. Drugs were interesting and she still indulged occasionally but the lifestyle was squalid rather than romantic and she had no great talent to waste through them, which was the only real reason for becoming an addict anyway. The world simply did not distress her enough.

She drank and ate peanuts from a little silver bowl and thought about what else she needed but couldn’t decide what it was. She was getting frustrated and restless and thought about being with people but realised that she didn’t want to be. What did they have to offer? She thought. Talk and maybe later, feeling. And people only ever really talked about themselves. And feeling could be done at anytime, with anyone. She felt like screaming but didn’t because there was no one to hear her. There’s got to be more to it than this, she said to herself. There’s just got to be. There’s got to be more to me.
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Charles drove through the flat countryside on a cold January morning, travelling from his home to the university. He was starting his second term as a history teacher there and was in quite a bright mood as he didn’t hate his job. That was something to be grateful for he thought, as millions could not say that. He was even whistling a nameless tune to himself.

He’d been lucky enough to find a small former farm cottage a few miles out of town which was in decent condition but not too expensive. It did need a lot doing to it however. The roof leaked and there was damp in the kitchen but on the whole he was rather pleased with it and even enjoyed the prospect of repairing and decorating and furnishing it. It was the first place that was really his own and having a mortgage made him feel like a proper grown-up at last. He was thirty one.

He didn’t have any lectures or tutorials that day, it being the first day of term after New Year, but he had many things to do. He prided himself on being a conscientious teacher as he loved his subject and cared for his students. He thought he might have a satisfying and comfortable future.

He found a space in the arts and humanities complex car park and walked with a lively pace to his office carrying his briefcase and an armful of files. Having greeted everyone he met on his way, sensing the feeling of excitement and camaraderie that people feel when returning to work if they’re happy there, he entered his office and after placing his case and files on top of his large metal desk he sat back in his swivel chair. He clasped his hands at the back of his head and did a three hundred and sixty degree turn.

He telephoned the library and asked how many copies of Tawney’s Religion and the Rise of Capitalism they had and held on while they checked the computer. It would be heavily used this term and they would need at least a dozen copies, maybe more, he thought. They only had eight and he wondered if it was possible to get more.

Elizabeth told him he’d have to speak to the librarian but that he wasn’t there at the moment and asked if he could phone back later. Charles said he’d come over after lunch. She made a note of his name, Charles Turner, history, and said she’d tell the librarian. He thanked her and rang off.

For lunch he went to the common room and bought a smoked turkey and salad sandwich and a coffee from Molly the canteen lady. She spoke with the broadest cockney accent he’d ever heard, but everyone loved Molly, and that was just part of what she was. Indeed, she simply wouldn’t have been the same without it.

He preferred not to go back to his office but instead spoke to a few of the students in the common room while had ate his sandwich. He liked their company and still considered himself to be young, like them. Some of the other teachers at the university wouldn’t have been seen dead in the common room, mixing with the students, at any cost. For him, it was a part of the university life he enjoyed.

At just after two o’clock he climbed the steps to the library building. He went to the reception desk and told the girl there his name and asked to the see the librarian. He’d phoned earlier, he said.

The girl was beautiful. There was no other word to describe her. She had long dark hair, dark brown, with a sheen to it where the light caught it. Her eyes were a deep blue and her skin was like alabaster. The arrangement of her features seemed perfect but at the same time interesting and full of character. She smiled at him and he felt something which could only be described as desire rising within him. It was a definite physical sensation.

“Yes, it was me you spoke to,” Elizabeth said. “I’m afraid the librarian isn’t back yet. He’s still in a meeting. I don’t know how to help you really. I’ll tell him you need more copies of the Tawney book, but I think you’ll have to speak to him yourself. I’m sorry you’ve had a wasted journey.”

“It wasn’t wasted,” he heard himself saying. “I mean, it was hardly a journey. I can come back another time. Later today, or maybe tomorrow. I’ll need the extra copies as soon as possible though.”

“I’ll tell him,” she said.

“Thanks for your help.”

“I’m sorry.”

“There’s no need.”

She watched him as he patted the top of the desk and then turned to go. He’d seemed awkward somehow, but he was nice. He was quite ordinary looking she thought, with short dark hair and quite a sallow complexion, but his eyes were attractive, green or hazel, and he had a pleasant expression and bearing. She thought she might have seen him once or twice before around the university but hadn’t really taken any notice of him. Charles Turner, history.

Charles went back into his office and noted in his diary a call to the librarian the following morning and then thought about the girl. He hadn’t asked her name.

He’d been on his own now for nearly a year and he didn’t like it. He enjoyed sharing things with people. Alison, his last girlfriend who he thought was in love with him had decided to leave quite suddenly in March of the previous year. She had gone to find herself as she put it, answering an advertisement in a magazine for a companion on a round the world trip. It had knocked him sideways at the time and it was only his new job and new home that had distracted him from the loss of her. He still missed her though. The human contact. The girl in the library would suit him just fine he thought, and for the first time since Alison he seriously considered plucking up the courage to ask someone out. At least he knew where he could find her if ever he did have the courage. He would, soon, he hoped.

He left the university just after five o’clock and drove through the town before reaching the flat countryside on the way to his house. As the first fields appeared he saw walking ahead on the right side of the road the figure of the girl from the library. She was unmistakable even from a distant back view in the almost darkness. Her hair was blowing in the gentle breeze and she walked like a model with that subtle yet exaggerated slink of the hips. She was wearing flat white shoes and a royal blue full length coat that hugged her figure. She had a light brown leather bag slung over her shoulder.

He drove to a little ahead of her and then pulled over to the side, waiting for her to walk past.

“Hello, again,” he said, having wound down the window as she approached.

She peered into the car for a moment, not recognising him.

“Oh, hello,” she then said. “What are you doing out here? Do you live out this way?”

“Yes, I’m on my way home now,” he said. “Can I give you a lift?”

“Oh, no. It’s okay. If I cut across the fields here,” she said, pointing to a path leading to the big houses at the edge of the town, “I’ll be home.”

“Let me give you a lift anyway,” he said, without allowing himself to think.

“There’s really no point,” she said. “It’ll take longer than it would take me to walk.”

“Let me take you somewhere,” he said.

“What?”

“Let me take you somewhere. How about a drink? Or something to eat? Anything?”

She looked at him, bending down to see through the open car window and she liked the way he pleaded with his eyes.

“Okay,” she said. “Let’s go for something to eat.”

He smiled as she rounded the car to get into the passenger seat and he watched her closely as she sat down and closed the car door and put on her seat belt. She then looked at him and asked with her eyes where they were going. He drove off, having a place in mind.

She smelled of faint scent, something dry and exclusive and he kept looking at her beautiful legs which she had pressed together below her opened coat. She asked if he minded if she smoked and he said that he didn’t. She noticed however that the ashtray in his car was empty and had clearly hardly ever been used.

“I normally drive to work,” she said. “But the bugger wouldn’t start this morning. It isn’t far for me to walk though. And sometimes I quite enjoy it, if it isn’t too bad a day.”

“How long have you worked at the university?” he asked.

“A couple of years.”

“Longer than me, then.”

“Yes, I don’t really remember you being there for very long. I mean, I think I’ve seen you a couple of times, but that’s all.”

“I only started in the autumn,” he said, trying to keep his eyes off her and on the road.

“My name’s Elizabeth, by the way,” she said.

“I’m Charles.”

“Yes, I know.”

The flat dark countryside slipped past them and the lingering snow in corners of fields reminded them that it was still midwinter. Otherwise they were warm in their new found company and felt at ease with each other, which was unusual, especially for Charles.

He drove to a country house hotel and parked in the forecourt. Elizabeth looked at the front of the building, which was illuminated by green spotlights, and gave out a little gasp. As they got out of the car she stood back and looked at it again as though reluctant to enter.

“What’s the matter?” Charles asked. “If you don’t like it we can go somewhere else.”

“No, no, it isn’t that,” she said. “It’s… I’ve been somewhere like this before, and something terrible happened afterwards. But I’m just being stupid. Let’s go in.”

They sat in the dining room, which was empty except for two other people sitting on the far side of the room near a large stone fireplace. Elizabeth and Charles sat near the window.

“All of these places look the same, don’t they,” she said. “There must be thousands of them all over the country. They even smell the same. But I’m not sure that I don’t like it. They’re supposed to make people feel that they live here, aren’t they?”

“Yes, I think that’s the idea,” he said, looking from his menu to her.

“You know, I’m really not very hungry. It’s rather early yet. I think I’ll have a blackberry pancake. Are you hungry?”

“Not especially,” he said.

“It was my idea to come for something to eat as well wasn’t it? But you go ahead, if you are I mean, hungry, that is. You have what you want. Don’t think that you can’t just because I’m only having a pancake.”

He smiled at her and folded his menu.

“Would you like to go for a drink first? We can always eat later if you like.”

“Yes, that’s a good idea,” she said. “I feel in need of a scotch.”

“You seem nervous,” he said.

“Yes, weird isn’t it. I don’t know why.”

They found a secluded spot in one of the bars and sat opposite each other at a small table. They were both drinking whisky.

“What was it you were saying before?” he asked. “About something awful happening in a place like this? Maybe that’s what’s making you nervous?”

She looked into his eyes. He had a kind expression and seemed genuinely interested. She had known he was interested from the beginning of course.

“It didn’t happen in a place like this,” she said. “It was afterwards. And I’ve been to dozens of places like this since, but something tonight made me think of it. I stayed in a similar hotel with someone and shortly afterwards he killed himself. It isn’t that I feel responsible or anything like that, I mean, being honest, I hardly knew him, and it isn’t something I think about much. I don’t know why I mentioned it really.”

“It must have been upsetting for you, even so,” he said.

“I suppose it was. But it was a long time ago now. And anyway, let’s not be so depressing. I’m all right, really. I was just in a strange mood, that’s all. I’m feeling much better now. Let’s have another drink. Why are bar measures so ridiculously small?”

Charles had already decided he liked her, not just how she looked, but from what she’d said. He felt that anxious panicky sensation of excitement rising within him that comes with meeting someone new who you think could change your life. He just knew that he wanted to be with her, perhaps always. He swallowed hard and frowned. It wasn’t what she’d said but the way that she’d said it. After all, she’d hardly said anything.

The particular bar of the hotel they were in had the heads of dead animals mounted on the walls with little brass plates underneath them giving the name of each particular beast. From where she was sitting Elizabeth could read, Red Deer and Wildcat. The red deer simply looked shocked but the wildcat looked distinctly annoyed with its teeth bared and ears pressed back close to its head. The walls were draped occasionally with different patterned tartans and there were basket-hilted swords crossed behind round buckler shields mounted between them.

“Why are there Scottish things here?” she asked.

“It’s the Caledonia Hotel,” he said, amused.

“But what’s it doing here?”

“I think a Scottish person probably owns or owned it”

She thought for a moment. “Probably,” she then said. “Grotesque, though, aren’t they? The dead animals I mean.”

“Different sensibilities from a different age,” he said.

“Do you think people were crueller, or more indifferent to suffering in past times?”

“No, I don’t think human nature has changed since we emerged from the primeval slime. Our capacity for cruelty and indifference hasn’t diminished. There are plenty of examples in our own time.”

She nodded and then tilted her head back and drew in a breath through her beautifully narrow nostrils. He waited for her to exhale, knowing that she was going to speak.

“But we are more civilised now, surely? I mean, we don’t hang children for stealing bread, or chain-up lunatics in bedlam, or send unmarried mothers to reformatories, and people do protest about cruelty to animals like fox hunting and battery chickens, don’t they?”

“Yes, but it’s a veneer,” he said. “Human nature hasn’t changed, we just understand it more and try to control it through conscience. If a public hanging were held on any town green there would be crowds of people there to watch it, if only some of them were there to say how terrible it was. Think of what’s in yourself, all of what’s in yourself honestly and you’ll know what we’re capable of.”

“What a thing to say,” she said. “If I did that I’d know there was no hope for any of us.”

Elizabeth was wearing a light blue heavy cotton dress with a subtle dark yellow pattern which was cut low and attractively revealed her cleavage. He watched as she breathed and admired her seemingly flawless milky white skin. After several double scotches he had drunk far more than he had intended but was in a mood not to care. Elizabeth, it seemed to him was unaffected. The bar was full now and the rumble of talking acted as a concentrating background. He literally could only see and hear her.

“History involves a lot, doesn’t it,” she said. “Politics and philosophy and economics and geography, and… well, everything. Is that what it means? His story? I’ve always wondered. Apart from the exclusive gender I mean?”

“Yes, it does, really. Are you interested in history?” he asked, feeling that his voice sounded flat and uninteresting, like a boring lecturer.

“Yes, of course,” she said. “Who couldn’t be? The human condition and all that.”

“That’s philosophy isn’t it?”

“I thought we’d agreed that history includes philosophy?”

“Yes, of course we had.”

A middle-aged man wearing a blazer with a military badge on it asked Charles if anyone was sitting in the chairs next to theirs and then sat down with his companion who was wearing a silver dress and smelled of too much sweet perfume. With the break in their conversation, Elizabeth chose then to visit the ladies room. Charles bought more drinks while she was away.

“Tell me more, Charles Turner, history,” she said when she returned.

“More of what?” he asked.

“More of you. I don’t know anything about you. Tell me your deepest secret fear.”

He looked at her with a deep concentration, right into her eyes, and smiled. She was leaning forward with her hands clasped together under her chin.

“Are you serious?” he asked.

“You’d better believe it,” she said.

“I can’t,” he said. “I don’t know what it is myself.”

“Yes you do.”

“I don’t.”

“Don’t lie to me.”

“Really, I don’t. I’m not lying to you,” he said.

He took a drink and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand feeling the hot whisky hit his empty stomach. He wasn’t used to drinking so much and wasn’t sure how he seemed. That was the most important thing to him. How she saw him.

“Let me tell you something,” she said. “You’re happy doing what you do and you’ll probably do it until you’re too old to do it any more. I’d guess you’re about thirty and that you’ve been what most people call in love two or three times in your life. You’re on your own now though, I think. You’re clever, obviously, and you’re a nice, civilised person. You probably even care about people. You also feel, quite rightly probably, that you’ve got a lot to offer anyone you might like to take up with because you’re not bad looking and you’ve got an intellect and a good job. You’re comfortable with yourself in many ways, but not all. You fancy me, again of course, and that’s why you stopped in your car when you saw me walking and asked me out. You’re wondering many things about me and yet you haven’t asked me anything apart from about something I’d already said. You’re still pleased with yourself for having had the courage to stop instead of driving past me, aren’t you?”

Charles continued to look into her eyes without speaking, as though she’d held him in some kind of spell. He raised his glass to his lips and didn’t feel himself drinking. Elizabeth drew back and sat up straight, placing the palms of her hands flat on the table.

“You think that I might be right for you because you like the way I look and talk. You think I’m probably quite bright but would even so be grateful to be with someone like you. In matters such as these you are timeless human nature in the raw. You want to love and possess and give of yourself and to take. And quite frankly, I don’t know what the hell I’m talking about and I’ve been waiting for you to stop me. Why don’t you stop me?”

He sat back in his chair, feeling for the first time the slick material of the chair under his clammy thighs. He didn’t know what to say to her and so he didn’t say anything and went to the bar again and ordered more whiskies. When he returned she was seemingly lost in thought with a smile of inner amusement on her face.

“You know a lot,” he said as he sat down again across the table from her. “But as you said, very few questions have been asked about you.”

“You haven’t asked them,” she said.

“You must know that being the person I am, as you have described, that I couldn’t ask.”

“Yes,” she said, thoughtfully. “I haven’t been fair with you. You were at a disadvantage from the start. But it was also your choice from the beginning. You shouldn’t have stopped. You shouldn’t have expected what you did. I might like you. I might care for you. But if you want to be my friend or lover or whatever, you have to understand what you’re letting yourself in for. Do you understand me? Nod your head if you understand me.”

He nodded and moved his chair a few inches as the couple next to them made movements indicating that they wanted to leave. The gentleman in the blazer smiled and also nodded to Elizabeth as he manoeuvred past them, though for quite a different reason.

By this time it was clear to Charles that Elizabeth was in charge. Things were not going as he had expected. In fact he was rather taken aback by her. This was not the usual introductory small talk. He realised he had seriously underestimated her. This was not simply a beautiful girl who worked in the library. He wasn’t sure he should get involved, but he couldn’t help himself. She fascinated him.

“It’s your turn,” she said.

“My turn for what?”

“To make a speech.”

“I haven’t got one prepared.”

“You’re not dull, are you? I can stand anything but dullness. I don’t think you are. You haven’t appeared to be so far. You seem quite interesting really. Don’t disillusion me.”

“I really don’t know what to say. I’m frightened of saying the wrong thing, and appearing dull.”

“Don’t be frightened,” she said.

“You are frightening.”

She laughed, throwing her head back. Her mouth was small and her lips were quite thin but beautifully shaped he noticed. She was wearing almond coloured lipstick. Her laugh was mocking.

“I think you might be cruel, as well,” he said.

“I have an evil laugh, I know. Like a witch’s cackle. But you mustn’t judge me yet. Let’s give each other a chance, shall we?”

She smiled warmly at him, and asked him the same question again but this time with her eyes. He nodded and they clinked their glasses together and drank.

“I’ve been in a funny mood tonight,” she said. “You said I seemed nervous earlier, and then I became aggressive, didn’t I? I’m sorry. I’m really not such an awful person. Honestly.”

She had rested her chin on her upturned palms, again leaning with her elbows on the table and she fluttered her eyelashes. He smiled at her, again drawn deep into her eyes.

“Are you hungry yet?” he asked.

“Yes, I could eat something now. Scotch makes me ravenous, sometimes. I could eat a nice thick bloody steak.”

The dining room was more crowded than it had been earlier but they were able to sit at the same table by the window. They were drawn to it by a notion of the flimsiest familiarity.

Charles asked for a steak also, but well-done. Elizabeth said she wanted hers barely dead. They ate, enjoying it, relieved perhaps to do something so natural, without having to think, or think of something to say. They devoured the meat and the french fries and the salad and even the bread rolls. They then came up for air, contented.

“Hmn, that was lovely,” she said. “Nothing like a slab of dead cow to satisfy the appetite. We are naturally carnivores, aren’t we?”

“Oh yes,” he said. “That’s why we’re vicious killers. The killer instinct in us has made us invincible. Killing and cunning and reason. A terrifying combination.”

He wiped his mouth with a napkin and asked a passing waitress to bring them some scotches. He was already drunk, he knew, but the meal had given him the illusion of sobriety, and he didn’t care whether he was drunk or not anyway. The prospect of having to drive again hadn’t occurred to him. He couldn’t keep his eyes off Elizabeth. He had watched her as she ate and loved every movement of her mouth. He could feel himself becoming ridiculously besotted with her and he liked it.

“You know the way sometimes they show a twenty-four-hour clock to describe the history of the Earth and point out that Man arrived about two seconds before midnight?” she said. “Well doesn’t that sort of put things in perspective? History means our history, doesn’t it? What happened before doesn’t count, does it? You know, dinosaurs and amoebas and things?”

“No, it doesn’t count.”

“What was the point of it then?”

He smiled at her.

“You don’t believe in asking easy questions do you?”

“There’s not much point in that either, is there?”

He shook his head.

“But some things are unanswerable.”

“Nonsense. All things must be known or knowable. There must be a reason for everything.”

“I stopped trying to find out what, some time ago,” he said.

“You gave up you mean.”

“Yes. I retired defeated.”

“I shall never admit defeat,” she said with mock arrogance. “And if there is a God, he’ll answer to me. I’m telling you. He’ll wish he never had no beginning.”

Charles laughed and focused on his glass.

“I Wouldn’t like to be in his shoes,” he said.

“I wonder what size he takes?”

“English or continental?”

“Good answer. That’s better. Now you’re getting the hang of it.”

“I’m glad you approve,” he said.

“I’m sorry. But you must learn to play properly. It’ll save so much time once you know the rules. I’ll teach you, don’t worry.”

He thought that she must mean they would see each other again, socially that is, and the prospect gladdened him. He didn’t say anything, but thought for a moment, afraid to press her.

“Yes, you are interesting enough for me to spend some of my time with you,” she said, reading his thoughts. “But I warn you. You might not get what you expect.”

“I don’t expect anything,” he said. “I’m just glad I’m going to see more of you.”

“I might possibly remind you of that,” she said. “But you’re lying when you say you don’t expect anything. We always expect things from other people. You expect some kind of happiness, otherwise what would be the point?”

“I can’t… can’t answer you,” he said.

“You don’t know me well enough yet. You’re still too polite to put me down. Or at least try to. You’ll learn.”

Elizabeth smiled at him and took another drink. She didn’t like herself much tonight. She knew she hadn’t been kind to him and sometimes it seemed that someone else was using her mouth to speak with. It was her mood, she knew. Even the drink hadn’t mellowed her much. It didn’t seem to matter though. He was still looking at her like one smitten.

She liked how he looked more, now that she was used to looking at him, and though he certainly wasn’t handsome and didn’t have real presence, he was engaging in a certain way. Nice, was the word, she thought. Her first impression had been right.

“Why do you think people always seem to pair off?” she said. “Life seems to consist of a series of pairings. Like it’s a story of interactions, involving lots of people in peripheral ways but usually, intensely, one other person at a time. Is it because we don’t feel we’re enough, as individuals I mean? Is it really the mirror syndrome? That we need someone more intimate than others to show us our reflection? Or maybe each person we meet reflects us back in some way, in varying degrees depending on how close we are to them? What do you think?”

Her white face framed by her dark hair, and her deep blue eyes had drawn him in again and he just sat there looking at her.

“Hello, Charles. Is there anybody in there?”

“Sorry,” he said quickly. “It makes sense. What you said about it depending on how well you knew someone. Every meeting gives you a reflection of some kind. Even a glance in the street.”

She pondered for a moment, and nodded to herself more than to him. She then drained her glass.

“More whisky?” she asked.

“Are you?”

“Of course.”

“Yes, then,” he said.

“Don’t feel you have to. I’m a well known dipso in these parts. There’s nothing I hate more than an unwilling drunk. Well, actually, there are several things I hate more but I wanted to make a point.”

“I’m not unwilling,” he said. “I like drinking, but I’m not used to quite so much this early in the evening. I wasn’t prepared to match your amazing capacity but I’m going to give it a damn good try. I’ve got a lecture to give tomorrow morning and I know I’m going to feel awful, but what the hell?”

“That’s the spirit. I’ll ruin your life yet,” she said. “The fucking students won’t notice anyway. They’ll all be hung over themselves.”

“What about you?” he asked. “Are you in work tomorrow?”

“Me? Oh, yes. Obscene isn’t it? But it doesn’t matter. I mean, a trained monkey could do what I do. What I do isn’t exactly of earth shattering importance, is it. I’ll just snarl at the students more than usual, that’s all. And if someone phones asking how many copies of Religion and the Rise of Capitalism we’ve got I’ll just tell them to fuck off. Does that sound reasonable?”

“Very reasonable,” he said, watching her closely. “I’ll get us a taxi later. I don’t want to kill anyone tonight. I’ll pick up the car tomorrow.”

She almost asked him why they weren’t going to stay at the hotel but decided not to. She did, after all, want to keep every option with him open. Maybe she could use his shyness to her advantage. She hadn’t decided what she was going to do with him yet.

“Where do you live?” she asked.

“About two miles from where I picked you up. Along the same road. It’s a small farm cottage. It’s not quite on the main road, but near to it. You live in one of those big houses on the edge of town, don’t you? From what you said?”

“Yes. It’s my parent’s house really, well, my mother’s, but I live there mostly on my own. God, that sounds awful doesn’t it? Still living in my parents’ house and I’m twenty six. It just seemed to work out that way. Still, I don’t suppose I’d live there if I had to share it with them. But that’s really shattered my image of mystique, hasn’t it. I should have lied to you.”

“Images seem to matter to you,” he said.

“Now you’re getting bolder. Though I wouldn’t probe too deeply if I were you. You might not like what you discover.”

He drank a glass of whisky in one swallow, used to it by now, and found himself feeling emboldened, as she had said.

“But I want to discover whatever there is to discover about you. That’s surely the point, whether I like it or not. All things must be known or knowable, remember?”

Elizabeth smiled at him with heavy eyelids and swung her glass to her lips. She had the most beautiful hands he noticed.

“You’re doing okay, Charles Turner,” she said. “Maybe I’ll let you in a little way. Who knows? We’ll have to see.”

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“What?”

“Your surname? You know mine.”

“Oh, Howard,” she said.

He nodded.

“Elizabeth Howard. That name might be important to me.”

“It might. Again, we’ll have to see.”

“You’re very… very sure of yourself,” he said. “I mean, you don’t give much, do you? You make me feel like you’re throwing scraps to a dog.”

“Good,” she said. “That was the idea. I have to be sure of myself because nobody else is. I know I might seem arrogant, but that’s because I am. I know you expected to impress me, and that’s a pretty natural thing to want to do, but I can’t allow it you see? I have to be in control. Maybe because I am trying to hide something. Maybe because I’m frightened too? And there, now you’ve made me admit another weakness.”

“I don’t believe it,” he said. “I can’t imagine you being frightened of anything. I’ve known you for what? A few hours? And I’ve never known anyone remotely like you. You seem… invincible.”

“I seem like a hard bitch, you mean. But thank you for saying that, about being unique. To an ego such as mine that is meat and drink and nectar and manna, and oxygen to a diseased lung. If you’re going to continue in this vein I’ll like you even more than I do now.”

“You mean you like me already in some way then?” he asked.

“You already know that I do. I’ve already told you that. Don’t fish for further compliments.”

Elizabeth looked across at him and studied him through partly drunken but still interested eyes. He was wearing a not quite black two piece suit, the jacket having narrow lapels, and a plain white open necked shirt. His shoulders were nicely wide and the way he moved indicated that he was slim. She could see that also, because his shirt, as he was sitting, did not bulge tightly over his belt. He was not tall and even perhaps a little below average, though taller than she was enough for it to not matter.

His complexion was sallow, as she had noticed earlier, but it also had a pink or rather dark red blush beneath it which made him seem quite rosy cheeked in the light. His hair was very dark, darker than hers, and short, almost close cropped, but not quite. It was also straight and fine though, from what little she could see of it. His eyes were that kind of flat grey-green-hazel colour so common amongst people whose eyes were neither true blue nor true brown. He was not handsome but neither was he ugly. He was, to an uninterested eye, ordinary, but not unpleasant to look at. A face in a crowd, perhaps. Unremarkable.

Elizabeth listened to the extraneous noises of the dining room and held her head in her hands, keeping her eyes fixed on Charles. Her cheeks felt hot on her palms.

“Why do we come to places like this?” she asked with her lips puckered from the pressure of her hands. “Or have I already asked that? The number of times I’ve been to places like this and sat talking like we are now. It indicates a dearth of imagination somehow, don’t you think?”

“Do you mean personally or collectively?”

“Both,” she said.

“We’re back to the human condition again.”

“Most of life is just so predictable and boring.”

“I think it’s miraculous,” he said. “Whether it has any meaning or not is irrelevant. Being alive is astonishing. We don’t appreciate just how lucky we are to be intelligent sentient beings. The chain of events that’s made us so is extraordinary whether by chance or design.”

“Design? You mean God or something?”

“More likely, something.”

“Time is funny, isn’t it? Why do things take time? And sea horses. I’ve always wondered why they are. Why are there so many forms of life? Like ladybirds and octopuses, or is it octopi? There’s just got to be a reason.”

“Again, a matter for the philosophers.”

“A matter for us all.”

“You’re right. of course. But sometimes just living is enough.”

It was some moments before she spoke. It was her turn to make something of a reassessment. She enjoyed talking to him. He was clearly an interesting person. And she was lonely she realised. An awful admission for her to make. Maybe she needed him.

“Are you, Charles or Charlie or Chas or Chuck?” she asked, wanting to talk to him but momentarily running out of things to say.

“Charles,” he said, surprised by the question.

“They call Prince Charles, Prince Chuck, in America don’t they?”

“I don’t think Chuck would suit me somehow,” he said.

“No,” she said, laughing. “You’re definitely a Charles.”

“And you are an Elizabeth or a Liz or an Eliza or a Beth or a Bette or a Betty or a Bess or a Bessie?”

She laughed again.

“Elizabeth, or Liz. I don’t think I’m a Bessie.”

“No,” he said, laughing also. “You’re not a Bessie.”

The long dark winter night made it seem later than it actually was and they were both tired and quite drunk but neither of them wanted to broach the subject of leaving. They felt comfortable with each other still, as they had from the beginning, and, if anything, were more interested in each other than before. More so for Elizabeth. Charles began to feel his head reel as they drank more whiskies.

“I can see I’m going to have to go into training in order to keep up with you,” he said. “I haven’t drunk so much for a long time.”

“You’re doing okay,” she said. “I’ve never met anyone who can drink me under the table. I’m quite proud of the fact. I’m not exactly sure why.”

“It takes great mental effort and concentration to remain conscious and coherent after drinking several gallons of alcohol. You should be pleased with your proud record.”

“I’m a drunken slag in other words,” she said smiling.

“Yes. I suppose so.”

They laughed again and she said she was dying for a cigarette.

“Those things will kill you,” he said.

“Something’s got to,” she answered. “I’m wary of people who don’t smoke. They’re afraid of getting cancer or heart disease and dying. Cowardice, I call it.”

“I’ve never heard it put like that before, but you’re quite right of course.”

“I’m always right, and you would do well to remember that,” she said.

“I’ll try,” he said. “But you must be patient with me. I’m new at this particular game. And you did tell me you’d teach me the rules.”

“And so I shall.”

They talked and drank and by eleven o’clock it was clear to them both that if they didn’t go home then, they never would. It was Charles who first suggested that they should do so, reluctantly, but still with the faintest notion of having something he had to do the next day. Elizabeth nodded, pleased by the fact that he and not she had done so. She still hated the idea of saying the party was over.

In the taxi on the way home, with Elizabeth being dropped off first, she said that as he’d left his car in the hotel car park, she would pick him up in the morning, as someone from the garage should have been to fix her car earlier today. He gave her his address and instructions of how exactly to get there and said he hoped she wouldn’t regret her generosity in the morning when she woke with her brain too big to fit inside her skull.

As the taxi stopped outside her house she leaned across and kissed him full on the lips with her hands pressed to the back of his head. His hair felt soft and yet slightly prickly because it was so short. She felt wonderful to him as their faces met, and he put his arms around her and gave her a gentle squeeze. Alone in the back of the taxi on his way home, he smiled to himself and closed his eyes, picturing her in his mind.
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CHAPTER TEN
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The night air was heavy with heat as Richard stood at the window and watched as fat moths beat against the glass trying to get in at the light. It was late but only just dark and the park had only recently become empty. The square was filled with quiet birdsong.

His shirt was sticking to him and he could feel the sweat running down his back, and beading on his forehead. His glass of beer, only recently from the fridge was already almost warm. He breathed heavily.

“The heat, the flies, those damned drums. Will they never stop?” he said.

“We don’t want them to stop,” Miranda said as she joined him at the window. “When they stop it means they’re coming for us. My God, listen, they’ve stopped.”

“It’s all right,” he said. “I’ve got one bullet left in my revolver. I won’t let them take you alive.”

“I think I’d rather you did,” she said.

Miranda was an actress. She and Richard had met when she was cast in one of his plays. She played the second female and was the best thing about the production he thought. New drama was always difficult to produce, and was confined to the minority media, but he had been lucky enough to have had three productions in the last two years, all as part of themed series, one of which had been commissioned. He was making just enough money to live reasonably on, though it was radio drama that was his staple. The small but almost regular income he gained from it gave him an illusion of security. He sometimes wished he was a professional something or other working nine to five with a company car and a pension, but not often.

Sometimes, if he happened to wake early or had been up all night, he would watch as people in the square left for work in the morning looking fraught and miserable, and would think how lucky he was in some ways. Time was freedom he thought.

Miranda finished her beer and went to the fridge for another. He asked her to get him another also. He felt as though he was sweating more liquid than he was drinking.

She was wearing a light green and white striped shirt and pale blue jeans with white pumps. She had a shock of gloriously golden red hair and beautifully smooth skin which one normally would have expected to be freckled but wasn’t. Her eyes were pale blue. Richard turned to watch her as she reached into the fridge.

“The strong ones,” he said.

“Which are they?”

“The ones at the back. The black cans.”

She poured the beer into their glasses as they didn’t like the taste drinking straight from the can.

“This stuff is so sweet,” she said, grimacing as she drank. “Isn’t this what they call tramp-juice?”

“You get used to it,” he said.

“It knocks your head off you mean.”

“That is a plus point.”

“What does the thermometer say?” she asked.

“Twenty seven.”

“What’s that in old money?”

“About eighty.”

“I like it that way better. It sounds more.”

“All things to excess,” he said.

“Open the window. Maybe there’s a breeze.”

“I don’t want the insects to get in.”

“Maybe if we explain to them, that you’re frightened of them I mean, they’ll understand and stay outside.”

“I’m not frightened of them. I just think they’re hideous.”

“They probably think you are too,” she said.

“That is a matter of the greatest indifference to me.”

She placed her hand on his shoulder and looked out of the window with him.

“You’re right. they are hideous,” she said as a big brown furry moth flew directly into the glass and stunned for a second, then repeated the attempt to get in. “Their memory retention must be non-existent.”

“I don’t suppose they actually think,” he said.

“Do they have brains at all?”

“I suppose there must be some kind of brain, to make them move.”

“I think we’ve exhausted the moth conversation, don’t you?” she said.

“Yes, how did we get into this anyway?”

“Opening the window.”

“Oh, yes. Are you hungry?” he then asked suddenly.

“No, it’s too hot to eat. Why? Are you?”

“No, not especially. I just can’t remember when we ate last.”

“Lunchtime. We had pizza at Umberto’s.”

“Was that today?”

“The memory retention of a moth is no longer a matter for concern,” she said.

They sat down together on the settee and drank more beer. Miranda then got quickly up again and put some music on the stereo. She sat back down, leaning away from him and resting on the arm. She drew her legs up underneath her.

“When was it you knew him?” she asked.

“Who?”

“Daniel Howard.”

“Oh, years ago. It must be… oh, years now.”

“You were friends with his daughter?”

“Yes, she was my best friend. I still write to her, and phone sometimes. When was it you worked with him?”

“Three years ago, at the Barbican. I had the tiniest part. It was only marginally better than playing a tree. He was brilliant though. The party after the run was unbelievable. I was drunk for weeks. He seemed like a really lovely man. Did you like him?”

“Yes. I didn’t know him well of course. He was my school friend’s father. But he always seemed nice.”

“Your school friend, not your girlfriend?”

“Well, yes, my girlfriend, I suppose. We were very young of course.”

“Old enough though. I had my first boyfriend when I was thirteen.”

“Yes.”

The night cooled a little, though it was still oppressively hot, and they found themselves falling into a languid stupor brought on by the heavy atmosphere and many strong beers. Neither of them had the will to go to bed and lie there on top of the duvet, restless and steaming, and so they almost fell asleep where they were, listening to the music, and occasionally speaking disjointedly to each other, making irrelevant statements or asking questions without expecting answers. The recording ended and they sat in silence for a time and then fell fully asleep.

They woke to the renewed chorus of birdsong, this time with the light beginning to stream in from the new day.

Miranda looked about her with bleary eyes and gingerly sat upright, nursing her cramped legs. Her mouth was dry and she went to the fridge to get a drink of orange juice. It was going to be another bakingly hot day she knew, from the forecast and from the already blindingly blue sky outside. It was cool at the moment, but she knew it wouldn’t last.

They took a lukewarm shower together and dressed in light summer clothes. He wore a short sleeved white cotton shirt with light-brown trousers and black trainers and she wore a black and white polka dot dress with her white pumps. They had thought about going to bed for an hour or two, as neither of them had slept very comfortably on the settee, but they decided against it. It seemed a pity to waste the day. It was a Saturday morning.

They had cereal with ice-cold milk, and coffee for breakfast, and listened to the radio. It was a pop channel and the DJ was relentlessly upbeat, but he did play some good summertime music. The babble between records was simply sound without meaning.

They were going out for the day but it hadn’t yet been decided where. Each suggestion did not meet with the approval of the other. They couldn’t make up their minds if they wanted to be with other people or alone together. With other people, or at least where other people went, was finally decided upon.

The seaside was too far, but there was a fair on in one of the parks and that was considered a strong possibility.

“But will there be a roller-coaster?” she asked.

“I don’t know if they have mobile roller-coasters.”

“Will there be gypsies there? Handsome ones with dark curly hair and earrings, leaping from dodgem to dodgem?”

“I think there might be.”

“What about freaks? Will they have sideshows with Siamese twins and bearded ladies?”

“I wouldn’t count on that. I don’t think that kind of thing is allowed anymore.”

“Pity. Life is so sanitized now. It’s like the elimination of true poverty. There was a time when us Toffs could get absolutely anything we wanted by throwing a few coins to the peasants.”

“Is that what we are? Toffs?”

“Of course we are. I know you have delusions of being a working class hero, but you’re hardly one of the angry young men, now are you? Those times are long past.”

“You sound like her sometimes,” he said.

“Like who?”

“Elizabeth Howard. Daniel’s daughter.”

“Do I? Is that good?”

“Yes, I suppose it is. But she did talk the most awful drivel sometimes.”

“Is that a roundabout way of telling me I’m talking drivel?” she asked, before draining her coffee cup.

He smiled at her and raised his eyebrows and she smiled back at him.

“They used to flog actresses along with the prostitutes, you know? They were considered to be the same profession,” he said.

“But I wouldn’t have had to be an actress in those days, would I? I’ve have been Lady Fotheringay or something and worn a beauty spot on a prominent bare bosom. It’s only these ridiculously egalitarian times that have made it necessary for me to work at something.”

“And you, a Labour luvvy as well.”

“One has to be politically correct,” she said, this time it being her turn to smile and raise her eyebrows. “And don’t take everything so seriously. Can’t you tell when I’m being facetious.”

“No, I can’t, that’s the trouble. I think you disguise what you really think by saying it but pretending you mean the opposite,” he said. “Sometimes,” he then added.

“Understanding the opposing argument does not mean you agree with it,” she said. “And lighten up would you? I’m not really in the mood for some deeply profound argument. It’s too early and it’s too nice a day.”

“Sorry,” he said. “Am I being a bore? Yes, of course I am. I’m just an old grumpy-boots.”

“I think you’ve got a thorn in your paw,” she said. “I just hope I can take it out before you claw me to death.”

No other suggestion being agreed upon, the fair won the decision, despite its probable lack of freaks, and they left the flat having decided not to drive there. It seemed like a day for walking and hopping on and off buses and walking again.

For mid-morning the heat of the Sun was intense and they could tell that by the afternoon it would be baking hot again. There were lots of people about and they seemed relaxed and light-hearted. It was amazing how warmth and light made the world seem a friend rather than an enemy, but it was Miranda who pointed out that rioting took place after long hot summer days when the blood temperature was high in the surreal half light and unnaturally half darkness of night.

Even the pavements seemed somehow soft, as though melting under their tread as they moved through the hot, almost visible air, and Miranda’s light dress billowed about her in the occasional zephyr-like breeze. On their journey they stopped at a shop which seemed dark and cavernous and almost cool after the glaring heat outside and bought ice lollies. Miranda had pineapple and Richard, strawberry. They tasted intensely fruity and the cold, almost freezing feeling on their tongues and lips was strangely sensuous given that numbness was the main effect. They sucked along the flat lolly sticks and licked their hands where the sweet melting juice had run down them.

From the upper deck of the open-topped bus they could see in the distance the big Ferris wheel rising above the tall and broad full green leaved trees of the park and there was a red and white striped concave sided tower with a castellated and flagpole bearing top which they later discovered was a multitracked slide. They could hear the mingled noises of the fair floating over to them on the hot air, and red and white and blue balloons rose to tremendous heights in the pale blue sky, released on strings from sticky little fingers in the park below. Some of the balloons were silver and in the shape of hearts, though these were fewer, being more expensive, and more reluctantly parted with.

Miranda jumped from the platform at the back of the bus just before it stopped and Richard stepped down after her. He had to walk briskly to keep up with her as she almost ran to the park.

“Slow down,” he called after her.

“Come on,” she said, turning back to him. “Hurry up, slow coach.”

“What’s the hurry?”

“I want some candy floss.”

They bought some pink candy floss from a vendor near the entrance to the park and ate it as they walked. There were crowds of people about, lots of them children of course, but all manner of groups and couples and those alone. The fairground music blasted out from loudspeakers in what seemed to be all directions, though individual rides and stalls had their own more intimate sounds. Miranda wanted to find the dodgems first of all.

“Oh look, there they are,” she said, pointing through the crowd. “And look, there’s a gypsy boy standing on one of them holding onto the pole.”

“He might not be a gypsy,” Richard said as they made their way towards the rim of the rink.

“Of course he is. Look, he’s even got an earring, and he’s got black curly hair. There’s probably a camp in the forest nearby where gypsy girls dance around an open fire.”

He looked at her and smiled.

“Will one be called Esmeralda, do you think?”

“Very probably,” she said.

Miranda drove the dodgem and succeeded in terrorizing everyone in the other cars by fearlessly bashing into everything that moved. Richard watched the expression of venomous glee on her face as she thudded into the side of another car, the nearside occupant of which, a small female child, started to cry. As she swung the vehicle in chase of two squealing teenage girls, the attendant, no doubt of ancient Romany stock, leapt onto their car to collect the fare. He stood on the narrow ledge around the outside of the dodgem and held onto the pole which reached up to the metal meshed roof of the ride. Richard gave him the money, which he put into his canvas money bag hanging down at his front below his waist, and turned to jump to another car.

“I’m going to bite his bum,” Miranda said, leaning over to Richard.

“Don’t you dare,” he said. “You just keep your eyes on the road. You’ve already killed several people, and most of the others will need treatment for nervous disorders.”

“It’s the blood and carnage I come for,” she shouted to him.

“Yes, I’ve noticed,” he shouted back.

Richard fulfilled a long time ambition by winning a goldfish at the shooting range having bagged nine duck. He was certain that he had hit the tenth also but it failed to fall and he thus missed out on the top prize of a large hideous monkey doll. He harboured serious suspicions about the honesty of the shifty looking stallholder.

“What’ll we do with it?” Miranda asked as she looked into the plastic bag half-filled with water where the little fish swam. “We should give it a name.”

“I think you’re supposed to call it Jaws or Moby,” he said. “Here, boy,” Richard then said, addressing an urchin-like child of about ten. “Do you want this fish?”

The child looked at him with its head cocked to one side for a moment and then nodded. He ran off holding the bag before him.

“Why, Richard. I do believe you have a heart after all,” she said.

“I’m not sure that the fish would agree,” he said.

The sickly sweet sugary taste of the candy floss still a recent memory, Richard declined a hot doughnut while Miranda had two. The smell from the doughnut van mingled with that from the nearby hot dog and hamburger stands creating a strange concoction that is the familiar fairground perfume. It was not, in fact, unpleasant.

They rode the waltzers but were too embarrassed to get on the merry-go-round as the other riders were all little children. They decided to ride the Ferris wheel instead.

Richard, who was afraid of heights, clung to the crossbar with both his hands and felt a mild sensation of panic rising inside him as the carriage lurched backwards with a jolt and then began to climb outwards and upwards. Miranda was moving about and leaning over the side to look down

“Careful,” he said, letting go of the bar with one hand and grabbing hold of her leg.

“It’s all right,” she said, turning her head to look at him. “I’m not going to fall. I’ve no intention of becoming a messy smudge on the ground.”

“You hear about people having accidents on these things.”

“Cowardy custard,” she said, but sat down again next to him.



Even a few feet above eye level can seem a tremendous elevation but as the carriage rose and rose they felt exhilarated and deliciously not quite safe. Richard, terrified, enjoyed the feeling somehow, and Miranda felt like shouting. The views over the city were tremendous and immediate and intimate, much more so than when seen from the window of a tall office building.

The warm breeze strengthened the higher they climbed and the carriage rocked slightly as it travelled in a backwards curve until at the very top of the wheel frame their vision was uninterrupted both upwards and ahead and the feeling of space and insignificance and beauty overwhelmed them. They turned and smiled at each other, as people do when sharing something frightening and wonderful.

The carriage slowly descended and then rose again in the same cycle, and they enjoyed the journey again, though it was slightly different because of familiarity and expectation, and perhaps was not quite so wonderful. Richard thought of how uncertain life always is and that a physical accident can mean death at any place and any time. But he didn’t think about it for long.

“Straight up is the boundless universe, I thought,” she said. “Beyond the blue is black and cold and strange rocks and poisonous gases. But is space warm until you get past the Sun? I mean beyond it? Until you get close to another star?”

“I think you need an atmosphere to retain heat,” he said, “But I’m not sure. I think space is unimaginably cold.”

“Astonishing, isn’t it? What caused light and heat to be?”

“Astonishing.”

Miranda bought a jumbo hot dog with onions and mustard and ketchup and ate it as they strolled through the crowds. Some of the ketchup escaped onto her chin and Richard took the paper napkin from her and wiped her face with it like mothers do with small children, though he didn’t spit on it. They then bought some cokes and drank them sitting on a bench a little away from the fairground next to the lake where the paddle-boats were moored.

“Aren’t you hungry?” she asked. “You’ve only had candy floss.”

“Not really. I’ll have something later.”

“You are enjoying yourself, aren’t you? I am.”

“Yes. It’s lovely. Why? Do I seem not to be enjoying myself?”

“I can never tell with you.”

He looked at her for a moment.

“Your nose is burnt,” he said.

“Oh, I know. My nose always explodes in the sun. It quietens down after a few days.”

“You should wear blockers. Your skin is so fair.”

“On holiday in Greece, I fell asleep on the beach lying naked on my front. My back was red raw and I had sunstroke. It was no joke, it spoiled the holiday really, well, the first week anyway. We should go on holiday somewhere. After all, I am resting for the next three months, unless something unexpected turns up, as you know. And you can write anywhere, can’t you? Have you ever written anything abroad?”

“No, actually now that you mention it, I haven’t.”

“It might do us both good.”

“Where would you like to go?”

She thought for a moment.

“Somewhere beachy but close to interesting places, you know, culture and all that. Not touristy but not isolated. Somewhere hot and sunny of course. We can get some brochures.”

“A package you mean?”

“Why not?”

“It seems a bit Benidorm. We’ll come back wearing sombreros and carrying stuffed toy donkeys under our arms.”

“You’re such a snob at heart, aren’t you. I mean, it isn’t as though we know someone with a villa overlooking the bay of Naples where we can stay while they’re away on their yacht at Acapulco, is it?”

“I suppose not,” he said, smiling. “I’ve always wanted to see India though.”

They stopped for a moment and watched as a couple and their children passed by, one of the children dropping his ice cream and starting to cry.

“You can get a package to India, but it’s expensive,” she said. And I don’t think you’d see much of it, apart from sanitized excursions. The hotels are well away from where the real people live. The alternative is the old hippy trail, but I think that’s long cold.”

“I wish we still had the empire really. That would make things easier.”

“Lording it over the natives you mean? Having orgies at the White club? Happy Valley?”

“That’s it.”

“But that was Kenya come to think of it, wasn’t it?”

“Wherever,” he said. “We’ll get some brochures.

Miranda won a bendy toy at the coconut shy which she too gave away to a passing child, though Richard was sure that some of the coconuts were glued to the stand as some of those she hit with the wooden balls refused to fall and was thus denied the star prize of a huge pink teddy bear. The next attraction they passed was the fortune-telling tent and Miranda insisted they enter.

The interior of the tent was dark and mysterious looking of course, with maps of constellations and large depictions of the symbols of the zodiac signs on the walls. Near the entrance sat what could only be described as an ancient crone, complete with bandanna. Toothlessly she took their money and explained in a gravelly voice that they should take a seat and wait for Madame Esmeralda to call them in.

Richard and Miranda barely contained their laughter as they sat on two of the four straight backed chairs lined up next to the old woman who sat behind a small desk with a blue metal money box on top of it. It was cool inside the tent and surprisingly quiet given that crowds of people were still passing by only a few paces outside. They sat there feeling foolish for a moment before by some mysterious means the crone knew that Madame Esmeralda was ready. Miranda was the first summoned to the presence.

Madame Esmeralda was quite a young woman, about thirty five, Miranda guessed, and she was quite strikingly good looking, with long almost black hair parted in the centre, and a dark complexion with dark brown eyes. She beckoned Miranda to sit with long fingers tipped with long but seemingly real nails. Before her, on the small red beize-topped table stood a crystal ball on a square plinth.

“What is your name, you red-golden girl?” she asked in a beautifully modulated received-pronunciation accent.

“Miranda.”

“Miranda what?”

“Miranda Nicholson.”

“You have a theatrical background?”

“Yes, in a way,” Miranda said. “Not so much a background though. What I am is… I mean I am theatrical, no… I’m in the theatre.”

“Yes, I thought so. And you’ve come here today with someone who also is in the theatre?”

“Yes, well, no… he writes for the theatre, he writes… drama.”

“Have you come here to learn about yourself or about him?”

“Both,” Miranda said.

“That was a good answer my dear. And now I must concentrate my mind and try to see you. You must be quiet while I do so. Can you do that for me?”

“Yes, I can,” Miranda said quietly.

Madame Esmeralda placed her hands together over the crystal ball and then drew them apart. She leaned forward so that she looked down onto the top of the crystal and peered intensely into it. In a moment she drew a deep breath and raised her head.

“I see a far distant land across an ocean,” she said. “But it is beyond beyond. Beyond the ocean it is beyond a continent. You will live there and thrive. I see an L and an A and an H. It is a place of many people but you will be amongst a select number there. Many go there but few succeed. You will be amongst those few. And now I must look again.”

Madame Esmeralda repeated the process of gazing into the crystal and then withdrawing into her thoughts. She breathed deeply and sighed again and opened her dazzling eyes and looked directly into Miranda’s.

“You have a love which you are uncertain of. He is close to you now and you love him with a pain in your heart. There is something else that he loves. But he does love you. I see him with you in L and A and H, but there is something of him which will remain. But the vision is cloudy and I might be wrong. He loves you though, that is clear. I think he needs you also, more perhaps than you need him.”

Miranda found herself sweating, despite the coolness of the dark inner sanctum of the fortune-telling tent, which seemed airless and oppressive suddenly. Madame Esmeralda had closed her eyes again and then she opened them for an instant to look at Miranda.

“I must look again, just once more,” she said. “There is more to tell. I feel it now though I do not see it. Be patient, my red-golden girl with eyes the colour of the sky.”

The ritual was repeated and then Madame Esmeralda pushed aside the crystal ball and took hold of Miranda’s hands in hers and squeezed them gently.

“You will have a long life, lovely one. And the one you love now will always be with you. But your life will be beyond beyond. Beyond him. Taking him with you or him you. But something of him remains here. Remember that what you do, must not be because of him. You have a long and happy life before you. Enjoy it, and remember that whatever happens, you are without blame. That is all.”

Miranda felt her hands go cold when Madame Esmeralda withdrew hers from them, and she nodded and got up to go. She turned back for a second and looked at her and saw that her eyes were again closed and that she seemed to have gone into some kind of trance. She then pushed her way through the beaded string blinds and rejoined Richard, sitting back down on one of the chairs.

“Was it worth it?” Richard whispered to her.

She thought for a moment and then answered, “Yes.”

“You know it’s all nonsense though, don’t you?” he said.

“Of course I do.”

“You didn’t give her any information, did you?”

“I don’t think so. I’m not sure. But it doesn’t matter, if it’s all nonsense, does it?”

“If you gave her any information about yourself she’ll have just used it to tell you what she thought you’d want to hear.”

“I know.”

“What did she say?”

Before she could answer, the crone said that Madame Esmeralda was ready for the young gentleman, and Richard smiled at Miranda and pushed his way through the screen and sat down opposite the Madame. His smile was still faintly on his face.

“What is your name?” she asked.

“Richard. Richard Ingle.”

“You write the drama?”

“Yes,” he said smiling at her, knowing that Miranda must have told her. She was good looking, he thought.

Madame Esmeralda gazed into her crystal ball once more and he could hear the faintest ambient music playing in the background. She had thin silver bracelets on her wrists and her hands were beautiful.

“The girl with the red-golden hair is like a light in your darkness,” she said. “But you will betray her and she will never know. In your heart there is only so much room for her. Something else is there. You do not believe I can see?”

“No,” he said, looking into her eyes. “Tell me something you couldn’t possibly know about me or guess at. Then I might believe you.”

“What you believe is up to you,” she said. “I’m not here to convince you. I tell you what I see.”

He leaned forward and nodded. She was strangely commanding. She returned his direct gaze and it was he who first looked away.

“Shall I continue?” she asked.

“Please,” he said.

She concentrated once more on the crystal, focusing her eyes deep into its centre. She then drew her head back again.

“Someone has hurt you. A long time ago. But you cannot forgive her. It was a girl. I have seen her. She is a black crow, but you will be free of her. The damage already done cannot be repaired, but you are still whole enough. If it helps you, she suffers now, as we speak. Do you know who I mean?”

“No,” he said.

“Her name is a J, no an M, no an A. I can’t see her clearly.”

“Perhaps you should go through the alphabet,” he said.

She looked at him again, with sharp flints darting at him from her rich glistening eyes.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I am sceptical, I admit. Please continue. I won’t interrupt again.”

“I will try just once more,” she said. “You have hate in your heart, but you want to believe in the mystical and miraculous. You are a romantic lover also, but you feel unsure of yourself, even now. Time will make you bolder though and some day soon you will be without fear. You are afraid, aren’t you? But you don’t really know why. It is because of the black crow.”

She glanced at him for a moment and saw that he was thinking. She then moved her hands together and then apart over the crystal and drew in a deep breath.

“You will have a long and happy life,” she said. “I see you far away in a new land. It is warm and near the sea. I see an L and an A and an H. You are with a beautiful girl with red-golden hair. She is a miracle of movement and light. The darkness of the past has left you. You breathe with a joy of life. She loves you with an intensity that is benign and does not oppress you. You will succeed and enjoy your success. And that is all.”

Richard thanked her and rose to go, but before he left he too turned back to say something to her, but changed his mind when he saw her with her eyes closed. He wasn’t sure what he was going to say anyway.

Miranda linked arms with him as they were leaving the tent.

“What did she tell you?” she asked.

When they had gone, Madame Esmeralda pushed her head through the blind and spoke to the old woman who was counting the money in the cash box.

“Put the kettle on, Gran. I’m gasping,” she said. “Put the sign out for ten minutes, I need a break.”

Madame Esmeralda and her grandmother sat at the red beize table with mugs of tea and had a smoke.

“Those last two were hard work,” she said. “Especially him. He wouldn’t give me any info, you know the type. He knew about the name game as well. I knew if I mentioned names he’d keep count. He stopped me after the third letter. I did get something for them though, both of them. His was strongest.”

“You do have the gift,” the old woman said, between slurps of tea through toothless gums. “As I had, and my mother before me.”

“Something made me tell them the dark side. I felt I should and that they could take it.”

“Shouldn’t speak of the dark side to them,” her grandmother said, her voice rough and deep and vibrating. “I’ve told you often enough. People only want to hear the light. This tea needs sweetening.”

She went to a drawer in a side cupboard, shuffling slowly on thick legs, and took out a half-bottle of whisky and poured a measure into both their mugs.

“I didn’t even ask them for more money, to tell them more.”

“Cross my palm with silver. Must always ask,” the old woman said. “We even asked the guards in the camp. But then it was for bread. Grandmother Critchalee saved me by telling a fortune when I was ten. He had his pistol to my head. Would have done it too, but Grandmother said she could see his future in his eyes. He spared me. After, he only took me from behind. A big brute he was, covered in black hair, like an ape. Always ask.”

Madame Esmeralda looked at the lined face of her grandmother and then into her failing, almost black eyes. She looked even older than she was.

“How have we done today?” she asked.

“Fair,” her grandmother said. “By dark we should have done fair.”

“Take down the sign then,” her granddaughter said and drained her mug. “There was something about those last two though. Especially him. I don’t know if I saw what I said, but I felt something that made me speak.”

“You never know if it’s outside or inside,” the old woman said. “But it’s best not to tell the dark, however it comes.”

Richard and Miranda emerged from the fortune-telling tent into the bright sunlight of the baking hot afternoon and shaded their eyes with their hands like sailors looking out to sea.

“Nothing at all really,” he said. “She’d obviously latched onto something you’d said about, the drama, as she put it. Apart from that there were vague ramblings about love and life. You know. She probably gives the same spiel to everyone who goes in there. What did she say to you?”

“About the same,” she said.

They walked through the park which was now even more crowded than before, as the hot afternoon had drawn more people out into its light, and it was difficult to walk for more than a few paces without dodging and side-stepping people moving in a different direction, or at a slower pace.

“People say we’re violent or aggressive towards each other you know, but we’re not really,” she said. “Look how we mingle and press together. Violence is unusual.”

“They say that people in crowds of other people think of them as trees,” he said.

“How do you mean?”

“When you move through a crowd you remain passive by regarding other people as trees. You move to avoid hitting an immovable object. That way you don’t provoke conflict. It’s when you try to occupy another person’s space that it results in aggression. It’s like how you would feel if someone, someone you didn’t know, took food from your plate.”

“Interesting,” she said, meaning it.

“Speaking of food,” he said. “I’m quite hungry now. I suppose you’re feeling sick after what you’ve eaten today?”

“No, not at all. I’m sorry to disappoint you, but it seems I am to be spared punishment for my gluttony.”

“Good,” he said. “So you could eat something now?”

“Yes. I almost always can. It was just last night with the heat and the flies and the drums,” she said.

“Shall we go now then?” he asked.

“Yes, okay.”

“Have you enjoyed your day at the fair?”

“Yes. Have you?”

“Yes,” he said.

“It’s a pity there were no freaks though,” she said.

They stopped off on their way home at the Olympic take away restaurant and bought huge kebabs with mountains of salad and whole red hot chillies and half a sheep on each of them and ate them as they walked up from the main road towards the square.

The little park was full of people, with children playing, and couples reclining on blankets or tablecloths taken out to avoid contact with the grass, and the litter bins were filled with wrapping from the fish and chip shop or the kebab house and cans from the sweet shop. The sound of so many people was somehow gentle though, and pleasant to hear, and they both felt what could be called happiness as they climbed the few steps up to the entrance to their flat. It was a happiness brought on simply by being alive and part of all those alive. They both tried not to think about it too much.

Richard opened the window and breathed deeply as the warm air blew against his face.

“The hideous insects will get in,” she said.

“I’ll close it before it gets dark.”

“Do you want a beer?” she asked.

“Please,” he said, turning to watch her as she bent down to reach into the fridge.

Her black and white polka dot dress hid her lovely form as she did so and made her seem even more attractive, and he moved over to her and put his arms around her from behind. She stood up straight with cans in both her hands and he kissed the top of her head and felt her stomach and her breasts.

“Mmn, that’s nice,” she said. “I love it when you feel me.”

“I don’t do it often enough, do I?” he said.

“You’re not the most demonstrative of people. But when you are it was worth the wait.”

He turned her around and kissed her on the lips and then all over her face, squeezing bunches of her glorious hair in his hands. She dropped the cans and put her hands on his waist and looked up at him, and for a moment their eyes met, and he saw that hers were unfocused in that kind of absorbed love of feeling, or of being felt way. He realised then, perhaps really for the first time, just how beautiful she was.

On impulse he picked her up with one arm under the bend of her knees and the other around her back and carried her into the bedroom. She was very light and easy to carry. For an instant, he thought how ridiculously clichéd this would look to someone seeing them, but it was only for an instant. He then lay her down gently on the bed and lay down next to her and stroked her again, feeling her through the thin material of her dress.

She sat up and took off her dress cross handed over her head and then slipped off her knickers, manoeuvring them downwards until they became entangled with her feet.

“Let me,” he said as he removed them and then took off her little white pumps, throwing them to the floor.

He kissed her from her foot to her head and then let her unbutton his shirt and his trousers and take all of his clothes off so that they lay naked together on top of the bed in the hot afternoon. They then made love together with a kind of frantic passion that left them both satisfied and astonished that so much pleasure could be gained from being with another person, and then they fell asleep in each other’s arms.

For a brief moment, Richard woke in the night, and he saw the face, next to his, of this lovely, beautiful, wonderful girl as she breathed softly and held him trustingly, and he realised that for the first time in his life he had made love to someone without thinking of someone else.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
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Rich,

I simply cannot believe it. Nobody gets married any more. And who is this Miranda sort anyway? I’m not coming to the wedding. I couldn’t bear it. I’d probably go for her and rip her dress off and scratch her eyes out. I hope you haven’t been doing disgusting things with her, a horrid dirty smelly girl?

Whatever possessed you to agree to such a thing? I bet it was her idea, wasn’t it? She’s not one of those stupid girls whose sole ambition is to get married is she? I suppose she’s been dreaming about it since the day she got her first acne spot. You may send me a photo of the dreadful day. I hope it rains.

Anyway, I’m an absolute wreck at the moment. I’ve been doing a lot of heroin. There seems to be tons of the stuff around lately. I think it’s the in-drug at the moment. Coke is out of favour for some reason. I’ll have to lay off it though, but it’s so seductive. I just love the feel of it. It’s sort of like having a continuous orgasm. The house looks like a tinfoil factory. Charles thinks I’m terribly decadent, but I like that, as you will know. The poor thing was even a little shocked when I took a fortnight off pretending to be ill and just stayed in bed and festered. He said that if it wasn’t for the cleaning woman I’d drown in my own filth. He’s a real sweetie though really. He adores me, the poor thing.

This marriage business though! It’s really knocked me sideways. Why won’t it be at the Abbey? And why aren’t Katherine Church or Charlotte Jenkins singing? I don’t suppose it’s being televised either. And it won’t last you know? These things never do. An actress and a writer? It’s doomed from the start and will all end in tears. You’ll end up having a messy, bitter divorce, and you’ll be fighting over custody of the hamster. Please tell me there won’t be any children. The notion is simply too monstrous.

Do I sound like a bitter and twisted old spinster? I suppose it’s because that’s what I am. I expect I’ll start writing-in complaining about sex on the television. I think I’m happy for you really though, if you’re sure that it’s really what you want. Is she lovely? I suppose she must be. But she isn’t good enough for you, you know? What do your parents think? Have they met her? They’re probably delighted.

Enough for now I think. I’ve got to get ready for a dinner party at Charles’s house. Yawn, yawn. Write soon.



Liz.



Elizabeth cut her tongue on the edge of the envelope and thought about suing the stationery company. She disinfected it with bourbon instead. It was six o’clock and she was due at Charles’s for seven thirty. In a moment of madness she had offered to cook for him but happily he had declined, preferring to do it himself. He was something of a dabbler in the culinary arts, but she thought it might be because he didn’t trust her not to burn the soup.

She had a bath and put on her maroon evening dress and her lilac stiletto shoes. As she sat in front of her dressing table mirror to apply her make-up she noticed with horror what she thought was the beginning of a laugh line. On closer inspection she convinced herself that it was simply a result of sleeping too long and too late and would fade. For the moment her foundation covered the obscenity.

She would be staying with Charles and so chose not to drive and called a taxi. He’d offered to call and pick her up but she thought he might have other things to do, like not burning the soup. There were going to be six other people there, from the university in some capacity, and their partners. She was not quite dreading it. The taxi arrived outside and the driver honked the horn and she sprayed herself lightly with Chanel Nineteen.

It was the reading week of the autumn term and so the nights were dark quite early but it was warm in a wet heavy way and the roadside was littered with heaps of sodden brown leaves. Elizabeth saw that there was a, ‘No Smoking’ sticker on the side window of the cab and thought about challenging the driver and telling him that he had no right to intimidate his passengers in such a manner, even if it was the law, but as the journey was so short she decided not to. She gave him a supercilious smile instead as she saw him looking at her in the mirror.

“You off somewhere nice?” he asked.

She hated talkative cab drivers.

“I’m going to an orgy,” she said. “But I think I might be out of place. I’ll be the oldest girl there by at least fifteen years. My boyfriend, he’s a professor of dermatology, he’s seventy two, and he likes little girls to wear gymnastics leotards and tickle the soles of their bare feet with birch twigs. It’s going to be a bitch of a night.”

The driver looked at her in the mirror again and smiled.

“Okay, I’ll shut up,” he said.

“I’m sorry,” she then said. “I’m in a foul mood and I need a fag.”

“Here, have one of mine,” he said, reaching back over his shoulder with the packet in his hand.

“Thanks,” she said, taking one. “But what about the sticker?”

“We have to have them, and I share the cab,” he said. “His daughter died of leukaemia. He’s got a thing about cancer, naturally.”

“I see,” she said.

He stopped outside Charles’s house and she paid him.

“I’m sorry,” she said again.

“That’s okay. I hope your boyfriend doesn’t get too excited and die of a heart attack.”

She let herself in and entered the kitchen. Charles was presiding over various dishes laid out on the table and anxiously looking at pots on the cooker.

“Well, this is all very impressive,” she said before kissing him. “I don’t know how you can be bothered. Aren’t there catering companies that do this kind of thing? And why did you decide on a dinner party anyway?”

“I like mixing with people socially,” he said. “Even if I do work with them.”

“But they’re all such crashing bores.”

“Not all of them.”

“Who’s coming tonight then?” she asked, taking a celery stick from a salad bowl and dipping it in salmon mayonnaise.

“Johnny Spencer, the head of the history department, and his lovely wife, Dolores.”

“Dolores?”

“Yes, Dolores. And then there’s Lucy Peacock and her girlfriend, whose name I don’t know.”

“Lucy Peacock, the big butch dyke combat commando with the crew cut?”

“Yes, that’s her.”

“And who else?”

“Daniel Smith, he’s in the new African studies department.”

“And who’s he bringing?”

“His wife, I think. I think it’s his wife. I’m not sure.”

“What’s her name?” she asked.

“Cathy. She’s from Liverpool. She’s a poet.”

“It sounds like it might almost be interesting,” she said. “Maybe I’ll stay sober, at least for a while.”

“I would appreciate it,” Charles said. “I want to show you off to them.”

“Why? Are you proud of me, darling?”

“You know I am,” he said, pulling her close to him and clutching her bottom.

“Hmn, you smell nice,” she said. “What is it you’re wearing?”

“Aramis.”

“Really? I thought Aramis was a bit passé these days, but I like it. You’ve got some razor burn though, on your neck, on the right side. Your beard is very full and dark and prickly though, isn’t it?”

“How would you know?” he asked.

“From kissing you and feeling you of course.”

Charles pressed her closer to him so that he could feel her breasts against his chest and kissed her forehead.

“So why won’t you let me make love to you?” he said. “How long have we been together now?”

“But we do make love. We’re making it now. And what does it matter how long? And what do you mean by, being together? I told you from the beginning that we weren’t going to be together in that way. That first night at the hotel, you had your chance and you blew it. You’ll have to live with that now, faint heart. Sex is boring anyway. You can make love in so many other ways. I don’t want something inside me that you piss out of, and pump those horrid little sperms that have tails into me.”

“You’re just being cruel for the sake of it. Vindictive,” he said. “I know you enjoy sex and have had many lovers. Why not me?”

“Because you can’t explain why you want to. I let you do everything else to me. You’ve felt every inch of my body, kissed it and licked it even, and I’ve felt you all over and we’ve slept together and woken in the night and felt each other, that lovely feeling of skin against skin, and known the trust of being asleep together. What more do you want?”

“You tantalise me,” he said.

“You just want that male thing about conquest,” she said. “Until you pump your seed into me you won’t feel that you own me. And that is how it’s going to stay. And you have much more interesting parts to you than your dick. Your eyes are beautiful for instance, because if anyone asked me to describe their colour I couldn’t. They’re like kaleidoscopes with blue and grey and green and hazel and brown in them and your neck and jawline are lean and clean and angular and you have a lovely smile. Oh, and your bum is lovely too, though you could be taller.”

“I try to be,” he said.

“You love films too, don’t you. That’s another thing I love about you.”

Charles released her and she stepped back and leaned against the table where all of the prepared dishes were laid out.

“You’ve got enough here to feed Ethiopia,” she said.

“I didn’t know how much to make,” he said. “I’m hardly experienced in these matters. I thought it was better to make too much than too little.”

“What’s the main course?” she asked. “The one that’s about to bubble over the pan?”

“It’s goulash,” he said. “I bought some cubed prime scotch beef and followed the recipe in the cook book. I think it’ll be all right. You need sour cream though and I haven’t got any. It was the one thing I forgot to get from the supermarket.”

“I don’t suppose they’ll notice,” she said. “They should be here soon, shouldn’t they? What time did you say?”

“Eight,” he said as the doorbell rang.

Daniel Smith and Cathy, his partner, stood in the hall as Charles took their coats. Daniel was very black, with his head completely shaved, though he wasn’t naturally bald at all as the shortest possible stubble was visible above his hairline. He was short with a full face and he was overweight. Cathy was as tall as Daniel and was very light skinned, like a pale coffee colour, with almond eyes. She was slim and quite beautiful. Her hair was long and black and straight.

“Are we the first?” Daniel asked. “I never was any good at making an entrance.”

“Perfect timing,” Charles said. “The others should be here any moment. Let me get you a drink. What’ll you have? Cathy?”

“Bacardi and coke, please,” Cathy said looking around her.

“Daniel?”

“Scotch, please.”

“Glenfiddich?”

“I prefer blended, if you’ve got it.”

“Of course.”

Elizabeth came in from the kitchen and Charles introduced them as they sat in the sitting room. Elizabeth noticed how lovely Cathy looked in her low cut backless short tight black dress.

“Before we eat, I’d like to announce that I am not responsible for any of it,” Elizabeth said. “For good or ill it is all the work of our host.”

“Providing it isn’t poisonous, I’ll eat it,” Daniel said. “I’m hungry as hell.”

“When aren’t you?” Cathy said. “I’ve seen him eat two big hamburgers at once sitting, Elizabeth, and that was just for a snack on the way home.”

“I have a healthy appetite, that’s all. I think, Elizabeth, that Cathy is trying to imply that I’m a glutton, which is very far from the truth.”

Elizabeth turned from one to the other, smiling at them both and then put on some music. It was one of those collections of chart hits that just happened to be lying on top of the stereo, but it was pleasant mostly and innocuous, and more importantly would not need changing for an hour or so.

“Charles, dear, do you think you could get me a drink too?” she shouted in to Charles who had returned to the kitchen.

“Help yourself,” he shouted back. “You know where everything is, and I’m rather busy, dammit.”

“He’s not usually so tetchy,” she said to Daniel and Cathy. “I think the poor thing is nervous about making a good impression. I suggested takeaway Chinese but he wouldn’t have it. I’ll make him pay later for not waiting on me.”

“You don’t live here then”? Cathy asked.

“Oh, no. I have my own house, closer to the town. Why, has Charles said otherwise?” she asked, looking at Daniel.

He looked up at her having been absorbed in his drink for a moment and only half listening.

“No, not to me,” he said.

“I’m sorry,” Cathy said. “I just presumed.”

“Presumption is one of your few faults,” Daniel said, laughing.

“Oh, it doesn’t matter,” Elizabeth said. “It’s a natural thing to think. We are an item, of sorts, I suppose. But you know what these boastful boys are like, Cathy. You let them kiss you on the cheek and they tell all their little friends that you’ve asked them to give you a child.”

Cathy laughed as she sat back in her armchair resting her glass on the arm while still holding it in her hand. She was much younger than Daniel, twenty years younger, and was only a little older than Elizabeth. She had the looks and figure to be a model except she wasn’t abnormally tall.

Charles came back in and poured himself a small measure of malt whisky and sat down next to Elizabeth on the settee.

“I see you managed to get yourself a drink,” he said.

“No thanks to you,” she said. “And you’ve only got Jack Daniels and you know I prefer Jim Beam.”

“Blame the off-licence.”

Daniel and Cathy shot each other a glance and smiled. The four of them then sat down for a moment without speaking in the awkward silence of people not yet used to being in each other’s company. It was Daniel who spoke first.

“Johnny and Lucy are coming, aren’t they? I think you did say.”

“Yes,” Charles said. “It’s only just past eight. They should be here any moment.”

The silence descended once more.

“How long have you lived here now?” Daniel asked. “I must say, you’ve found a lovely spot. I wouldn’t mind a place like this myself. Our flat is very small.”

“I’ve had a bit of trouble with the damp,” Charles said. “But otherwise I’m pleased with the place. I even enjoyed decorating it.”

“You did it yourself?” Daniel asked.

“Yes, mostly. There were one or two things I had to get people in for. But otherwise, yes.”

“It’s lovely,” Cathy said. “And it’s really quite big. I’d love to have a whole house, especially one out in the country like this. But it’s so convenient for the town as well. There’s just no room to move in our flat. We’ve been looking for something else, since we moved in really. You’re very lucky to have found this.”

Even Elizabeth had to admit that Charles had tastefully decorated the flat, with white being the predominant colour with dark wood and russet and dark green being the themes for furniture and fittings. He had managed to produce bright modern interiors without making them seem out of place in a building of such antiquity. The house had been built, apparently, in the eighteen forties, and from the outside looked like so many other small farmhouse buildings, being of red, time darkened brick, and with more chimneys than seemed necessary. There were in fact three, which for such a relatively small house was excessive, but two of them were now blocked off. And, as central heating had been installed, even the one left open was redundant. However, Charles was thinking of having the open fire restored, which would require reopening the bricked-up stone fireplace, as that would, he felt, be the finishing touch in making the place homely and like a proper farmhouse should be. Even though, in fact, it wasn’t an authentic farmhouse at all, but rather a house on a farm, let no doubt in times past to a superior sort of farm worker and his family. The technicality though was not important.

When he was at the drinks cabinet, the doorbell rang again and Elizabeth went to answer.

Both of the other couples arrived together and Elizabeth took their wet coats in the hall and introduced herself as she did so. It was now raining heavily outside.

“Charles is making some drinks in the sitting room if you’d like to go in,” she said. “Daniel and Cathy have already arrived. Dinner won’t be long. That’s if it isn’t burnt.”

“I’m so sorry we’re late,” Johnny Spencer said, brushing down the wet trousers of his herringbone suit. “I don’t know what it is but taxis always seem to be tardy on wet nights. You’d think their business would be slack but it seems not so. And so this is the beautiful Elizabeth that Charles has mooned to me about.”

“You mean he’s shown you his bare bum while talking about me?” she said.

Johnny laughed and dabbed his wet face with a handkerchief.

“I meant moon, in the romantic sense,” he said. “I’m not too familiar with modern parlance. At least, I pretend not to be. It maintains my image as an eccentric old buffer who is to be respected for his quaint ignorance.”

Elizabeth laughed and indicated with her arm the direction in which he should go.

“This is Dolly, by the way,” he said looking back. “My wife. I know you know, but for form’s sake and all that.”

“I’m sure Dolly will manage to tell me who she is,” Elizabeth said. “Good evening, Dolly.”

“You’ll have to excuse him, Elizabeth,” Dolly said. “He always gets over excited when he meets a young girl. I’ll try to make sure he behaves.”

Dolores, now Dolly, was a woman of about fifty but who had a much more youthful demeanour. She had a slight, slender, not quite too thin figure and neck and face, with silver hair with a honey coloured cast and bright grey eyes. She followed Johnny into the sitting room and Elizabeth looked at her as she did so for a brief moment before turning back to Lucy and her friend who were still standing just inside the doorway.

“I’m sorry,” Elizabeth said. “Are you soaked? Did you come by taxi as well? Go in and get yourselves a drink. Dinner will be ready, well, now, I think.”

Lucy Peacock, the notorious lesbian from the sociology department was actually quite strikingly good looking in a masculine sort of way. Though androgynous would be a better description. She was youngish, perhaps not forty, and she had obviously made an effort in making herself as male or at least as un-female as possible. Her blonde hair was not quite close cropped and she wore no make-up and she was dressed in a pinstriped suit. As she was, she might even have been attractive to some men.

“Jodie drove us here,” Lucy said. “She doesn’t drink you see. So there’ll be no problems in getting home. We got wet on the way out and on the way in. It’s pouring down outside.”

Jodie, Lucy’s friend, looked about seventeen but was in fact twenty five. She was very small, and slight in every way. She was wearing a dark green pleated dress and white shoes with three inch high heels. Her hair was long and dark and framed her young and innocent looking pale face. She had big rich brown eyes the colour of milk chocolate.

“Please, go in,” Elizabeth said, indicating that they should follow Johnny and Dolly into the sitting room.

Elizabeth brushed past Dolly as she was standing next to Johnny at the drinks cabinet as Charles made them some drinks. She noticed that Dolly’s dark grey dress matched her eyes.

“Will you help me serve up?” Charles whispered into Elizabeth’s ear.

“Yes, okay,” she said. “But why haven’t you hired serving wenches?”

“I don’t need them when I’ve already got you,” he said. “If everyone would like to move into the dining room,” he then said aloud. “I’ll start serving up the dinner. I’m sure you all must be hungry. Take your drinks in with you.”

The dining room was very small, with barely enough room to move around the table, which was rectangular and made of oak. The chairs were high-backed and matched the table. They had Jacobean hunting scenes on the cloth covers of the seats. The ceiling was low, making the room seem even smaller. It could in fact have been some kind of large store room before the conversion, as it was next to the kitchen.

The French onion soup was nice and peppery and the beef in the goulash was tender. Nobody seemed to miss the sour cream. Everybody dipped into the various salad dishes and the lemon meringue pie was a big hit. Charles was quite pleased with himself and the nice red Bordeaux flowed freely.

“You did all of this yourself, Charles?” Dolly asked with a note of admiration in her voice.

“Yes, but it was all quite simple really.”

“I don’t think Johnny could open a tin,” she said.

“Yes, I can,” he said. “What about that time when you were ill and I made you chicken noodle soup?”

“One time in twenty years and he still remembers it. And that was a packet, dear, not a tin, and it wasn’t quite right if you remember. You didn’t simmer it for long enough and the little bits of chicken tasted like cardboard.”

“I see you still remember it, then,” he said.

She smiled at him.

“Cathy is an excellent cook,” Daniel said, before taking a large gulp of wine.

“I find it boring though,” Cathy said. “I know some people love it. I suspect when they don’t have to do it, or if it’s a profession. Doing it for a family three times a day must be a real bind.”

Elizabeth was staring at the painting on the wall behind Charles. It was a print of Dali’s Temptation of Saint Anthony. She didn’t like it. Charles was sitting at the head of the table while she was at the foot, with Dolly, Lucy and Daniel down from his left, and Cathy, Jodie and Johnny up from her left. Charles noticed she was looking above and past him at the picture. The music from the sitting room floated in through the open door.

“Do you work at the university, Elizabeth?” Lucy asked. “I’m sure I’ve seen you before but I can’t place you.”

The sound of her name caught Elizabeth’s attention and she refocused her eyes.

“Yes, I work in the library,” she said, surprised that she had heard what was said to her. “I’m just an assistant.”

“Oh, yes, I remember seeing you there now. Have you been there long?”

“Too long.”

“Why, is it awful?”

“Quite awful. I hate fucking students.”

“Oh, dear, that is a disadvantage when working in a university,” Lucy said.

“What is it you dislike about them?” Johnny asked, as he refilled his glass with claret.

“I don’t so much mind the ones who are here for the sex and the drugs, it’s the earnest ones I despise. The ones who want to get good degrees and do subjects that will get them a job. The whole ethos seems to have changed. The idea that by going to university you will get a job seems… well… obscene somehow. Art for art’s sake has died a death I fear. Especially now that you basically only have to breathe to get in.”

“It sounds like you long for a bygone age when only the privileged who didn’t need jobs went to university,” Johnny said.

“Yes, I suppose I do.”

“I agree with you,” he said.

“Johnny, don’t be so facetious,” Dolly said. “You just want to agree with Elizabeth because she’s beautiful. And Elizabeth, watch out later when he’s had a few more drinks. Don’t let him near you. He’ll pinch your bum and then laugh it off pretending to be a harmless just pre-senile old fool.”

“Dolly, how could you give the game away like that? You always spoil my fun.”

“Jodie is a student. A mature student, that is,” Lucy said, placing a thin wedge of Stilton onto a water biscuit.

“I didn’t mean anything by it,” Elizabeth said, flatly. “I mean, you can’t generalise, can you. I was a student myself many centuries ago. You know what I mean? Some students are students and other students aren’t. What are you studying, Jodie?”

“Art history,” Jodie said quietly, darting a look at Elizabeth with her big beautiful brown eyes.

Everyone then realised that it was the first time she had spoken all evening.

“That’s a good subject,” Elizabeth said. “At least it’s not something ridiculous and easy like sociology, or what is it? African Studies?”

Elizabeth smiled at both Lucy and Daniel so that they wouldn’t know if she meant what she’d said or was just being deliberately provocative. Charles winced and looked at Lucy, shaking his head.

“What exactly are African studies, anyway, Daniel?” Elizabeth asked, feeling something familiar rising in her, which she hated. “I mean, do we have European studies? Yes, we do, don’t we? But then we would, wouldn’t we? But do they have European studies at the University of Ouagadougou?”

Daniel laughed and drained his glass and refilled it.

“Actually, Elizabeth, there is a university at Ouagadougou and it’s a very fine one too. But I’m afraid I’m not going to rise to your bait. What is it you really want to say?”

“I don’t know,” she said, looking around her but avoiding eye contact with anyone. “I’m sorry everyone, I’m just a vicious bitch, I know, but I’m trying to make the evening interesting. Anything is better than nothing, surely?”

“This isn’t nothing,” Charles said, more annoyed with her than he had ever been. “It is possible for friends to have a pleasant evening together without something violent and hurtful being said.”

“Not with me it isn’t,” she said. “You should know that.”

“You haven’t explained your prejudice against sociology yet,” Lucy said to Elizabeth, lighting a long thin brown cigarette. “Is it as irrational as everything else you’ve said tonight?”

Elizabeth stared at her for a long moment and then sat back in her chair and placed her hands together, with interlocking fingers, resting them on the table.

“Now don’t get cheeky with me, dear,” she said. “You must know that the most incompetent of incompetent students choose sociology because it’s an easy option. What does it teach people? How to be social workers for the underclass. Who cares if they can’t read and sexually abuse their children? It’s always been the same, surely? We know that social control through religion or patriotism is disintegrating because the underclass is no longer constrained by middle class values. We know that there are no jobs in factories for uneducated working class males any more and so they can’t support their numerous progeny in a structured society of knowing their place. The whole subject is outdated now. The time when we needed to understand society is long past. We know how it works now and that nothing can be done about it. Human nature can’t be changed.”

“You don’t appear to know what sociology is, Elizabeth,” Lucy said.

“Who the fuck wants to?” Elizabeth answered.

Charles suggested they all move back into the sitting room for drinks and as they did so, he pulled Elizabeth to one side.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he asked her.

“I’m just trying to liven things up a little,” she said. “I enjoy being devil’s advocate, as you know.”

“Well just go easy will you? I have to work with these people.”

“Don’t be such a coward,” she said. “And give me a kiss. Have you noticed how old Johnny boy has been looking at Jodie? I think it’s going to be her bum that gets pinched, not mine.”

As they all sat around the room, Charles went over to the stereo and put on another pop anthology, hoping that something innocuous and bouncy might lighten the atmosphere. Elizabeth meanwhile had sat down between Daniel and Cathy on the settee.

“Why have you put on some of that fucking awful music again?” she asked.

“Well you chose the first lot,” he said angrily. “Tell me what you want on then.”

“I think we should have some reggae, or rap, don’t you? Or should that have a C in front of it?”

“I hope you don’t mind me saying so, Charles, but your girlfriend is a fucking bitch,” Lucy said.

“Are you going to keep this up?” Charles asked Elizabeth. “Because apart from insulting my guests and ruining the evening, you’re making a total ass of yourself.”

“What the hell does it matter? Let’s all get rat-arsed and insult each other,” she said. “What do you think, Daniel darling?”

She leaned up against him and looked at him with her face right up close to his and smiled, fluttering her eyelashes.

“I’m all for getting rat-arsed,” he said. “But I’d rather we forgot about the insults. I’d like to know what’s making you angry though, and why you deliberately say things you don’t mean?”

“How do you know I don’t mean them?”

“Well, do you?”

Elizabeth kissed him long and hard on his lips, holding his head in her hands, and then, as she released him, looked close into his eyes.

“You know that ancient Egyptians weren’t the same as sub-Saharan Africans, don’t you?” she said. “The same way that Zimbabwe wasn’t the work of a lost white tribe?”

“The truth is always better than lies to support an argument, no matter how much you would like the lies to be true,” Daniel said.

“I knew you’d understand,” she said. “And I am an ass. Don’t listen to anything I say and we’ll get along fine.”

“I’ll listen,” he said. “But I might not take any notice.”

“Charles, find some steel band music would you?” said Elizabeth, turning to him and laughing.

“Liz,” Charles said.

“Now don’t get all indignant. Daniel knows what I’m doing. Put some chamber music on if you’d prefer.”

Elizabeth started to cry and turned to Cathy, sitting next to her.

“I’m so sorry,” she sobbed. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me at all. Please forgive me. I’m sorry, everyone. I think I’m going bonkers.”

Cathy put her hands on Elizabeth’s arm and gently stroked it.

“I don’t know what’s wrong with you either,” she said. “But Lucy’s right, you’re a bitch, and you’re full of hate.”

“I’m full of crap too,” Elizabeth said, dabbing her eyes with a paper tissue and then blowing her nose into it.

“We’re well aware of that, dear,” Lucy said.

“Excuse me for a moment please, everyone,” Elizabeth said and left the room.

“I really don’t know what to say,” Charles said, as he made sure everyone had a large drink. “She’s really not like this. I can only apologise for her. There must be something wrong.”

“I think she’s what’s wrong,” Lucy said. “Drop her, Charles. She’s poison.”

“I love her,” he said, quietly

Dolly slipped out of the room and went upstairs, where she heard Elizabeth snivelling in the bedroom. She knocked at the half open door and entered, and then sat down next to her on the bed.

“What’s really the matter?” she asked, putting her arm around Elizabeth and giving her a squeeze.

“I don’t know, honestly I don’t.”

“You only hurt yourself by being hateful, you know? And you didn’t mean any of what you said, or implied, did you. Especially not the racist rubbish. I know, because I’ve lived with a racist dickhead for twenty years. Yes, Johnny. He’d never come out and say it in public of course, he’s too much of a coward. He enjoyed your little performance because they’re the sort of things he’d like to say himself if he had the courage.

But it just happened that Daniel and Cathy are black, isn’t that right? If they hadn’t been you’d just have found something else to attack. I mean, you had a bit of a go at Lucy as well, didn’t you, but you weren’t so sure of yourself there because I don’t think you really knew what you were talking about. Is that right? And you forgot to have a go at her for being a lesbian, or were you saving that for later?”

“How much you know,” Elizabeth said, resting her head on Dolly’s shoulder. “I don’t know what it is I want, but I want it. I know I’m like a two year old having a tantrum. I don’t know why Charles puts up with me.”

“Yes you do,” Dolly said. “He’s besotted with you, and you torment him somehow, with something. You are a cruel girl in some ways, aren’t you?”

“Do you think the others can forgive me? Daniel and Cathy and Lucy?” she asked, not wanting to answer.

“I think you overestimate your own importance. You don’t really think you’ve said anything that they haven’t heard before, do you? And then from people who really meant it, and people who really knew what they were talking about? You’ve said you’re sorry and now let that be an end to it, and don’t play the same game twice. But I wouldn’t expect them to become close friends if I were you. You’ve already done too much damage for that.”

Dolly gave her another squeeze and kissed her on the forehead and Elizabeth looked at her and smiled and sat up straight on the bed.

“I must look a sight,” she said. “I’d better restore the mask in the bathroom, and thanks, Dolly. I don’t know why you’ve bothered. There’s one thing I want to ask you though.”

“What’s that?”

“Do you love Johnny?”

“Yes, I do,” she said. “He’s a pig and an arrogant little shit. But I do love him. We’ve been married now for twenty years, and I suppose in some ways you just get used to someone. I’ve always overlooked his little sexual peccadilloes. You see, he likes young girls, and I mean, young, so I’m of little interest to him any more, not that I was very much when we were first married. I was past thirty then, you see, which for him was positively geriatric.”

“Do you have any children?”

“Not by Johnny. I have two children though, both grown up now of course. I was married before, you see. Luckily, they were both boys. They think the world of Johnny. He’s not all bad.”

“Thanks, Dolly,” Elizabeth said again and kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll be down in a minute.”

As she was leaving, Dolly turned back in the doorway and looked at Elizabeth for a moment.

“I wish you’d tell me what’s hurting you,” she said.

“I can’t,” Elizabeth said. “I don’t know myself.”

A moment later, after Dolly had returned to the sitting room, Elizabeth tried to get into the bathroom but found it occupied, by Jodie, she was informed by Johnny, who was lurking suspiciously at the top of the stairs.

“You go before me,” he said, patting the top of the banister. “And I’d just like to say that I thought you were quite right to say some of the things you did earlier.”

“That’s because you’re a racist dickhead, Johnny,” she said. “And please, you use the bathroom first. I wouldn’t like to leave Jodie out here with you. You never know what might happen.”

“I see the old bird has knackered me again,” he said, smiling and sweeping his hand over his thin grey hair. “I’m just trying to let her know what she’s missing.”

Elizabeth moved close to him and linked her hands at the back of his head and kissed him. He slid his hands up from her waist and over her breasts, squeezing them. He moaned with satisfaction.

“Now, will that do you? At least for the moment?” she asked.

“Hmn, yes. At my age, one can hardly expect more. And that was quite lovely.”

They heard the bolt-lock click from the bathroom door and Jodie came out, surprised it seemed to see them both standing there.

“Sorry, did I take long?” she asked.

“No, not at all. Though I think Johnny is bursting,” Elizabeth said.

Back down in the sitting room the party was in full swing, with everyone being well oiled with alcohol, and clearly having had a much better time in Elizabeth’s absence.

She sat down again next to Daniel, but this time on his left, next to the arm of the settee, and not between him and Cathy, who was leaning across and talking to Lucy. Jodie sat in the chair next to Lucy’s and sipped her drink, without speaking.

Charles was talking to Johnny and Dolly on the other side of the room, and as Elizabeth wasn’t interested in any of the talk, she listened to the rain as it beat against the window pane and took a sip from her glass of bourbon.

“Feeling better?” Daniel asked her, noticing her distraction.

“Much, thank you,” she said. “I’m so sorry.”

“There’s no need,” he said.

Daniel was wearing a dark brown leather jacket and a white open necked shirt and she asked him why he hadn’t taken his jacket off, as she noticed he was sweating.

“It’s my defence mechanism,” he said.

“Defence from what?”

“I just feel more comfortable wearing my jacket. We all have something to hide, don’t we?”

“I’m sure that means something, but I’m too stupid to know what. Do you forgive me?”

“I’ve already told you,” he said.

Elizabeth noticed that Cathy had stopped talking for a moment and she took the opportunity to lean across Daniel and speak to her.

“I hear you’re a poet, Cathy,” she said. “I have a friend who’s a writer. He writes plays. His name’s Richard.”
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CHAPTER TWELVE
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Richard and Miranda were married on a beautiful day in April. It was unusually warm for so early in the year and the air was filled with a rich spring freshness that made one think of blossoms and lambs.

It was a church wedding, which may have seemed a strange choice for them, as neither Richard nor Miranda had seen the inside of a church for some years, and on the few previous occasions they had been in one it was for weddings of relatives or friends, or christenings of removed cousins. Neither of them had yet been to a funeral.

The vicar of St Mary’s had been accommodating though, having long ago abandoned the idea that those being married in church should be churchgoers. He was just happy to have more than half a dozen people inside, for whatever occasion.

There were few guests. Immediate family, and friends, mostly actors and writers and other theatrical persons. Both of their mothers cried. Elizabeth remained true to her word and did not attend.

Miranda looked beautiful in her white dress and headdress of daisies and Richard wore a hired morning suit. Her red and white flowers were thrown to a small group of girlfriends, none of whom seemed keen to catch them and thus be designated as the next to marry. To have called them bridesmaids would imply a slightly more formal and conventional occasion than it actually was.

After photographs were taken outside the church, which was pretty and made of chalky flintstone and had a tall slim spire, everyone drove off to the Highwayman’s Inn for the reception. The food provided was as good as it could be in the mass-catering way, and the drink flowed freely. Miranda’s parents had insisted on paying for everything in the traditional way as she was their only daughter and in some ways this was as big a day for them as it was for her. Richard had booked a room for his parents at the Highwayman’s.

In the late afternoon, when everyone was well oiled and the revels were in full swing, Richard and Miranda decided that it was time to slip away. They kissed their slightly tipsy and emotional parents goodbye, and anyone who happened to notice that they were leaving, and waved to everyone else. A chorus of goodbyes then swept them out, and a few people followed them into the car park to see them off. A moment later they were driving away in their “Just Married” emblazoned car.

“Who put the Just Married banner on do you think?” Miranda asked.

“I don’t know. Some romantic fool no doubt. At least they didn’t tie tin cans to the car.”

“I think it was nice of them, whoever it was.”

“Yes, it was really.”

“How do you feel?” she asked.

“Happy,” said Richard. “But no different really. How about you?”

“No different. But I’m a Mrs now, aren’t I. I never really thought this would happen to me.”

“It makes you feel grown-up somehow, doesn’t it?”

“Yes, it does. Does this mean we’re going to have to become responsible?”

“Good God, no,” he said.

They were booked in for three nights at the Sandringham Hotel, by the sea. They had decided to take a longer holiday somewhere abroad later, in the summer. Probably Italy. They still hadn’t been away together anywhere despite their frequent discussions of the matter.

Richard drove through the lovely spring countryside with the windows and the sunroof open and the radio on, which was playing some good driving music. For a long time they just listened and let themselves enjoy the immediate moment. There was early blossom on the trees and there were newborn lambs gambolling unsteadily in the fields.

“You looked wonderfully pagan today, in your virginal white,” he said.

“That was the idea, wasn’t it?”

“I meant that you looked beautiful.”

“Thank you, kind sir.”

“No, I mean it.”

“I know you do.”

Miranda turned up the volume slightly on the radio.

“I like this one,” she said. “What time do you think we’ll get there?”

“About another hour,” he said.

“I see your friend didn’t turn up. Elizabeth.”

“She said she wouldn’t, so I wasn’t expecting her to. Why?”

“Oh, nothing. There were more people than I expected. How many were there?”

“About fifty, I think. But you must know, you did the invitations.”

“I suppose there must have been,” she said. “People in the flesh seem more than on paper though.”

“Your mum and dad seemed to get on well with mine.”

“That’s because they’re all lovely mums and dads, I suppose. Did everyone get a piece of the cake? I forgot to make sure.”

“Your mum made sure everybody did.”

“Good old Mum.”

Richard signed their names in the hotel register, Mr and Mrs Ingle, and they were shown to their room by a boy of about sixteen wearing one of those ridiculous uniforms that make people look like monkeys. Richard tipped him with a five pound note through generosity of the occasion or out of pity. He wasn’t sure which. He noticed the boy was smiling as he left the room.

Miranda flopped back onto the bed and heard the springs squeak.

“Isn’t it traditional for the bed to be sabotaged so that it collapses on such occasions?” she asked. “This one doesn’t seem to need any help.”

“I think the squeaking is supposed to enhance the passion,” he said. “This is after all the bridal suite. Or at least one of them. I suppose any room they choose is so called if they know the couple they’re renting it to have just got spliced.”

“Spliced. An inextricable joining together. A carpentry term I think. Or is it nautical, like splicing the mainbrace? Some people seem to think that when you get married you cease to be an individual and join together with another as some kind of hybrid creature.”

“I don’t think that will ever apply to us,” he said.

“It had better not.”

The room was pleasant and well appointed and had a nice view across the promenade to the sea. It was still bright outside and there were people out walking in the warm early evening. The sea was calm and lapped gently onto the long pebble beach, reflecting the colour of the sky. Richard looked out as he opened one of the windows and breathed in the salty air.

“Let’s have a drink,” Miranda said. “We hardly had anything earlier, for form’s sake, did we?”

“Well, I was going to drive.”

“Quite,” she said. “Oh look, they’ve stocked the bar and there’s a little note saying, compliments of the management and good luck in your life together. Isn’t that nice?”

“We’ll be paying for it somehow,” he said.

“Cynic.”

She went over to the window and handed him a glass of whisky.

“What are you thinking about?” she asked. “You seem distracted.”

“Nothing at all. I’m just enjoying the moment,” he said.

She put her arms around him and he felt her soft golden hair, pressing it gently against her head.

“I think we’re supposed to undress now and I’m supposed to faint, seeing an adult male member for the first time. I think I’m only supposed to have seen my little brother’s in the bath when we were infants.”

He laughed and held her closer.

“Well you’ve seen mine often enough and you know it’s nothing to faint about,” he said.

“It works though,” she said.

“That was kind of you.”

“Don’t mention it,” she said.

In the morning they called room service and had scrambled eggs with toast and coffee for breakfast. Neither of them felt like anything elaborate. They lay in bed until late in the morning with the windows open, letting the cool sea breeze blow over them, and listening to the distant sounds from the seafront.

“What shall we do today then?” Richard asked.

“Let’s not do anything,” she said. “We’re going to have to get used to that now. Now that we’re an old married couple. Not doing anything, I mean. We’re supposed to be comfortable with each other. The pressure is off. We don’t have to entertain each other for twenty four hours a day any more.”

“And am I supposed to start knocking you about and having affairs?”

“Of course. And I’m supposed to let myself go and become an alcoholic slattern.”

“What a nightmare lies before us.”

“Yep.”

Miranda moved over slightly so that the back of her head rested on his shoulder and he put his left arm around her.

“What are you thinking about?” he asked after a moment, trying to focus his eyes on the top of her head.

“I’m thinking of all your annoying little habits that over the years will drive me crazy. You know, little ways that are endearing at first but will become focus points for my hatred over time.”

“I suppose there’s a list?”

“I’m working on it.”

“Come on then, let’s have it. I never leave the top off the toothpaste.”

“No, but you leave little white specks on the wall tiles after you’ve brushed, and you don’t change your toothbrush until the bristles are all soft and frayed.”

“Anything else?”

“Erm… You don’t cut your toenails quite often enough and when you do, you do it over the toilet bowl and sometimes you forget to flush them away.”

“Oh, God, do I? That’s disgusting. I’ll always make sure I flush them away in future.”

“You’ll forget. It must be in your nature for you to have formed the habit.”

“Go on.”

“Erm… when you cut yourself shaving you dab the blood with the hand towel and put it back on the rail.”

“Are all my bad habits confined to the bathroom?”

“Goodness, no. Let me see… you fidget your feet in bed when you’re asleep, and sometimes you talk in your sleep as well. But the annoying thing is that you just mumble and I can’t make out what you’re saying, so you don’t give any of your terrible secrets away.”

“More.”

“Lots.”

“I’m waiting.”

“You mix your shoes and slippers up on the rack so that the left is where the right should be and you stamp fag ash into the carpet when you’ve dropped it.”

“There’s only one answer then,” he said.

“What’s that?”

“Divorce, before you murder me in my sleep, driven to madness by my foul ways.”

“On what grounds?”

“For the divorce you mean?”

“Yes.”

“Foul ways.”

“I’ve never heard of that one before, but I’m sure it’s more valid than something like ordinary old adultery.”

“It hardly seemed worth it really, did it?”

“Did what?”

“Getting married.”

“No, I suppose not. But it might go part way in convincing people that you’re not gay, if you can say that you were married.”

“That’s true,” he said. “I hadn’t thought of that. Or maybe I had, in denying the true nature of my sexuality in my subconscious.”

“They think it might be inherited now, you know?”

“What might?”

“Being gay. Apparently there’s a gay gene.”

“How does that work?”

“Well… heterosexual people can…I mean… it doesn’t matter whether they are or they aren’t… heterosexual I mean… I mean.”

“Start again,” he said.

She turned to rest her cheek on his chest and looked up into his face.

“Well… there’s a gene that can be passed on by… whoever, and it might become predominant in their child and make them gay.”

“I wonder how the word,Gay came to mean homosexual?,” he said.

“I don’t know. Gay means jolly and carefree doesn’t it. But most of the gays I know, and I know many, are miserable backbiting bitches.”

“Such venom,” he said. “Into the ovens with them.”

“Quite,” she said. “I hate them all. But come to think of it, some of my best friends are…”

“Gay?”

“Yes,” she said.

Miranda closed her eyes and stroked his cheek with the flat of her left hand.

“How did we get onto this, anyway?” he asked.

“The divorce,” she said.

In the afternoon they walked along the promenade and felt the breeze freshen and they saw the sky clouding over, blocking out the Sun. The weather was, it appeared, reminding them that it was not yet summer and that April is a treacherous month. In their shirts only, they began to feel cold.

“Do you want to go back and put something warm on?” he asked.

“No, we’re out now. Let’s be brave.”

The sea had changed from a calm blue-green to a choppy grey and was gathering in strength as it raised itself and then fell onto the pebble beach.

“It’s going to rain,” Richard predicted.

“Pessimist,” she said. “If it does, it’s only water.”

“More like acid,” he said.

Despite the change in the weather there were still plenty of people about, walking along the broad esplanade and on the lawns and visiting the so-called attractions, like the crazy-golf course and the marina, opened in optimism at the beginning of the season, though the big summer crowds had not yet arrived.

“Why do people flock to the sea, I wonder?” she asked.

“Trying to get back home, I suppose,” he said.

“It’s funny though, isn’t it?”

“Where the elements meet,” he said.

“Earth, fire, air and water?”

“Without the fire, this afternoon, I think.”

It started to rain, in a few fat heavy drops at first, which then became a downpour and before they could reach one of the benched shelters beyond the nearest lawn facing the sea, they were soaked to the skin.

Sharing the shelter with them was a family consisting of a couple and three small children, all of whom were now kitted out with foldable plastic macs of various colours. The children were crying, having been removed from their engrossing game of crazy-golf by their over-concerned parents about the rain. One child even threw her bar of fruity nougat to the floor of the shelter in rage.

“I told you it would rain,” Richard said.

“Well aren’t you an old clever clogs then,” she said. “But when the rain goes off a bit, just a bit that is, can we go and find a cafe? You know, a fish and chips cafe?”

“If you really want to,” he said.

“I want to sit in a cafe at the window and look out at the rain and the deserted promenade and think about how depressed we would be if we weren’t us.”

The sea no longer simply rose and fell, but crashed onto the beach, and the cold wind drove the rain against the glass sides of the shelter and swirled around inside it. The enraged child retrieved its bar of nougat from the floor and was attempting to eat it when its mother took it from it, explaining that doggy poo and nasty men’s spit might have been on the ground as she put it in the bin, the effect of which was to send the child into a second tantrum of being denied.

“Do you think that’s us, in the future?” Miranda asked, nodding at the couple sitting at the other end of the shelter, who were, from appearances, about five years older than themselves.

“If it is,” he said. “Pass the sleeping pills now. Or should we open our veins?”

The rain eased a little, and they ran across to the Lobster Cafe which was the nearest place of the description given by Miranda as her preferred destination, and they entered, shivering in their cold wet shirts and sat at a red and white Formica topped table by the window.

A girl of about sixteen, who was pretty in a hard and chewing gum kind of way, came over to them reluctantly from the counter where the takeaway people were served, and took their order. They both asked for cod and chips with mushy peas, with bread and butter and a pot of tea.

Their food arrived almost immediately and they unwrapped their knives and forks from their red paper napkins. Salt and vinegar and red and brown sauce and white sugar in a pouring dispenser were already on the table and milk was then provided in a little silver jug on a tray. Their tea came in a brown earthenware pot and their cups and saucers were blue, somewhere between sky and royal.

“Hmn, this is lovely,” Miranda said with her mouth full of battered cod. “What is it the French say? That we can only make custard? They should try this.”

“I’m glad the rain has kept up for you,” he said. “Does it complete the scenario?”

“Aren’t you enjoying it? The fish and chips I mean?”

“Yes, of course I am,” he said. “You’re right. What do the French know?”

He looked out of the window as the rainwater made little jagged journeys down the pane, and listened to the wind as it blew against shutters and signs and advertising boards outside, along the seafront.

“Richard,” Miranda said, putting chips onto a slice of bread and butter and squeezing brown sauce over them. “Do you think we’re going to be happy?”

“We’d better be,” he said. “What made you ask that?”

“I’m frightened. No matter how we laugh it off and make light of it, marriage is a commitment. It means we’re supposed to be together until one of us dies.”

“Yes, I know,” he said. “Ridiculous, isn’t it?”

“I’m serious now.”

“And what is it you’re really afraid of?”

“What you haven’t told me. There’s something deep inside you that you haven’t told me about. Tell me now. Before it’s too late and I start to hate you.”

“That’s a strange thing to say over fish and chips.”

“Tell me now, please.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Yes, you do.”

“Do I?”

“Yes, you do.”

“Now you are being ridiculous,” he said. “What’s brought this on.”

“Nothing,” she said. “There’s just something about you, that you won’t tell me, that I want to know.”

“You’re imagining it,” he said.

“Maybe so.”

The rain continued to fall after they had finished their meal, and they sat at their table looking into half empty teacups.

“You can’t expect to know everything about a person,” Richard suddenly said. “There are bound to be lots of things about both of us that the other will never know. That’s a good thing. I think. And I can’t imagine why you think I’ve got some terrible dark secret that I’m keeping from you. I wish I had. My life has been far too boring for that, though.”

“Maybe I wanted you to have a secret,” she said, smiling at him, and reaching across the table to take hold of his hand.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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Liz,

Sorry you weren’t there for the big day. I knew you weren’t coming but I couldn’t help myself looking for you, just in case you changed your mind. How the hell are you anyway? I haven’t heard from you in ages.

I’m writing this in our hotel room. Yes, it’s the honeymoon suite! What a lovely word that is, honeymoon. Miranda has gone out to get something. Oh yes, a huge pink and white soft ice cream that they sell in a shop just along the seafront. The hotel ice cream isn’t the same, she says. I think really she’s gone out just to get away from me for a while. Our marriage is on the rocks already it seems, just as you predicted.

I really can’t believe I’m married, myself. Not that it means a hell of a lot, being married I mean. Why do people say, get married and make it legal? It isn’t illegal without being married. Just a point.

How are you and Charles? Are you still with Charles? The lecturer and the librarian. I bet you give him absolute hell. Sorry, not librarian, library assistant, one must be precise. How are the fucking students?

We’re going home tomorrow. We’re only having three nights here. We haven’t decided where we’re going for our ‘proper’ honeymoon yet. I seem to be saying, we, a lot, don’t I? I have already got a pair of carpet slippers and I’m thinking of getting a pipe. We haven’t started calling each other Mother and Father yet though. That’s a working class tradition by the way.

The Miranda sort wants us to be happy together. She’s worried by the prospect that we might not be. She’s a strange girl. How could anyone expect to be happy, living with either of us? Let alone being married? Am I making sense? Do you have the faintest idea what I’m talking about? If you do, that’s good, because I don’t.

I’d better finish now, because she’ll be back in a moment, I think, and if she finds me writing this she’ll beat me up. You’ve heard of husband-beating? And she’s got red hair, well, sort of reddish, and a terrible temper.

Write or telephone, no, write soon. It’s never been this long.



Rich.



Elizabeth threw down the letter onto the coffee table and rested her damp stockinged feet next to it. The glass top was hard under her heels and in a moment she moved them, rubbing them as she drew her legs up onto the chair with her knees tightly bent.

It was raining outside and a little pool of water had formed on the windowsill where the glass was ill-fitting. It rattled when there was a strong wind.

It was a basement flat and the view from the front room was restricted to the steps and the black railings at the top on the street level. She had lived there now for two months with her friend, Charlotte, with whom she also worked as a researcher for the BBC. Her mother had had some influence in getting her the job and she wasn’t quite sure if she should be grateful or not. She was grateful, on reflection, she supposed.

She shared with Charlotte to halve the rent of course, but apart from that, they got on well together and had become in a relatively short period, good friends. They felt comfortable with each other, which, when sharing with someone, is the most important thing.

Charlotte was out at the moment. She’d gone to the cash point, for the weekend, but they were due to do the shopping together at the supermarket, a weekly task that they shared and both, surprisingly, didn’t loathe. Trundling the trolley along the aisles and selecting things from the vast array on offer under the bright lights and surrounded by muzak gave them a strange feeling of being in some kind of bizarre future-world. On one occasion they had burst out laughing simultaneously, and in explaining to each other, realised they had done so for exactly the same reason. When the supermarket was crowded though and they had to queue at the checkout, they had second thoughts about not loathing the experience.

Elizabeth sipped her tea and listened to the quiet ticking of the clock on the mantelpiece and thought about nothing in particular as she waited for Charlotte to return.

Charlotte, no matter how much she had in her account, always feared that the cash point would swallow her card and announce to everyone in the queue that she had no money and was to be arrested and sent to Holloway for fraud.

The machine however, as it always did, dutifully produced a crisp bundle of twenties which she grabbed quickly and put in her purse and then returned briskly to her car, fearful of imaginary muggers who had been loitering at the cash point, waiting for her. She always went to the cash point on Friday, even though she could go on Saturday or Sunday, because it was the last ‘proper’ day of the week.

Elizabeth heard Charlotte’s footsteps clatter down from the street above and her keys rattling and the front door slamming and she snapped herself out of her trance.

“Hi,” Charlotte said, as she entered the room. “Oh, is that tea? I’ll get a cup.”

“It might only be hot-ish,” Elizabeth shouted after her, looking at the pot, though it did have its cosy on.

Charlotte returned with a cup and saucer and poured herself some tea, which still steamed from the spout, and she tasted it.

“It’s still okay,” she said. “Aren’t you having biccies?”

“No, I didn’t think to. There are some bourbons in the tin, I think.”

“I won’t bother now,” Charlotte said. “I’m just thirsty really.”

Charlotte sat in an armchair on the far side of the room from Elizabeth, next to the fireplace, which was closed-off and had a gas fire installed in front of the recess. She kicked off her shoes and rubbed the soles of her feet on the warm dark red carpet. She then took another sip of tea and threw her head back and sighed.

Charlotte was two years younger than Elizabeth but looked even younger. She was the type of person who would seem young even when she was fifty. She was of about average height but seemed if anything a little taller because she was so slender, almost slight in fact, though she did have an attractive figure in a boyish or just post-pubescent way but which nonetheless was undeniably feminine. She had long straight dark auburn hair and light brown eyes that sometimes looked like a kind of dark yellow in bright light. She was pretty rather than beautiful, but could not have been described as anything other than attractive.

“Who’s your letter from?” Charlotte asked, spotting the envelope and opened pages on the coffee table from across the small room.

“Rich,” Elizabeth said. “He’s just got married and he’s been telling me how awful it is.”

“When are we going to meet the lovely, Richard?” Charlotte asked. “From what you’ve told me he’s your special pal.”

“How can you tell that? I don’t remember telling you anything… well, hardly anything about him.”

“You’ve said enough,” Charlotte said. “How long is it now since you’ve seen him?”

Elizabeth thought for a moment, and then sat up straight in her chair, concentrating.

“Eight, nine years,” she then said, shaking her head. “I can’t believe it.”

“And you still write? It must be love.”

“I do love him,” Elizabeth said without thinking. “I’ll always love him, in a way, I suppose.”

“In what way?”

“Like a brother. No, more than a brother. I think. Rich is my friend and I’ll always love him, because we’re not together, not close you see? No, I didn’t mean that. We are close, but we’re not on top of one another, and I didn’t mean that either, not what you’re thinking.”

“You mean he’s like a perfect love that can’t be sullied?” Charlotte asked.

Elizabeth smiled.

“No,” she said.

“It all sounds a bit strange to me,” Charlotte said. “Why don’t you arrange for us to meet? Or do you want to keep him as a perfect memory?”

“Charlotte, dear.”

“What?”

“Shut up.”

“Yes, okay. I haven’t got a clue what I’m talking about, have I? Shall we go and freak out at the supermarket before it gets too crowded?”

“You can drive,” Elizabeth said.

The larder, freezer, and fridge being stocked for another week, not forgetting the drinks cabinet, Elizabeth and Charlotte then thought about what they were going to do for the rest of the evening and decided that they would go to the Smuggler’s Club and pick up a couple of unsuspecting males.

The Smuggler’s club was conveniently close and usually full of not too bad looking men in desperate need of female company. Most of them were boys of course, but some were a little maturer and could possibly consider themselves candidates for the company of such sophisticated ladies as Elizabeth and Charlotte. They had been there many times before, and usually came away with interesting partners, and so they felt no need to look elsewhere tonight.

They shared a shower together to save time and then dressed in their separate bedrooms, both of which were the size of box or storage rooms in a normal house, and then emerged to view themselves in the full length mirror in the hall.

Charlotte wore a very dark blue dress and Elizabeth’s was black. They were of similar styles, long, with shoulder straps and cut quite low front and back. They took turns to smooth the material down over them in front of the mirror and craned their necks to view themselves from the back.

“Do you think my bum’s getting bigger?” Charlotte asked, viewing it from several angles and feeling it.

“No, I don’t think so,” Elizabeth answered. “You look like a stick insect, as usual.”

“Bitch,” Charlotte said, smiling. “Just because you’ve got such a gigantic arse and your thighs are covered in pendulous folds of cellulite.”

“Listen, the day I get cellulite you can phone the undertaker.”

“Are we ready then?”

“Yes, come on. Let’s walk there like a couple of tarts.”

Made-up, stilettoed and handbagged, they clattered up the steps and onto the street.

Philip and Martin had gone straight to the Smuggler’s club from the office, having worked quite late to make up their flexitime. It was a favourite watering hole of theirs as, as the hours advanced, it transformed itself from a business person’s after work place to have a couple before going home, to a proper nightclub complete with disco and plenty of females intent on being picked up, but there were usually no lager louts or hoorays and the girls often had more than one brain cell between four of them.

Not that they were in any way opposed to bimbo-bonking that is, but it was nice sometimes to have some kind of a conversation. Another plus point for the Smuggler’s was that they sold real cask beer at reasonable prices, apart from the usual pumped fizz and designer bottled lager.

They stood at the bar, in their usual place in a corner next to a wall that had a fishing net draped over it. The whole of the dark and cavernous club maintained the smugglers theme throughout in an obvious attempt to suspend disbelief, as it was neither near the sea nor a river. The building it occupied was also decidedly twentieth century. Nonetheless, fishing nets apart, there were piles of empty casks placed about the place and wooden plaques on the walls telling of Captain Morgan and Flint, and Black Beard and the island of Tortuga. They seemed to have confused piracy with smuggling somewhat, but nobody ever noticed, and they did sell Cornish smugglers punch as a speciality brew, as advertised at the bar.

Philip leaned back against the protruding wooden bar top with his pint of dark beer in his hand and the sole of his right shoe on the brass foot rail.

“I’m shattered,” he told Martin. “I hardly got any sleep at all last night. I was seriously thinking of going home straight from work and going to bed.”

“You’ll feel better after a couple,” Martin said.

“I think I’ll stay in bed all day tomorrow.”

“Yes, but who with?”

“On my own, with my luck.”

“Don’t say that.”

“I’m not sure that I wouldn’t prefer it.”

“You definitely need more drink,” Martin said and nodded to the barmaid, indicating that they wanted the same again.

Philip and Martin were both twenty five and were Executive Officers in the Home Office. Neither of them cared much for their jobs, in that they weren’t desperate to climb the career ladder. But it wasn’t too terrible, and if there still was such a thing as job security, they had found it. The flexitime was a curse though, as they often simply could not prevent themselves from doing only the core hours one fortnight, and having to make them up the next. They always seemed to manage it though, just, and they were never in credit.

The club was just in its change-over stage between the office workers and the nightclubbers, though a few of their earlier clientele, like themselves, had decided to stay, either through design or drink, and the disco music started up at the farthest end of the club from them, across the biggest of the bars and then the dance floor. In a moment they would get used to the crash and thud and be able to hear themselves speak again.

Philip was dark and handsome and had a still boyish, dishevelled look about him. His hair was cut in a fashionable, not quite mop-top, and his dark half day old stubble was beginning to show. He had loosened his plain red tie and undone the top button of his white shirt. His dark grey suit was a little crumpled through three days wear.

Martin, who was short, had short carrot-red hair and bright blue eyes and skin that freckled at the mention of sun on the weather forecast. He had taken off his multicoloured tie and put it in the pocket of his navy blue suit, which was a three-piece, and had unbuttoned his waistcoat. His stomach was just beginning to get a little too big for it.

“Why couldn’t you sleep, then?” Martin asked.

“Don’t know. Just couldn’t get off. Watched some all night telly. Rubbish mostly. Then I made something to eat. Cheese on toast. Didn’t really want it. I just couldn’t switch myself off.”

Martin sipped from his pint and looked around him, taking special notice of whoever came down the steps into the club.

“I don’t have that problem,” he said. “I could sleep on a clothesline.”

“You must have an easy conscience,” Philip said.

“I have, unfortunately. Besides, if I went down to make cheese on toast in the early hours my mum would be on the phone to the police thinking we had burglars.”

“You still pissed off, living at home then?”

“It is, restricting, if you know what I mean.”

“Yes, I can imagine. But I thought that sort of thing, having midnight feasts and that would have been easier living at home, more natural, you know?”

“Well, it is, if your mother hadn’t become a paranoid maniac since we were broken into.”

“Oh yes. I’d forgotten.”

Philip, who lived alone in a bedsit, thought about the pros and cons of both their situations and came down on the side of his own. Though his lack of a washing machine and consequent depressing weekly visits to the local launderette was a big factor against.

“My shout,” Philip said, after draining his glass, and turned to get the attention of the barmaid who now had many more customers to deal with.

Elizabeth and Charlotte carefully descended the steps into the club and then turned and walked directly towards the bar where Philip and Martin were standing.

Martin had seen them the moment they entered, and before they had had time to cross the considerable distance to the bar, he nudged Philip, who was still intent on getting served, urgently.

“Look at these two,” he said, half whispering. “Gorgeous or what? Buy them a drink, quick.”

Philip turned, with two pint glasses in his hands, just in time to see them before they arrived at the bar.

“A double scotch, straight, no ice, and a double gin and tonic, with ice, please,” Elizabeth said, leaning with her elbows on top of the bar.

“I’ll get those, if you don’t mind,” Philip said. “I mean, if that’s all right with you.”

Elizabeth looked him up and down witheringly and then directly into his eyes.

“You may,” she said. “Bring them over to that table.”

Philip followed her eyes, and then watched as Elizabeth and Charlotte walked over to a table in a secluded corner away from the bar. Martin smiled at Philip and they then followed the girls with their hands full of drinks.

“I’m Philip, and this is Martin,” Philip said as they sat down next to them.

“What are you doing?” Elizabeth asked.

“What?” Philip asked.

“I said… what are you doing?”

“We’re joining you for a drink,” he said after a moment’s thought.

“And who asked you to? Charlotte, I don’t remember asking either of these frightful oiks to join us for a drink, do you?”

“No, indeed,” Charlotte said. “I don’t, Elizabeth.”

“I said that you might buy some drinks and bring them over to our table. That was all.”

Martin laughed, nervously, not being able to take his eyes off Elizabeth, who, quite seriously, he thought was the most beautiful girl he had ever seen.

“We just presumed…” he said.

“Never presume,” Elizabeth said. “If that’s what you mean, rather than assume. Charlotte? Will we allow these frightful oiks to sit at our table?”

“Oh, now that they’re here, I suppose we could let them stay,” Charlotte said.

“Very well,” Elizabeth said. “But these drinks aren’t enough. Go and get more. You, Martin is it? Double scotch, no ice, double gin and tonic, with ice. Go fetch.”

Martin did as he was told and bought another two pints for Philip and himself also. As he was walking back from the bar he kept his eyes on Elizabeth, without looking away for a moment. He felt a burning chemical sensation rising inside him that constricted his throat and made his heart beat faster and his blood pressure rise so that he felt light-headed. At the back of his mind was also the terrible notion that this night might lead to the ultimate frustration of being rejected by someone he burned for, more than anyone else in his life. As the music from the disco throbbed into his ears and beat against the rushing blood inside him, he sat down next to Elizabeth, deliberately and boldly letting his thigh rest against hers.

Immediately, she moved away from him and pulled her dress over her legs, letting him know that she had done so deliberately. He felt something like a vice pressing against his temples and for a moment he was blinded with blood red hatred for himself.

“That was nice of you, Martin,” she then said. “You’re a darling, aren’t you? Thanks for getting the drinks. Let me give you a kiss.”

Martin couldn’t help himself gently fondling her thick dark hair in his hands as their lips pressed together and he felt her beautiful, sensuous face against his, and he smelt her perfume and her make-up and tasted her whisky-clean mouth.

He withdrew first, hardly believing that it had happened, and drew his head back, trying to focus on her eyes. In that moment she dismissed him again and laughed and reached over to take hold of Charlotte’s hand.

“How are you doing, darling?” Elizabeth asked loudly of Charlotte. “I think this carroty little oik is in love with me.”

“Philip and I have been getting along fine in your absence,” Charlotte said. “In fact, he and I have decided that he should buy the next round of drinks. Is that a good deal, or what?”

“My, you girls are thirsty, aren’t you?” said Philip.

“Look, let’s not piss about, we’re here to get steaming, okay? So just keep the drinks coming hard and fast,” Elizabeth said.

“I don’t suppose it’s occurred to you that you should buy some?” Philip said, smiling at her.

“My, you are bold,” she said, smiling back. “Okay. So you’re not a pair of congenital idiots. We were just waiting to see how long it would take. Some nights we get through an entire evening without spending a penny.”

“Your bladder must be a miracle of science,” he said, deadpan.

Elizabeth and Charlotte looked at each other and started to laugh.

“That was quite dreadful,” Elizabeth said. “But you’re okay. What is it that you’re drinking? Come to the bar with me.”

Charlotte and Martin were left sitting opposite each other at the table, which was in fact a large barrel, which made it difficult to sit comfortably, as there was no space to stretch out their legs. Charlotte leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table-barrel top.

“She didn’t mean it, you know?” she said. “What she said to me so that you could hear. It’s only a game we play.”

He just smiled at her, by way of saying, thanks.

Elizabeth and Philip rejoined them and Elizabeth proposed a toast to their roasted innards.

“God, I’m dying for a fag,” she said. “This smoking ban is a pain in the arse.”

“Those things will kill you,” Philip said, disapprovingly.

“Oh, no. Not another of the tobacco police. Another fucking coward… you haven’t got a relative or a friend who died of cancer, have you?”

“No.”

“I find your concern touching. When I’m dying in agony you can come and laugh at me and tell me, I told you so.”

“You know that human beings are the only creatures that knowingly indulge in an activity that could hasten their own death?”

“What about lemmings?”

Philip looked at her for a moment, trying to think of something to say, and then just laughed.

“I don’t know why human beings have this extraordinary desire to stay alive for as long as possible, anyway.” Elizabeth said. “We live for a ridiculously long time as it is. Some of the buggers refuse to die even when they’re blind and deaf and have had thirty seven operations and have plastic hearts, and kidneys from corpses. It’s like a collective national obsession rather than national health.”

Martin, still sitting next to Elizabeth, was staring at her without realising it, and had hung onto her every word, loving the way she spoke and the intensity in her eyes as she did so.

“I used to smoke,” he said, still looking at her in the same way. “I gave it up though, through cowardice.”

“Now there is an honest man,” she said. “I’ll have you smoking again soon enough.”

Martin’s face lit up with happiness simply because she was talking to him about him. He took a long drink, and beginning to feel a little drunk, he inched a fraction closer to Elizabeth in the movement he made to put down his pint glass on the table top.

The Smuggler’s club was by now very full, and the bar staff had increased in number in proportion to the clientele. They each wore T-shirts emblazoned with the name address and telephone number of the club, around the head of a pirate, complete with beard and bandanna. The atmosphere had become very heavy and hot due to the low ceilings and the number of bodies. Thirst was increased consequently of course.

“Let’s get one thing straight,” Charlotte said as she returned with Martin from the bar. “Elizabeth and I do not dance. When drink and the throb of the music have got the better of you and you ask us, we will refuse. Just to save you the bother.”

“Asking someone to dance is just like asking them to have sex with you, you see,” Elizabeth added, as Martin sat down again beside her. “So why bother with all that ridiculous gyrating? Just come out and say what you mean. Charlotte, conference.”

Elizabeth and Charlotte went off to the ladies room, leaving Philip and Martin to wonder about what had just been said.

“I think we’re in,” Philip said. “Charlotte is like a dream. I’ve been talking to her while you’ve been ogling Elizabeth. Don’t you think she’s absolutely fucking gorgeous?”

“Elizabeth?” Martin asked.

“No, Charlotte, of course.”

“Oh, yes,” Martin said.

“Not that I’d say no to Elizabeth. They’re both fucking gorgeous.”

“That’s a lot of, fuckings, for you, Phil,” Martin said. “They seem to have made an impression.”

“Don’t tell me they haven’t on you?”

“No, I can’t say that,” Martin said, smiling to himself. “Elizabeth is fucking, fucking gorgeous.”

The ladies loo at the Smuggler’s club was very clean and nice and seemed more like a ladies only club in itself, in that it was filled with chattering females making use of the extensive wall space covered with mirrors to retouch previously made works of art. The air was thick with perfume and powder and the functional toilet cubicles seemed to be no more than a necessary irrelevance.

“Are we going to take these two back then?” Charlotte asked Elizabeth as they stared at themselves, standing together in front of the mirror.

“I suppose we could. But I fancy, Philip, really. Martin is not my type at all.”

“But he’s besotted with you.”

“I know,” she said. “That’s why I’m considering it. There’s no bigger turn-on than knowing someone thinks you’re… his dream, or whatever.”

“Never mind the, whatever. You know what it would mean to him.”

“But he’s short and fat and ginger. I’d much rather have Philip. Can’t we swap?”

“No, we can’t. I like Philip,” Charlotte said. “And he likes me.”

“God, if we could hear ourselves,” Elizabeth said. “We’re far too old for this. We sound like a couple of teenagers.”

“Well I’m not quite in my dotage, even if you are,” Charlotte said. “They’re about the same age as us, don’t you think, give or take?”

“Exactly,” Elizabeth said. “What the fuck are we doing with these frightful oiks?”

“Philip’s nice. I’ve noticed the way he’s been looking at me. He’s really got the hots for me.”

“God, he must be blind.”

A gaggle of girls, obviously hunting in a pack, came over to where Elizabeth and Charlotte were standing and jostled around them, trying to get a sight of themselves in the mirror. Their average age must have been about eighteen.

“See what I mean?” Elizabeth said.

“Come on then, you bitter old spinster. Let’s get back to our admirers. What have we decided, by the way?”

“I suppose we’ll take them back,” Elizabeth said. “If only because I’ve never slept with a short, fat, ginger, boring person before. Not that I’ll let him do horrible, disgusting things to me. I might just tantalise him to death. Are you sure you won’t let me have Philip?”

“Yes, I’m quite sure.”

“Bitch.”

Back at their table, another round of drinks was waiting for them, and Philip and Martin made little effort to move aside as they sat down, so that they could accidentally on purpose brush against them and feel whatever they could of them, not really knowing if anything else was going to be forthcoming.

“Oops,” Charlotte said. “I think that was someone’s hand on my bottom. Now, whose could it have been?”

“Mine,” Philip said. “I’m the guilty party. Am I to be accused of rape or something? I know these things can lead to court cases.”

“That’s all right, Philip, dear,” Charlotte said. “But you shouldn’t be furtive about these things. Having one’s bottom felt is rather nice if you like the person who’s feeling it, that is. How would you like to feel it some more?”

“I’d like to very much,” he said. “Why? Is that an invitation?”

“Yes, I suppose it is,” Charlotte said. “Are you ready, Liz?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” Elizabeth said, getting up from her seat. “Come on then. Come on, Martin. It isn’t far, so we can walk. If we stay here any longer I don’t suppose we’ll be able to do much except fall over.”

They left the club, the girls clattering up the steps and the boys following after. A ten minute drunken walk and they would be back at the girls’ flat.

“This is lovely,” Philip said, sitting on an old worn settee in the sitting room, next to Charlotte.

“It’s a sort of decent grotesque, I suppose,” Elizabeth said, handing round the drinks. “Sorry we haven’t any proper beer, other than lager I mean. I know you boys like that warm brown stuff that foams.”

“This tastes nice, though. I mean, it’s all right.” Martin said, pouring his bottled pilsner into a glass.

“Now there’s a well brought up boy. He’s very polite, isn’t he?” Elizabeth said to the others.

“You’ll have to make allowances for her, Martin. She feels she has to be cruel in order to maintain her image,” Charlotte said. “Underneath it all, she’s really, almost a nice person.”

“Charlotte. No more of that. You’re supposed to be on my side, remember? Now, please don’t try to undermine my viciousness.”

“Sorry, darling, I keep forgetting you’re just getting crabby because of your extreme old age. She’s twenty seven now you know, Martin. I thought I’d better tell you, to let you know what you’re getting yourself involved with.”

“Charlotte, “ Elizabeth said. “Please don’t tell him about the false teeth and the colostomy bag.”

“Yuk,” said Charlotte. “Sometimes you can be so gross.”

“I can’t help it. But I thought you’d be used to it by now, especially after having to bathe my weeping bedsores.”

“Can we change the subject, please? And yes, before you say it, I know I started it. I should have known better.”

Philip and Martin had taken off their jackets and were feeling quite relaxed, mainly because they were almost drunk of course, but also because, for some reason, probably the fact that Elizabeth and Charlotte were keeping up the conversation, they didn’t feel under any pressure to take the initiative. That burden had long ago been taken from them. Elizabeth and Charlotte would decide what was going to happen.

At the back of Martin’s mind however, something was lurking. Something so frightful that he knew he would never release it. And that fear kept him from enjoying the moment as he should have. It was always the same.

Charlotte put some music on the stereo and then went to get more drinks for everybody.

“We’re not really alcoholics,” Elizabeth said. “It’s just that we’re so nervous having you two back here with us that we’re trying to bolster our courage.”

“No comments about the choice of music, please,” Charlotte said as she sat down again next to Philip. “I know you probably only ever listen to Bartok or Schoenberg, but this will have to do. I don’t even know what it is. What is it?”

“It sounds like one of those things they advertise on the telly,” Elizabeth said. “You know, when they tell you that this is not available in the shops, like they’re offering you the chance to buy something wonderfully rare and mysterious, when what they really mean to say is that it’s crap.”

“Well you must have bought it,” Charlotte said. “Because it certainly isn’t mine.”

“Liar. She buys all this crap,” Elizabeth said. “What the hell is it though? It isn’t actually that bad.”

“I like it,” Martin said. “I’ve got this myself.”

“What is it?” Elizabeth asked again. “We don’t know you see, because we’ve both been in the habit of stealing our ex-boyfriend’s CDs when we’ve left them, and this is probably one of those.”

“It’s one of those pop compilations,” Martin said. “Some of them have themes like love songs or rock songs. This one’s got some good songs on it, if it’s the one I think it is.”

“Everyone seems to have those, don’t they,” Elizabeth said. “I think I stole this one, actually.”

Philip, emboldened by drink, began to move around the room and scrutinize things, and Martin continued to lean forward in his chair, holding his glass out in front of him with both hands. Elizabeth and Charlotte both sat back, feeling nicely drunk.

“If anyone’s hungry, help yourselves from the fridge,” Charlotte said, slowly and drunkenly. “I don’t know what’s in there but there must be something. We went shopping today. I think there’s some quiche as well, though I couldn’t say how old it is. I don’t think it’ll poison you though.”

Philip went off into the kitchen to find the fridge and Elizabeth suddenly came to, snapping her head forward and reaching for her very large scotch on the coffee table.

“I’m always doing that,” she said to Martin. “Losing consciousness, and then the first thing I do when I wake up is reach for alcohol. That probably tells you something about me.”

Martin didn’t answer.

“Does anyone else want something to eat?” Philip asked as he entered the room with the quiche on a tray with plates and forks. “Martin?”

“Yes, please.”

“Charlotte? Elizabeth? Would you like some of your own quiche? I took the liberty of rummaging in your kitchen.”

The girls declined, dismissively. Elizabeth explaining that food took up space that could be better used accommodating alcohol.

“I didn’t mean that you had to have the quiche, you know? There’s plenty of other stuff,” Charlotte said.

“No, this’ll do fine. It looks lovely,” Philip said.

He and Martin ate, obviously enjoying it, so much so in fact that only a thin wedge was left on the plate. And that was left only for form’s sake.

“My, you boys were hungry,” Elizabeth said. “I suppose your intention was to have thirty seven pints at the club and then three curries on the way home? That’s if you didn’t strike lucky of course.”

“You seem to have a jaundiced view of the likes of us, Elizabeth,” Philip said.

“The likes of you?”

“Frightful oiks, I think is what you called us.”

“Oh yes. Perhaps you’re not quite so frightful. At least you haven’t thrown up yet.”

The music, from the seemingly endless recording, continued to flow nicely out from the big speakers placed on the floor in two corners of the room, and light from the street lamp outside beamed down through the basement flat windows. There was a lull in the conversation and it was getting late.

Elizabeth was feeling mischievous and went over and sat down between Charlotte and Philip, forcing them apart. She then started to kiss Charlotte and hug her and Charlotte responded and they began to moan as they felt each other. They then both burst out laughing.

“Very good, girls,” Philip said. “We already know you’re terribly decadent and sophisticated.”

“Now who’s having a jaundiced view?” Elizabeth said. “We thought this kind of thing might turn you on. What is it about men liking girls together? When they can’t bear the thought of it being men? Is it because to do that would make you feel less than a man? It’s like when you’re told you look like a girl, isn’t it? It means you’re somehow less than what you should be.”

“You’re just too much for me, Elizabeth. We could talk all night,” Philip said. “If my brain could still engage my mouth.”

“Who knows,” she said. “Maybe one time, we will?”

“All this smooching has made me think it’s time for bed,” Charlotte said, winking at Elizabeth and then at Philip. “Philip, I think I need you to fix my bed frame. Have you got a spanner?”

“Yes,” he said. “I think I could help you with that.”

Charlotte stood up and swayed a little and Philip took his jacket from the chair he had thrown it onto, and followed her to the door.

“Goodnight all,” Charlotte said, and stumbled out into the hall. “Who’s that patting my bottom?” Elizabeth and Martin could hear her say, as Philip helped her across to her bedroom.

Martin, who hadn’t said anything for a long time, was now left alone with Elizabeth and he began to panic. He wanted her so much, and from everything she’d said, even the cruelties, he felt that he did love her, or maybe someone like her. It was a situation he wanted to be happening and had dreamed of often, but now that it actually was, he didn’t know what to do.

“Can I have a cigarette?” he asked, when Elizabeth had sat down again and was near the coffee table where her packet of cigarettes and lighter lay next to her glass.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I really feel like one. Stuff the cancer.”

“There’s heart disease as well.”

“Stuff that, too.”

“Come and sit next to me,” she said. “Over here on the settee.”

They carried their drinks and the ash tray across the room and sat down together, too hard, bouncing up again from the springs of the seats.

“Ha,” Elizabeth said. “How the physical world is distorted by chemicals.”

Martin choked on his cigarette and felt light-headed, not having smoked for so long. He felt himself sweating and he ran the palm of his hand across his brow.

“Relax,” she said.

“I can’t,” he said.

“Why not?”

“Because I know you don’t like me,” he said, not knowing if he was right in being honest with her, but thinking it was the only way he could handle the situation.

“What do you mean?” Elizabeth asked. “If I didn’t like you, you don’t think for a moment that you’d have been asked back here, do you?”

“You only asked us back here because Charlotte likes Philip. And I know you like Philip as well. I know I’m short and fat and ugly and boring.”

Elizabeth looked at him with something like regret in her eyes and took hold of his hand.

“I’m so sorry, Martin,” she said. “I had no idea… That I came across that way, I mean. I’ve misjudged you, but I almost always do, with everybody. I’m just a vicious lonely old bitch. And listen, compared with some of the men I’ve known, you’re lovely. No, I didn’t mean that. I just mean that I like you.”

Martin stubbed out his cigarette and leaned across so that he was pressing against her. She cradled his head in her hands.

“Shall we go to bed now?” she asked. “We can do this much more comfortably there.”

Martin pulled away from her and sat upright, this time holding his head in his own hands.

“There’s something I haven’t told you,” he said.

“What?”

He sat even further forward and took a drink.

“I’ve never slept with a girl before,” he said, cringing as he did so, and hating himself. “Who’d want to make love to a fat little nothing like me?”

Elizabeth wasn’t sure how to react, but felt something for him, which wasn’t pity.

“How old are you?” she asked.

“Twenty five,” he said. “Don’t get me wrong. There’ve been plenty of fumblings and almosts, but I’ve never actually gone all the way with a girl. Mostly because of me. I just can’t do it. I get too nervous. There’s something wrong with me.”

Martin actually did wish that a hole would open up and swallow him, but he’d had no choice in telling her, because he knew that the next movement would have meant going to bed with her after she’d suggested it.

“Put your jacket on,” she said. “We’re going for a walk.”

“What, now?” he asked.

“Yes, now,” she said.

The streets were deserted and the sound of their tread echoed in the darkness. They walked in no particular direction and towards no particular place, but the cool night air refreshed them and Elizabeth took hold of Martin’s hand and then guided his arm inside hers so that they linked as they walked.

“I’ve never made love to anyone, either. Not really. I don’t suppose that any of us have. You’re not alone, Martin.”

“You’re like something I dream about,” Martin said.

“You wouldn’t. Not if you really knew me,” she said, and then she laughed.

“What is it?” he asked.

“This is ridiculous. Why do people make such a big deal about something so unimportant? I bet this has blighted your life, hasn’t it, your terrible secret? Sex is hilarious, don’t worry about it.”

They stopped under a street lamp and stood facing each other. She folded her arms and smiled at him.

“People will think I’m a tart and you’re my pimp, standing here,” she said.

“What about when we go back?” he asked. “Are you going to let me sleep with you?”

“Do you mean have sex with me?”

“Yes.”

“No, I don’t think so. I’m not a deflowerer of virgins.”

“Did you ever mean to?”

“I’m not sure. Now we’ll never know.”

“But I thought, from what you said, that we were going to?”

“Maybe we were. Like I said, we’ll never know now.”

“Have you any idea how cruel you are?” he asked.

“Oh, yes. I know exactly how cruel I am.”

“Why did you bring me out here?”

“I felt like a walk, of course.”

They walked back the short distance to the basement flat as light rain began to fall. At the top of the steps, Martin gently took hold of her wrist.

“I’ll never see you again after tonight, will I?”

“No, I shouldn’t think so. But one never knows. If Charlotte and Philip hit it off, we might, because they’re our friends.”

“I feel so embarrassed,” he said.

“Don’t be silly. You’ll find a nice girl who’ll adore you,” she said, ruffling his short hair. “Now let’s go in. It’s raining if you hadn’t noticed.”

Martin felt physically sick as he watched her descend the steps, hating her.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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Rich,

Once again you astound me. Gargantuan Pictures! It sounds like something out of a film about films, when they disguise a real studio by giving it a ridiculous but not impossible name. And why only a distributor? Why don’t they actually make it on the lot, where you bump into famous film stars and directors etc? A Channel Four film, eh. They do rather well at these things, don’t they. I’m afraid for someone who works for the BBC I’m rather disappointed we didn’t produce it.

And will you get to press some part of your anatomy in the cement in that famous place? Whatever, again, you astound me.

By the way, it was my birthday the other day, and do you realise how old we are? The big three zero is looming large and it doesn’t bear thinking about. It’s all right for you, being a famous Hollywood scriptwriter, or is it screenplay writer? What about poor old me? I’ve done fuck all! I was supposed to be the one who succeeded, remember? You’re just not sticking to the rules of our game at all. You were always meant to be in my shadow. Some shadow, heh? And what would it matter even if I cast one when you’re not walking behind me? It’s over ten years since we left school as well. God, Rich, ten years! We could both have been hideously disfigured and neither of us would know. You’re not, are you?

How is that Miranda sort, anyway? I’m amazed you’re still together. Of course, I know you had to get her a part in the film because otherwise she’d have made your life hell. Surely it couldn’t have been because she has any talent as an actress? I hope she gets crabs and her hair falls out. Red-gold, beautiful, luxuriant, you said. The bitch. I hope I’ve got the address right, by the way. What exactly is a zip code?

I expect you’re dying to know all about me and my exciting life, so here’s a brief resume. My pal, Charlotte, who I shared with, has got herself with child and is about to be married to some frightful oik that we picked up one night in a nightclub. Actually, he’s not really so frightful, but even so. His name’s Philip, by the way, not that it matters, but actually, I rather fancied him myself. You know what a nympho I am!

Anyway, now Charlotte has buggered off, I’m left alone in this goddamn awful flat, often with a glass of warm milk and my memories. I don’t know what it is, but I seem to have lost interest in almost everything. I had a snort of coke the other night, mainly for old times’ sake, but apart from that I haven’t tried to destroy myself for quite some time. I don’t even drink half as much as I used to. It must be the onset of old age. I still work for the Beeb by the way, but each day, I go in with the intention of resigning. Last week I was researching the decline of the red squirrel population. Honestly! And I had to go to Bristol to do it! They could at least give me something remotely interesting to do, even if it was only checking the authenticity of costume for a period drama. Charlotte got that one, the cow, even though she’s monstrously gravid and could drop the sprog at any moment. Actually she’s only five months, so I’m just being bitter. Am I boring you? I must be I suppose because I’m boring myself. Departments aren’t as well defined as they used to be, by the way. One can be sent anywhere. Am I making any sense?

Otherwise, I’m becoming so desperately bored that I’ve started taking an interest in the flat. I painted a cupboard door yesterday. Lime green. I found the paint tin under the sink. After I’d done it I realised that I’m finally going insane. It looks hideous. I don’t know that else to tell you. God, Rich, what a sad old bitch I’m becoming. If something doesn’t happen to me soon I think I’ll join some cranky Christian sect if only for the sex. I’m definitely becoming unhinged. I wish I had your life. What a thing to admit?

I’ll go now, Rich. I’m becoming maudlin. Besides, I think I can hear my milk boiling over. Write soon. You’re increasingly becoming my only lifeline.



Liz.



Elizabeth carefully copied the inordinately long address onto the envelope and propped it up on the mantelpiece next to the clock, which was where all outgoing mail was placed. Otherwise nothing would ever get posted.

It was a beautifully warm summer afternoon and she sat in the armchair nearest to the open window and breathed-in the tasty air from the breeze that blew down from the street above and into the room. The thin lace curtains billowed out and a couple of little insects were caught in the close intricate web of the material.

It was the sixth week of a heat wave when not a drop of rain had fallen and hardly a cloud had been spotted in the blazingly hot blue sky. A hosepipe ban had been introduced of course, which was always a source of amusement, as it was often wondered what happened to all the rain which seemed to fall for the other forty-odd weeks of the year. It was also wondered how in places with genuinely continuous hot weather, people managed to survive at all. It was the same in winter of course, when two weeks of snow brought the country to a standstill. How did they manage in Canada, or Russia? Maybe they didn’t, manage, that is.

Elizabeth blew the smoke from her cigarette across the room and watched as the tiny particles turned blue in the streaming sunlight, forming quite beautiful patterns of thin layers and thicker clouds. Chiaroscuro. There was so much of it from one exhalation, she thought. She reached down to the floor for her glass of orange juice and took a long drink. The ice cubes had almost melted and she swallowed a thin cold sliver of one and ran her tongue around her teeth in an effort to warm them. She then closed her eyes and allowed herself to drift off somewhere in the hot comfort of the day.

Bettina, known as Bunty to everyone who knew her, had put on what for her was a light summer dress, though in fact it was very high-necked and far too long. It was a lovely dark pink colour though and she did feel cooler in it than in her usual tweed suit. She knew that she dressed in a way that reinforced people’s view of her as an eccentric old maid and that she was seen as a classic stereotype, but that was the way she was, and she had enough self-esteem not to let it bother her, and in some ways she even revelled in her perceived role. People like her did exist.

In the matter of personal hygiene however, she did leave rather a lot to be desired. Being a large person, fat in fact, she did tend to perspire more than was usual, especially in hot weather of course, and despite frequent washing and the application of deodorants, within an hour or so her smell was pungent and acrid. Indeed, it was unfair to suggest that she neglected her own hygiene, because she didn’t. It was just something she couldn’t do anything about. Fifty years ago, at boarding school, she had been known as smelly Cunliffe, though often a T was inserted, and eventually it had become something like, Cuntwhiff. The pattern had been set for her, it seemed, at an early age. Girls at boarding school in those days being quite as awful as their male counterparts.

Bathed, dressed and perfumed, Bunty, a name which she well knew categorised her again, left her nice little mews house in a leafy suburb where she lived alone and got into her old but reliable Citroen. In a moment she was driving towards Elizabeth’s flat along the baking hot roads where it seemed amazing that the tarmac hadn’t melted.

They had met at the photograph library where Bunty worked, when Elizabeth was doing some research for a documentary on social history in inner cities. Bunty had been engaged by this beautiful young woman from the start, though, contrary to popular belief, she had no sexual designs on her whatsoever. In fact, Bunty couldn’t ever remember having sexual designs on anyone. She was one of those asexual people she had just learned existed from a late night discussion programme on the television. It was something she perhaps regretted, or rather thought that she should regret, but, being honest with herself, she had enjoyed her life even though she seemed to have missed out on what to so many other people seemed so important.

She knew also, that despite her unprepossessing physical form, she could have had lovers, as was evident from the many women who were like her and had husbands and lovers and children. It was simply something that she had never wanted to do. That was not to say however that she had never felt the need for friendship or companionship or for someone simply to listen to what she had to say. That was quite another matter. Even though she didn’t conform to the norm, Bunty still needed some kind of human contact to keep herself sane. That was why she was going to see Elizabeth. To take her out somewhere on this glorious summer day, for the company.

Bunty parked the car in the street outside and descended the steps to the flat and rang the bell. The insistent ring brought Elizabeth out of her trance, and after automatically reaching for a drink, she realised that it was the front door and that she was expecting someone.

“Hi, Bunty. Come in. Gosh, it’s sweltering, isn’t it? Do you want a drink? I’ve been drinking gallons.”

Elizabeth was wearing white shorts and blue canvas shoes, with a beige cotton shirt with a lace-up neck which she had open.

“Ginger beer would be nice,” Bunty said. “If you’ve got any, of course.”

“Ginger ale. Will that do?”

“Yes, fine.”

“I’ll get you some. Go in and make yourself comfortable.”

Elizabeth wondered what she had let herself in for as she broke open a tray of ice cubes at the sink. Bunty seemed like a nice old bird though, if a little odd, and she had nothing better to do. She couldn’t actually remember how they had come to arrange their day out. She supposed she hadn’t been listening properly and before realising it had agreed. She was normally good at making excuses, as she was a convincing liar and could make the most outlandish story seem plausible. It appeared that her lack of concentration had on this occasion cost her the day.

Bunty drank thirstily from her tall glass of ginger ale.

“My goodness, that was welcome,” she said. “I was quite dehydrated. The heat is almost Mediterranean.”

“I don’t think I could stand it all the time. But we tend to complain about the weather, whatever it is, don’t we.”

“That and make tea,” Bunty said, and they both laughed.

The heat inside the car was tremendous even with all the windows open, until they had driven a little way and the breeze and their speed cooled them a little. Even so, the heat of the leather seat under Elizabeth’s legs made it uncomfortable to sit on.

Elizabeth was wearing very dark, shiny sunglasses which made it impossible to see her eyes and was sitting with her head tilted back over the top of the headrest on the seat. Her skin felt moist and clammy all over, but especially at her temples and the hollow of her neck. She sighed and drew in a deep breath of warm air.

Bunty, doing the driving of course, was more or less sitting in a pool of sweat and her dark pink dress had turned a much darker shade still in various places. Her straight fringe of almost completely grey hair was stuck to her forehead like some kind of close fitting helmet and she frequently had to draw the back of her hand over her eyebrows to prevent the sweat from running down and blinding her.

A dragonfly flew in through the window and Elizabeth swatted it against the windscreen with a road map that was lying on top of the dashboard.

“Now that was a big mistake,” she said to its squashed remains. “Is there a tissue paper somewhere? To wipe away the carcass?”

“In the glove compartment,” Bunty said. “There should be some there.”

“Nope,” Elizabeth said, peering into it and rummaging about. “Just a sec, I’ve got one in my bag of course. Yuk, the insides of bodies are disgusting aren’t they, all bodies. It is truly amazing how they work though. All of this mess was alive a moment ago.”

They were going to a place on the river where there was a marina and a pavilion and lawns leading down from a couple of hotels. They had both been there before, independently of course, and it seemed as good a place as any to spend a summer afternoon. They would probably have tea there and sit in the sunshine.

“It’s odd the way we feel we have to go places, isn’t it,” Elizabeth said, leaning back again with her eyes closed. “Like we always have to do something. I suppose because life is so essentially boring. Being in a place with other people, where they have gone to do things, seems to make you feel you’re not wasting your time. But all you do is talk and eat and drink and watch other people doing the same. There’s work of course, and some people find that satisfying, if it’s creative or constructive, you know, like making a film or a bridge, or something, if you’ve got talent or ability that is. It’s difficult if you haven’t though. Most people just work for the money of course, and even then, most people’s jobs seem to be pointless. I don’t understand economics at all. Where does the money actually come from? Does what you do actually create the money you earn? I can’t see it for most people, in most jobs. I suppose it must do though, unless we’re all being subsidised by something else, just to keep most of us occupied. What is it they say? Part of society?”

Elizabeth opened her eyes and leaned forward a little and looked across at Bunty.

“God, sorry. Have I been rambling? I must have been boring you to death.”

“Not at all,” Bunty said, looking back at her for a second. “You’re very interesting.”

“How kind.”

“No, truly.”

“You might want to qualify that by the end of the day.”

“I don’t think so, somehow,” Bunty said, smiling.

Elizabeth took some chewy mints from her bag and offered one to Bunty.

“Do you like driving? I hate it. I can’t concentrate you see, at least, not for long enough. I drift off. I’m amazed I haven’t killed anyone. I’d offer to take over but we’re much safer as we are. You look like you’ve been in a sauna, are you okay?”

Bunty, who was sweating from every pore and breathing heavily, nodded her head.

“Yes, we’re almost there, thank goodness. If we weren’t, I’d have to take a break. It is tremendously hot in here.”

“I’m afraid it is out there too. I should have put some blockers on, but I can never be bothered. It hardly seems worth it. Not when we usually have so few days like this. Though this year has been exceptional.”

“Your skin is very fair,” Bunty said. “You should be careful.”

They arrived at the riverside and found a parking space. They then walked up the gentle slope towards one of the hotels which had a tearoom facing one of the lawns, with tables set out on it.

There were many people at the riverside, as they had expected, walking and milling and sitting and talking and eating and drinking. They created a quiet hum in accompaniment to the sounds of oar-blades and engines in the water. There was even a small paddle steamer called the Mississippi Gambler that plied up and down the river, though it was doubtful whether any plantations were won or lost on the turn of a card.

Elizabeth and Bunty sat at one of the white tables at the farthest end of the lawn from the hotel, nearest to the river, and ordered a pot of tea with ham sandwiches and cream cakes. The table had an umbrella-shade, and that, together with being in the open air, made them feel a little cooler.

“I take it from what you were saying in the car that you don’t like your job, Elizabeth,” Bunty said while they were waiting for their tea to arrive.

“No, I don’t really. Not that I particularly hate it. It isn’t bad as jobs go, I suppose. I’ve thought about this before and come to that conclusion. But I don’t think I’d like any job, really. You see, like I was saying. It’s okay if you have some talent or ability to exploit, but I haven’t either. So any job I do, is rather meaningless.”

“I’m sure you’re both talented and able,” Bunty said.

“Now you really are trying to flatter me. If I was, what you say, I’m sure I would have discovered it by now. No, I’m afraid I’m one of those people who simply has nothing to contribute. It doesn’t sadden me too much. It’s simply a fact. And anyway, what about yourself? Are you happy at the photograph library? You give the impression that you are. You’re good at what you do, if that’s an indication.”

“I’ve always been interested in photography,” Bunty said as their tea arrived, served to them by a girl in a neat black and white uniform. “My father was a photographer you see, since before the war. He used to let me help him with the business. He taught me everything about the process and he had quite a valuable collection himself, going right back to the old daguerreotypes. He thought photography was an art form, just as much as any other, though of course most of his work was portrait, or technical, for the government. During the war though, he was an official photographer with the army. He took some of the photos at Belsen. That shook him. He said that some of the photos were so horrific that they were never publicly shown. When he died he donated his collection to the library where I work now.”

“Wow,” Elizabeth said. “So it’s in the blood. And you do enjoy it. What you do, I mean. That must be a great joy in your life.”

“Yes, I suppose it is,” Bunty said. “I suppose in that way, I’m very lucky.”

“I’ve always been fascinated by old photographs,” Elizabeth said. “They’re like time capsules, aren’t they? To think that that person, or thing, or scene, or whatever, was captured in an image at that precise moment, is unnerving in a sense, and… wonderful too. It makes you think that maybe all things are recorded somehow. You know, if we can do it with film or tape, or disc, with our limited abilities, surely there must be something else, outside us, that can do it? Some kind of record of everything? But saying that, I’m not sure that I would want everything that I’ve ever done to be recorded. You know, the horrible little things that you do. And what about thought, as well? God, no, that would be a nightmare.”

Their tea was hot and strong and refreshing and the ham sandwiches were delicious, the ham being cut thick and obviously from the bone, in that it wasn’t too sweet or watery. They then began on the cream cakes and asked for another pot of tea.

“I really can’t have any more,” Bunty said, after her fourth cake. “I’m as big as a bus as it is, and you really do feel your weight in the hot weather.”

“I don’t believe a word of it,” Elizabeth said. “All this nonsense about cholesterol and animal fat and whatever. I’ve always eaten and drunk exactly what I liked and I don’t intend to change. After all, you’ve got to die of something. Here, Bunty, that chocolate éclair looks especially delicious, have it.”

Bunty couldn’t resist, and ate it in three large, sensuous mouthfuls, enjoying the sweet texture of it, and laughing as some cream escaped from the corner of her mouth.

“That’s all right for you to say,” she said to Elizabeth after she’d finished her cake and wiped the cream from her cheek with a napkin. “You’re so young and don’t have to worry about these things. Wait until you’re my age and can’t move because you’re so fat. Not that it’ll happen to you. You’re one of those infuriating people who can eat like a horse and not put on an ounce, aren’t you.”

“What do you mean, so young?” Elizabeth asked. “How old do you think I am?”

“About twenty five?” Bunty said, giving an honest opinion.

“Ha, if only,” Elizabeth said. “Let me put it this way. Remember when you were a teenager and you made pacts with your friends that you’d kill yourselves before you were thirty? Well, I’m going to have to kill myself before very long.”

“That’s still so young,” Bunty said. “If only you knew.”

“I feel like, Methuselah. I seem to have lived since the last dinosaur turned up its toes, or whatever they had instead of toes.”

“Think of it this way,” Bunty said. “Whatever you’ve done with your life so far, or has happened in your life, you’ve got time enough to do it or experience it all over again, two or even three times. You’re still only a baby.”

“God, no, Bunty. Don’t say that. I couldn’t stand it.”

“You will, and you’ll enjoy it. Someone as beautiful as you.”

Elizabeth looked across the table at her and saw her square dull face with its heavy dark features and her broad shoulders that made her look, in shape, more like a man. She also noticed how after her last statement she had lowered her eyes.

“It isn’t quite so hot now, is it?” Elizabeth said, just for something to say.

“No, I’m more comfortable with it, now. It must be the river, I think. It’s strange how water, however little there is of it, makes things cooler.”

A small child who had been sitting with its parents and numerous siblings at a table near to theirs, toddled over to them and patted Bunty on the knee, calling her, Nana. Bunty smiled at it and gently turned it around, pointing it back in the direction of its parents.

“I hate children,” Elizabeth said.

“I try not to hate,” Bunty said.

After their tea, Elizabeth and Bunty went for a walk along the riverside. Bunty was splayfooted and her cork soled shoes thudded on the pavement. She was quite tall, Elizabeth noticed, as they walked side by side, and her pace was purposeful.

A cool breeze blew along the river and rippled the dark water, which had thick moss on its surface close to the banks, away from the traffic of boats and the paddle steamer. A faint smell of vegetation emanated from it, and hundreds of little insects flitted about just above the surface. The grassy banks had been closely cut, and here and there, willow trees wept their leafy branches into the river. The sky above was still a beautiful clear blue, and the Sun, though now on its downwards curve, was merciless in its unobstructed glare.

“If it wasn’t for the breeze, it would be unbearable,” Elizabeth said.

“I like the hot sun, usually,” Bunty said. “But the last few days have been too hot even for me. I think it’s because, as you said earlier, we’re not used to it. It doesn’t seem right in our surroundings. If we were in Italy or Greece it wouldn’t be worth commenting on. I usually take my holidays in Italy or Greece, though last year I went to Turkey. It was interesting. I enjoyed it. This year I’m going to Rome, at the end of August.”

“Hmn, that sounds nice. I’ve never been to Rome. Have you been before?”

“Oh yes, several times. It’s one of my favourite places.”

“Do you go alone?”

“Yes. I always go alone.”

“I think I’d prefer to travel alone. You can please yourself then, and I’m sure you’d do more and see more than if you had company.”

“One meets people occasionally of course,” Bunty said. “And the staff at the little hotel I stay at in Rome are very friendly.”

“That’s one thing I’ve never done, not as much as I want to, travel. I’ve been abroad quite often, but never alone, and there’s never seemed to be enough time to see the places properly. I don’t mean I haven’t enjoyed holidays, but they’ve never been quite enough if you know what I mean? And there are so many places I’ve never been to and would love to go, like Rome, and Florence, and Venice, and Athens. And further afield as well. Exotic places.”

“You should go, to as many different places, and to loved places as often as you can. I find that it takes several visits to get to know a place at all.”

“Yes, I must. I seem to waste so much time. I’m so disorganised, you see. I just seem to live from moment to moment. Planning was never one of my strong points.”

Bunty’s vision became clouded for a moment, as she concentrated hard in wondering whether to ask Elizabeth if she would like to go to Rome with her. After a few seconds she decided not to. How could a beautiful young woman like Elizabeth possibly want to go on holiday with an ugly boring old frump like her? The conclusion saddened her, but even more so did the fact that she was too cowardly to ask. Elizabeth could only have said no, but Bunty comforted herself slightly with the knowledge that it would have made Elizabeth feel awkward and embarrassed, and that was maybe why she didn’t ask, rather than her own fear of being rejected.

They came to the end of the riverside path and noticed how, further on, into the distance, the banks were overgrown and in their natural state. The trees were more numerous also, covering the horizon, and no building could be seen. It looked timeless and beautiful, the rich greens of the flora beneath the pure blue of the sky. They stood for a moment, just looking.

“I’ve had a lovely day,” Bunty then said. “Thank you, Elizabeth.”

Elizabeth looked across at her.

“Yes, it has been a lovely day. Thank you, Bunty.”

Bunty dropped Elizabeth off and then drove home. It was early evening and the time when she usually made herself something light to eat, but after her tea with Elizabeth she wasn’t hungry. Instead, she decided to sit out in her tiny garden and read. She chose the Paradiso, the unfinished translation by Dorothy Sayers, and before she knew it, the air was cool and the light fading. She put down her book on the little round patio table and sighed. In her mind she pictured Elizabeth for a moment, how lovely and graceful and at ease she was. She then sighed again and picked up her book and went inside.

Elizabeth had a shower as soon as she got in and then poured herself a large scotch. She drank it as she wandered about the flat in her dressing gown and then poured herself another. She put some music on and lay down on the settee in the sitting room, feeling a terrible sense of sameness and boredom, like she was locked in a room without any external stimulation. She wanted more than there was to have, it seemed.

Bunty was a nice old girl though, she thought. A bit odd maybe, but what did that matter? She thought she was going to ask her to go to Rome with her, and she would have gone but she didn’t ask, so that was that. It would have been nice to go to such an interesting place with someone who knew it, and was interesting themselves. Especially as there would be no pressure about love or romance or whatever. They would probably have had good fun together, as friends.

Bunty, what a ridiculous name, had asked if maybe they could go out together somewhere else another time and she had said yes. But why shouldn’t she? She liked her. It was the way she had asked though, almost shamefaced, as though she was asking for something she had no right to. Why did people always think that she didn’t want to be with them? Why did they think that she was never lonely and in need of some kind of friendship and human contact? What did these people want from her?

Her third large scotch stopped her from thinking too much, and she examined her fingernails and then her toenails as she raised her legs up from where they had been resting on the arm of the settee. She then ran her hands over her stomach and breasts under her robe and was satisfied that nothing had changed.

We’ve been here before, haven’t we, Elizabeth, she said to herself. But we can’t be here again, surely? There’s got to be something else. There must be something I’m missing out on. If only I knew what it was.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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Richard and Miranda decided to buy the house. It was the fourth that they’d looked at and they still had several more to see, but this one, they knew, was right for them.

Not only did they like the house itself but it was perfectly situated, standing as it did on the edge of a large tract of woodland but only a couple of hundred yards from a quiet but good road. It was in fact, only three miles beyond the last straggling suburbs of the city, but those three miles made all the difference, and it was, really, a house in the country.

It was very expensive, but they had convinced themselves it was an investment, and besides, for once they were feeling rather affluent. Their film had done remarkably well at the box office and as they were on percentages, and both under contract, albeit on separate projects, at least for the immediate future, it seemed like a good time to buy. They knew that in a year or two they might both be completely forgotten and unemployed, but that was too far ahead to be considered. For the moment they were determined to enjoy their relative security and the luxury of not having to count every penny.

Richard would be able to work at home of course, but Miranda was due to start filming in Ireland in six weeks time and so they wanted to move in and get settled as soon as possible. It was the middle of November and winter was just beginning to make itself felt, with cold winds and rain and the lengthening of the dark nights.

“We’ll have to do something about the garden in the spring,” Miranda said standing in the doorway of the kitchen, wearing a denim boiler suit and brandishing a bunch of keys in her hand. “I could hardly get down to the outhouse or the brick shed or whatever it is, for the undergrowth. It’s like the forest is reclaiming its own. The locks are so rusted that we’ll have to get them changed. I could hardly turn the key in the padlock. There’s nothing in there by the way, just a few old spades and forks and hoes and the like. We’ll have to get new ones.”

“Yes, they never tell you about the extra several million you’re going to have to spend on things like that when you buy a place, do they?”

Don’t be such an old skinflint, Shylock. I know you’re still a slum-boy at heart but do you have to make it so obvious? And yes, there is hot and cold running water and a bath. Though no doubt you’ll want to keep coal in it.”

“Ha, bloody ha,” Richard said as he handed her a mug of coffee.

“There’s a lot needs doing,” Miranda said. “But it’ll be fun. We can make it… ours, you know? Do I sound terribly trite? Is trite the right word? But you know what I mean. This could be our place, forever.”

Richard gave her a hug.

“I know what you mean,” he said. “I’m not completely insensitive to these things you know?”

“You mean you’re actually happy?”

“Yes, I am,” he said, meaning it and kissing and squeezing her.

“There are ten rooms,” she said.

“Nine.”

“Ten. You didn’t count the bathroom.”

“The bathroom doesn’t count.”

“Yes it does. There are ten.”

“Nine.”

“Ten.”

“One of the bedrooms is only half a room anyway,” he said. “So it’s only eight and a half.”

“It’s quite big enough. And it is a proper room, and the bathroom does count, so there are ten. Parlour, drawing room, dining room, study, kitchen, four bedrooms, and bathroom. Ten.”

“Okay, okay, ten,” he said.

“And we haven’t got nearly enough stuff to fill even one room. What a sad indictment that is of our lives. And we’ll have to replace nearly all of the furniture that’s here as well, for when we’re on that programme on the telly, you know, where they have to guess whose house it is.”

“Just a minute. What’s the difference between a drawing room and a parlour? Shouldn’t one of them be a living room, or a lounge?”

“They’re strange names, aren’t they? Like a room in which one lives, or lounges. It makes you think there should be some kind of life-support machine in one and silken scented eastern exotic couches in the other. I don’t know, in answer to your question. I think parlour and drawing room sound nicer though.”

“You’re right of course, as ever,” he said, letting go of her and reaching for his own mug of coffee which he had left on the narrow pine table that stood in the middle of the kitchen and which they both had decided must be changed. “Let’s have a rest from exploration and planning, shall we?”

“What do you mean? You haven’t done anything, except make the coffee.”

They went into the drawing room and looked out through the big french windows that opened onto the overgrown garden that led to the woodland. They switched the lights out and watched the darkness and listened to the crashing quiet. They both felt the lovely warm feeling of being at home, and Miranda lay down next to Richard on the long settee and he put his arm around her, and with their heads next to each other they didn’t speak, but continued to watch and listen.

“Oh look,” Miranda said suddenly, sitting up. “Look it’s a badger, isn’t it? Look.”

They went to the windows and Richard quietly slid them open and looked out. In the light cast by the outside wall lamp they had left on, they saw for just a moment the black and white markings of a badger before it turned and went back into the woods.

“Oh, Richard. Isn’t that lovely,” she said.

“Yes, lovely,” he said, taking hold of her hand and pulling her close to him.

Richard got the study more or less the way he wanted it, though he did need to put more shelves up to accommodate all of his books. Some of them were still in piles on the floor just inside the door and it was impossible to get to the desk without stepping around them.

It was a little after one in the afternoon and he had just had a sandwich and coffee for his lunch. He was sitting at his desk and not feeling particularly guilty about not doing any work when he took out the letter pad from the top right hand drawer.



Liz,

I’m sitting in the study just like a proper writer, except I can’t think of anything to write. The laptop stares at me in mute condemnation. They have definite personalities you know, mine is called, Wally. It seems to suit it, sorry, him. In fact, I don’t suppose I’ll write anything at all today, I can feel it in my water. Indolence, that is.

The house is fine. It has a benevolent atmosphere. I don’t think any lovers were separated here, with one of them being bricked up behind the walls. There’s quite a decent pub not too far, as well. It’s in the tiny village, hamlet really, where our road meets the main road going into town. There’s the pub, a post office-cum-general store (it reminds me of my roots) and a phone box and that’s about it. Oh, there’s a garage a bit further on, and there are some houses, ye olde types, but you never seem to see anyone going in or out of them. The pub is quite full sometimes though. It’s called the Hare and Hounds. I’ll take you there when you come. When you come!

I’ve got to see you. How could we have let it be so long? There are no acceptable excuses now, you have to come. It’s easy enough to find, or I’ll even come and get you if you prefer. Come for Christmas, or New Year, or whenever. Bring anyone you like, or come alone, just come!

Miranda’s away working not long after New Year. It’s a costume do set in winter time, hence the timing, though it probably won’t snow and they’ll have to use machines anyway. There are a few big names in the cast and the director is “hot” at the moment. God, doesn’t that sound awful? Anyway, what do you expect now that I’ a famous Hollywood scriptwriter? Not that any scriptwriters are famous. Who ever reads the credits? And who ever says, let’s go and see this, because so-and-so wrote it? I’m sorry, I’m just being a bitter hack. And there’s no such thing as Hollywood any more, really. I think I’m fifty years too late. Still, remember when we used to go to the pictures? And who’d have thought eh? Enough trumpet blowing, though I’ve no one else to blow it see, Sister?

How are you doing? What news? How is a fellow’s best pal? Tell me when you write and tell me when you’re coming. Remember, no excuses, even if you’re twenty stone and bald. I got you something when I was in the States and you’ll only get it if you come.

I love you and miss you. Write soon and tell me when you’re coming. I mean it!



Rich.



In the evening, Richard and Miranda decided to walk to the Hare and Hounds, even though it was cold and dark and threatened to rain. It was only a quarter of a mile anyway and driving there seemed incredibly lazy even for them, despite the fact that they were unlikely to have an accident when driving such a short distance drunkenly back home.

The lane which led to the side road was sodden underfoot with a thick layer of fallen leaves and the wind blew into their faces as they stepped carefully along. Miranda wore boots and brown corduroy trousers with an oatmeal jacket over a thick red lumberjack-patterned shirt with a long green woollen scarf wrapped around her neck which dangled down to her waist. Richard, boldly wore just a navy blue cardigan over his shirt with jeans and trainers.

“You’ll freeze,” she said to him as they reached the road.

“It’s only five minutes away,” he said.

“On the way back it’ll be cold.”

“Hopefully, on the way back, we won’t feel a thing.”

With it being a Monday night, the Hare and Hounds was fairly empty, with only the locals having braved the night. The weekend passing trade on which they mostly relied, especially in summer, was absent of course, which pleased Richard and Miranda, though no doubt the landlord had a different view, they thought.

They sat on stools at the bar and ordered large scotches, Miranda taking a handful of peanuts from the bowl next to the charity bottle of coins. They were served by Arthur, the landlord, who although they were very recent arrivals, had already made it his business to find out exactly who they were.

“Nice to see you both,” Arthur said. “Not too bad outside I hope.”

“No, not at all. Just like a summer’s day,” Richard answered, and the three of them laughed. “I expect you miss the trade though, this time of year?” he added, just for something to say.

“What?” Arthur said. “You must be joking. Can’t stand it when the place is heaving. Much prefer it when you have time for a talk. That’s why I got the place. Thought it was going to be a nice quiet pub. Hate the buggers who come out for the day bringing their kids. Lunchtime’s the worst. Didn’t realise being so close to town would bring them out here so much. Makes them think they’ve really been to the country, you know?”

“But their business must be good for you?” Richard said.

“Yes. But I’m not bothered. I like it quiet. No head for business me, you see. That was all down to my wife. It was her idea you see, to get a pub, when I retired from the police. But she died only a year after we got it. Brain haemorrhage.”

He said this without the slightest request for sympathy and turned to the optics and gave them a double scotch each.

“Have these on me,” he said. “I know you’ve been in a few times but I haven’t had a chance to welcome you properly yet. Good health.”

Arthur then drained his glass.

The Hare and Hounds was quite a small pub, having only two public rooms, the lounge and the bar, both of which could be best described as cosy. The decor was dark and dull, with red cloth wall seats and chairs and stools, and red and green patterned carpeting, much worn, and walls with wood panels and dark green and gold paper. There were occasional nondescript paintings of rural scenes hanging at sometimes bizarre angles on the walls, and the stone fireplace was adorned with the obligatory horse brasses and brass ornaments. Apart from Richard and Miranda there were about a dozen other people in the lounge, sitting in two or three groups on seats away from the bar.

“It’s Christmas soon,” Miranda said when Arthur had gone to attend to something landlordly. “I thought we’d spend it alone together? You know, the first one in our new home? What do you think? We can put our families off. No doubt they’ll both invite us.”

“Yes. Whatever you like,” Richard said. “It would be nice, just the two of us. Let’s hope it snows.”

“What do you mean, whatever you like? Isn’t it what you want too?”

“Yes, of course it is. I’ve just said haven’t I?”

“Okay then. Alone it is. We should have a goose I think. It’s more traditional. I’ll order one from the butcher, or should it be the poulterer? Though now that we live in the countryside I suppose we should slaughter something ourselves. I’ve been wondering why this pub is called the Hare and Hounds, as well. Is there a local hunt do you think? If so we must protest and lie down in front of flared nostrilled stallions eager to carry their riders in pursuit of some terrified and defenceless beast.”

“No, I don’t actually think there is a hunt. Proper hunts have been banned anyway. I don’t think the namers of pubs pay attention to authenticity. But if there was, I thought you’d like the thrill of the chase and then the sight of a creature, with heart beating in terror, being torn to pieces by the pack.”

“Well, yes, I would of course, but again, to be politically correct, you know?”

They smiled at each other and asked Arthur for more drinks, this time buying one for him, which he gratefully accepted.

“You two hungry?” Arthur asked. “There’s a couple of roast beef nudgers left under the glass and they’ll only go to waste otherwise. You might as well have them on the house.”

“Mmn, yes please,” Miranda said. “I’m quite hungry.”

“They are fresh,” Arthur said as he gave them one each, wrapped in a paper napkin. “My daughter made them today. She’s home for a few days from college,” he added proudly. “She’s doing media studies. Beats me how they have so much time off though. This isn’t holiday time you know. I know it’s only just down the road and that, but still, she seems to have a few days off every week. Not that I’m complaining mind. She’s a big help. You won’t see her tonight though. She’s off out with her friends. God knows what they get up to, but what can you do? She’s over eighteen.”

Arthur, a big man in width if not especially in height, didn’t wait for an answer but started to wipe washed glasses with a cloth and gave his domain a survey with a seemingly discerning eye. His red face and bald head shone in the glaring lights above the bar and his whole being seemed to beam the essence of the friendly host.

Richard and Miranda ate their nudgers, which had generous amounts of thickly sliced beef on them with lots of pickle and tomato and cucumber and lettuce as well, between about a half of a full length French loaf.

“We’ll have to come here more often, for a free meal,” Miranda said when they had finished eating.

“Hmn, that was rather nice,” Richard said. “I didn’t realise how hungry I was.”

“I like this place. You know, the house and the pub and the whole little village. I just like it all.”

“I like it too,” he said, gently taking hold of a clump of her lovely long red-gold hair in his hand. “It feels like home.”

“Arthur, the same again please,” Miranda said, raising her voice so he could hear at the far end of the bar where he had just served one of the other locals.

“You can’t have the same my dear, but you can have similar,” he said.

“Similar then,” she said, “And I’m sure you’ve used that line a thousand times.”

“Yes, you’re right,” he said, laughing.

They drank into the late evening and noticed that no one entered or left the pub during the whole time they were there. As the bar clock ticked past one and then approached two, they wondered when Arthur would call time, and intrigued, when they asked for yet more drinks, they asked him.

“No such thing as time here,” he said. “Not till I decide. No point here. When everyone’s had enough, that’s time. You’ll soon get used to it.”

“It sounds like an admirable arrangement to me,” Richard said. “I once knew a pub that never seemed to close, but it was quite a bit different to this one.”

“Arthur, you shouldn’t have told him that. He’ll be here every night,” Miranda said. “It’s hard enough to keep him out of pubs that do close.”

“Listen whose talking,” Richard said. “It’s her, not me, you’ll be sick of the sight of.”

“Ssh, you promised you wouldn’t tell anyone about my little problem.”

“It must be all over the village by now, the bin men will have noticed all the gin bottles.”

“Swine. It’s you that drives me to drink with all those unnatural things you make me do. God, Arthur, if only you knew.”

Arthur laughed.

“You come and tell me girl, when he gets out of hand,” he said.

“I will. Thank God. I’ve found someone who can save me from him.”

“That’s quite enough of telling all and sundry our intimate secrets,” Richard said. “Come chattel. It’s time you performed your wifely duties. If we don’t leave now you’ll pass out.”

“That’s never stopped you before, beast. And have you heard what he calls me, Arthur?”

“You are my chattel” Richard said. “Along with my ox and my ass.”

“Don’t let him take me, Arthur. Can’t I stay here? For safety?”

“Take care on the way home,” Arthur said, smiling.

“I knew you men would stick together,” she said, climbing down unsteadily from the bar stool. “If you hear any terrible screams in the night you’ll know where they’re coming from, and I hope it’ll torment your conscience forever, knowing that you sent me out to meet my horrible fate.”

“Miranda,” Richard said.

“Yes, Master? Please don’t beat me any more.”

“You’re gibbering.”

“Look what you’ve done to me.”

“Come on. We’ll see you again soon, Arthur.”

“Yes, take care now.”

Richard took hold of Miranda’s arm and guided her to the door and she turned back to say something to Arthur but found herself outside not having said it.

“It’s pitch black down towards our house,” she said, peering into the darkness.

“Our eyes will get used to it, I hope,” he said. “Next time we’ll bring a torch.”

They walked across the main road pretending not to stagger, and started down the side road that led them to the lane. They both had the giggles and tripped on several occasions without actually falling.

“Old Arthur’s all right,” Miranda said.

“A jolly host. He probably thinks we’re a right pair or weirdos.”

“Well, aren’t we?”

“If only we were.”

“I think we’re rather interesting.”

“You’re biased.”

“True,” she said.

Miranda wrapped her scarf around her neck a second time.

“I bet you’re cold now, aren’t you? I said you would be.”

“No, not at all. I can’t feel a thing.”

“Damn.”

“I think my roasted liver is acting as an internal furnace.”

“What did someone once say? About livers? That theirs was to be buried separately with full honours or something. Who was it?”

“I don’t know,” he said, wading through a pile of sodden leaves.

The Moon suddenly appeared in a gap in the clouds and they were surprised by how much light it cast. It made the tall trees on either side of the road look eerie and mysterious and beautiful, with their almost bare twisted branches reaching out like the limbs of ancient trolls, watching them as they walked.

Miranda leaned against him with her arm around his back as they turned into the lane leading to the house and he put his arm around her shoulder, drawing her even closer to him, feeling the need to reciprocate.

“Nearly there,” he said.

“Are you hungry?” she asked.

“No, not at all. Not after our nudgers. Why? Are you?”

“Yes, I am a bit. You know I’m always hungry after drinking.”

“You must have worms,” he said.

“Well, it’s not that I’m actually hungry. I just need to taste something. You know, it’s like when you have the munchies when you’re stoned on dope.”

“What would you like?”

“Something cheesy, I think. Chewy cheese. Strong hot melted cheese.”

“We have several tons of pizza.”

“That’ll do. Cheese and tomato with more cheese sprinkled on top. You want some?”

“You’ve persuaded me.”

They had left the front spot lamps on and so about half way down the lane didn’t only have to rely on the Moon for light and they could walk less gingerly for fear of falling over fallen branches or heaps of leaves. Miranda felt in her pockets for the keys and found the lock at only the second attempt. They stumbled in through the front door and closed it behind them.

“I’ll do the pizza,” Richard said. “You’ll probably burn the house down.”

“Ha,” she said. “He says as he staggers off bumping into the walls.”

“We’ve got two types,” he shouted to her from the kitchen, as he peered into the freezer. “There’s deep pan or thin and crispy. Which do you want?”

“Thin and crispy,” she shouted back. “The other type is too heavy for this late. We’d have nightmares.”

They sat next to each other on the settee with the draw curtains over the French windows open so they could see out into the garden leading down to the woods. They ate their pizza, half of the whole each, concentrating on it in the almost silence.

When they had finished eating they lay back close to each other.

“God, I’m happy, Richard. And it isn’t just the drink talking. I’m actually incredibly happy.”

“Me too,” he said, feeling warm and satisfied and not afraid. “You’ve made me happy. Everything else as well. The house, having work I like. But you, more than anything. I can no longer imagine life without you. You’re everything I’ve ever wanted. You’re beautiful and clever and you make me feel joy for life because you’re there.”

She raised herself up and turned to look into his eyes.

“Richard. That was beautiful. You must be drunk,” she said, and then lay back down beside him, smiling to herself and feeling wonderful.

At some stage during the night they must have gone to bed, but Richard couldn’t remember doing so when he woke in the late morning and inadvertently hit Miranda in the back with his elbow. She moaned but didn’t wake.

He was bleary eyed and sticky mouthed and he could still taste the lingering remnants of the pizza. Carefully, he eased himself up to rest his head on the pillows and let his hand fall gently onto the strands of Miranda’s hair that fanned out from her head in all directions, like the result of a fiery explosion. He gazed at her through his hangover and smiled to himself, feeling the overwhelming satisfaction of possession.

She was someone he felt he could never tire of sexually or emotionally. Lying with her face turned towards him he studied her as she quietly breathed and he wondered what was going on behind her eyes. He leaned across and kissed her gently on her cheek and thought about running his hands over her but decided not to disturb her. As though feeling his thought somehow, she wriggled under the covers in a spasm of movement and turned onto her back, pushing the covers down to reveal her breasts. He looked at her, thinking there might be a God after all, to have created something so beautiful.

He then couldn’t resist it and cupped her left breast in his right hand as he leaned on his elbow, resting the side of his head on the upturned palm of his hand, and gently squeezed it.

She moaned again and woke up, batting her eyelids a few times to get her eyes accustomed to the light.

“Have you been molesting me in my sleep again? God, my head’s pounding. And my mouth feels like the bottom of a budgie’s cage, or is it the inside of a Turkish wrestler’s jock-strap? Pick whichever cliché you like.”

“Sorry, did I wake you?”

“Of course you did.”

“Sorry.”

“I know we mere females were created solely for your pleasure, but do we have to be on call twenty four hours a day? It’s like being a doctor.”

“Sorry. I’ll make some tea.”

“Don’t think you can get round me like that,” she said, as he got up out of bed and put on his robe and slippers. “Make some toast as well. And bring it all up on a tray with some marmalade and I might forgive you.”

They ate breakfast sitting up in bed and began eventually to feel a little better, listening to the rain as it beat against the windows driven by the cold autumn wind.

“We should always drink a pint of water before going to bed when we’ve been drinking,” she said. “It replaces the fluids lost through dehydration caused by alcohol.”

“Yes, but who can remember or be bothered when you’re drunk?”

“We shall, in future. We’ll have them poured out, ready, for when we come back, or even when we stay in.”

“It won’t work,” he said.

“Yes it will.”

“But won’t it interfere with our pre-dawn feasts?”

“We can have both,” she said.

In the afternoon, Miranda drove into the city and would be out for most of the rest of the day she had told him, leaving Richard alone, who at least intended to make an attempt at doing some work.

He sat in the study looking at the books that still lay stacked on the floor and flicked the steel balls that were suspended from wires in his executive toy. He then looked out of the window which faced the woods from the side of the house and watched as a fawn coloured woodpigeon flapped into them and out of sight. It was still raining and he could sense that the air outside was cold even though, inside, in the study, it was snugly warm.

He got up and went to the window and pressed the palms of his hands against it, feeling the cold through the thickness of the glass and he pressed his forehead onto the pane. He closed his eyes and thought that there was nothing that could hurt him now, knowing as he did so, somewhere deep inside him, at the back of his mind, that it was a lie.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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Rich,

Sorry for not writing sooner. I don’t know what it is but I find Christmas and New Year seem to get in the way of things. Anyway, yes I’ll come! Shall I say that again? Yes, I’m coming to see you! Have you fainted?

I’d have a brandy if I were you now that you’ve come to. You can phone me and get the details straight. In the next few days would be best for me to visit. But whatever suits you.

You said that cow, Miranda would be away now. Is this true? If so, all the better. I don’t want to have to share you with her, not after all this time. How did you know I was twenty stone and bald by the way?

I’ve got heaps to tell you of course, but I’ll keep most of it for when I see you. There’s quite a juicy bit of info though that I’ll give you an advance tantalising taste of. I’ve been seeing a politician. A Tory MP. What else? He’s only a no-mark of a back-bencher and nobody would recognise him if they saw him and no one would know his name, but he’s got a wife and kids so it might be slightly scandalous if news got out about his mistress. I suppose you’re dashing to the phone to spill the beans to the tabloids at this very moment.

I met him at a party. You know how these things happen. He’s rather nice looking really, in a slightly wimpish patrician sort of way, and he’s quite young too. He hasn’t set me up in a luxury flat yet though or bought me anything flash. Anyway, I’ll tell you more about it when I see you.

When I see you! I feel so excited and apprehensive about it. How could we have left it for so long? I’ll probably blub when I see you. When a fellow sees his old pal again. Promise you won’t laugh at me?

See you soon!



Liz.



After writing it Elizabeth thought for a moment about tearing up the letter, but decided not to. A little courage was needed, but she did want to see him. And as she had said, she was excited by the prospect. She did wonder though if she had deliberately chosen a time when Richard had said Miranda would be away, or whether it had just happened that way.

She wasn’t seeing Jonathan that day, maybe not for a couple of weeks in fact. It was that kind of relationship. She didn’t expect anything of him, like leaving his wife or anything so ridiculous. She didn’t know much at all about his family life, not even if his wife would be jealous. For all she knew his wife could be having an affair of her own. Her name was Harriet and their children were called Lawrence and Abigail and that was about the extent of her knowledge of them.

She liked Jonathan because he was witty and intelligent and not at all boring like most politicians seemed to be. At the party where they had met they had been friends of friends and just seemed to hit it off together. His wife hadn’t been there, and she had never bothered to ask why not. They had gone back to her flat and that was how it all started.

The arrangement was that he would contact her to see if there was a time and a place where they could meet which was mutually acceptable. It was nearly always her flat of course and they were restricted to some degree as to where they could go out, but that didn’t seem to matter to either of them. Elizabeth liked the casualness of it, and so, she thought, did he. She didn’t want anything stifling and heavy, but then, she never had.

It was perhaps most surprising of all that they hardly ever talked about politics, and when they did, it was usually Jonathan being scathingly cynical about his own party and its supporters. He was apparently a left-winger, and despised what he called the rabid right. He had once said to her that if the people knew of the contempt in which they were held by a lot of his party, no one would ever vote for them. But they had never gone into anything in any depth, and they both seemed to prefer it that way.

Elizabeth had taken two weeks of her holiday in January because she hated that time of year and hated it even more when she was working. Apart from that, she just felt like some time off in which to do nothing in particular. The weather was foul and it was a great pleasure for her to lie in bed in the mornings and think about not having to go out. Having her holiday of course was one of the reasons why she had finally decided to visit Richard, though apart from that, she felt instinctively that it was time she did. Any weekend would have done, but she didn’t like the idea of being so conventional, and she hated the restriction of only the two days, even though she knew she probably wouldn’t stay any longer than that. She needed to know that she could if she wanted to.

Elizabeth went for a walk early the next morning and posted her letter. It had snowed in the night, though only lightly and the thin white film on the ground would not last through the day. Sleet was forecast for the afternoon, as she had heard on the radio as she lay snugly in bed, and despite her normal desire to lie there she had decided to go out, probably because she didn’t have to. She would also like to watch the other people scurrying to work when she could go back home, she thought.

At the post box she hesitated for a moment before slipping her letter in, and then thought, good, now it’s done. Richard would probably phone her the next day to find out when exactly she was coming. If he was at home of course, but she presumed that he would be. She bought a paper at the newsagent’s on her way home and when she arrived back she made herself some breakfast.

She had French toast and coffee and listened to the radio as she sat in the kitchen and read her paper. She did the crossword, well actually only half of it, because she got bored if she couldn’t get the answers immediately and it seemed too pointless an exercise to rack her brains. She then went into the sitting room and switched on the television. Daytime television was so appalling that it was sometimes interesting to watch, and sometimes they showed an old film which the television company must have had the rights to for years, just to fill the time slot. In a few moments she felt herself closing her eyes and drifting off into the nether world of her half-consciousness that she seemed to inhabit for much of her life. She was then woken by her mobile ringing, but she knew it wouldn’t be Richard. They never rang each other on mobiles or texted each other and she went back to sleep.

The next day Richard phoned her in the evening and it was agreed that Elizabeth would drive there the following day. Yes, Miranda was away, and no it didn’t matter how long she stayed for. He was just dying to see her and he was nervous and excited too. He told her the press would be waiting for her and that he was to act as her agent in negotiating a fee for her story about her politician friend. They laughed and after a little further talk ended their conversation. They wanted to save everything until they saw each other.

Elizabeth packed a small case and then sat in the sitting room, studying the road atlas. She hated driving, and was appalling at navigation. If a road sign didn’t actually say the name of the place she was trying to get to it was of very little use to her. She could never remember the number of the road she was supposed to be on, and she always added another couple of hours to the journey time for a normal person, allowing for taking the wrong turnings and just generally getting lost. She wrote the route down on a sheet of notepaper and would keep it on top of the dashboard for easy reference. This was despite having a sat-nav, which after previous experiences, she didn’t trust, but wasn’t working anyway.

She thought about having a drink and decided she could have one or two, or so, without feeling too awful in the morning for her journey, and she half filled a tumbler with scotch, which for a long time now she had preferred to bourbon, and drank it fairly quickly before taking a shower, and then had another.

She sat watching the television, wearing her dressing gown and with her hair still damp. She watched the flickering images without listening to what was being said and listened instead to the rain as it beat against the windows which rattled in the wind. The little pool of water was beginning to form on the windowsill. She’d have it fixed one day.

She sipped her drink and thought about how much she was looking forward to seeing Richard, but she was apprehensive as well. It had been so long and so much had happened, especially to him of course. Nothing much at all seemed to have happened to her. She’d feel rather embarrassed she thought, when they finally saw each other, because he’d done so much and achieved something, while she had done nothing at all really, and certainly not achieved anything. She wondered about fate and free will.

She went to bed just before midnight and tried to blank her mind, with the horrible knowledge that whenever she needed to sleep she invariably couldn’t. She could knock herself out with pills or alcohol of course, but then she wouldn’t be able to get up in the morning. She could do it sometimes, when she was only going to work and didn’t have anything very important to do, but when she wanted to do something particular, something that was for pleasure especially, or anything that she had to be alert for, she hated the feeling and always regretted having done so. Eventually, without being able to remember the moment, she fell asleep.

The alarm clock woke her at eight in the morning and she felt surprisingly refreshed. She must have had about six hours sleep she guessed, which was quite enough, and even though she had had no need to set the alarm for so early, she was glad now that she had.

Richard had told her that it didn’t matter what time she arrived as he’d be in all day, but she had preferred to give him a specific time, explaining that if she was late it would be because she had got lost. It was a long drive, especially for her, who wasn’t used to driving more than a few miles at a time, and that was partly why she had chosen to set off quite early. She thought she might get to Richard’s in the mid-afternoon if she left at about ten o’clock.

She dressed before having breakfast, putting on a mustard yellow blouse and a long dark grey plain skirt. She wore flat soled tan shoes for driving in. She would take her royal blue coat with her, as it was cold outside and she would no doubt need it at some time while she was away.

She had toast and honey and tea for breakfast and ate it at the kitchen table as she listened to the radio. The weather forecast was for snow following a hard frost from the night before which had frozen the rain from the previous evening. She still had an hour to kill and thought about leaving earlier than planned but decided to stick to her schedule. To fill the time she checked the contents of her case to make sure she had everything and then put on a little make-up, thinking she might be able to disguise the ravages of time. She was, after all, twenty nine now, and the last time Richard had seen her she was still a teenager, just. She had visions of him fainting from shock when he saw her. She wondered how he looked now, and smiled thinking that in only a few hours she would know.

At ten to ten she left the flat and climbed the steps up to the street. She put her case on the back seat of the car and settled herself into the driving seat. It was very cold and the windscreen was frosted but the water jet and the wipers cleared it enough for her to see. She should have got some warm water and a cloth to wipe it with, but couldn’t be bothered. She thought it would clear as she drove. If the car started at all, that was.

The workings of the internal combustion engine were as mysterious to Elizabeth as the atmosphere on Pluto, but she did know where to point the antifreeze aerosol if necessary, which was kept in the boot in a little plastic zipper bag next to the spare tyre, together with a set of spanners and some jump leads. What the spanners and the leads were there for however, she had no idea. Fortunately, the engine caught at the first turning of the ignition key, and slowly and carefully she was on her way.

There was something pleasurable about a journey with a definite destination, Elizabeth thought as at first she drove along familiar roads. Especially when the destination itself was where more pleasurable things might happen. Having had that thought it then made her wonder what she was really expecting when she arrived.

Surely she and Rich would never feel awkward with each other and they would always have plenty to say, wouldn’t they? But it had been so long, and people do change. She knew it wouldn’t be the same of course, like when they were kids and she was the dominant one. That had certainly changed. Now it was his turn. Not only would she be his guest, but he had all the advantages of his success in life, and all she had was what she had only ever had, her self. That would be enough, she thought. He had always loved her, and she had always known.

After an hour, Elizabeth was into unfamiliar territory on the roads and had to frequently refer to the list of road numbers on her notepaper. She thought she had got it more or less straight in her mind though, when she missed a junction and had a wasted journey of fifteen miles before she could get back to where she made the mistake. By the time she was back on the right road it had begun to snow.

It was soft and infrequent to begin with and the flakes melted almost immediately as they hit the windscreen, but the further she drove the heavier it became, until she was forced to peer intently at the road ahead and the beat and scrape of the wipers only just made it visible. She had turned on the radio and it was telling motorists to only make a journey if it was absolutely necessary. She thought for a moment that she had heard something like that before, but then it had been, is your journey really necessary? But she couldn’t remember what the context was, or the meaning of it. She seemed to remember that it had been on a poster, but maybe she had seen it in an old film, or on a poster in an old film.

She stopped at some lights and her mind turned back to Richard and how she had always thought that she didn’t really need him. She had always needed him as a friend of course, as she had often admitted to herself, as someone who was always there no matter what happened, even though they hadn’t seen each other for a ridiculously long time. And their letters and telephone calls had kept them real to each other, and they knew basically what was going on in their lives. But she now thought that maybe she did need him in another way, and had needed him all this time. She could never remember being as happy as she was when with him. But maybe that was just her youth. Maybe it was her youth that she longed for again. Maybe. Maybe. She would never know now what might have been. An insistent beep from the driver behind made her realize the lights had changed.

The snowfall had now eased a little as Elizabeth drove along on what she was convinced was the right road, but the temperature had dropped again and everything was becoming frosted and slippery cold.

Jack Frost, Elizabeth thought as she made a correct turning onto the last road that had a number on her list, but there is no Billy Wind. Another hour, she estimated. It was a long road, with just one more turning before she would see Richard. It was quite a way along the road after the last main turning and then there was a lane that you turned into. She should have let him come for her she thought. That would have made it easier. But she was quite pleased with herself at having got this far on her own and she put her foot down on the accelerator just a little as she sped along the almost empty road.

She expected to be on time, despite her little detour, perhaps a little early even, and she wondered if he would come out to greet her or wait until she knocked. He’d hear the car she supposed and come out. Though it depended where he was in the house. They’d look at each other for a moment first and then hug and kiss. She pictured it all in her mind.

There were patches of ice and heaps of snow at the sides of the road but the surface itself was clear enough if rather wet. She could feel it getting colder though even with the heater on full, and the sky was low and leaden. The road was lined with big old bare wintry trees and she noticed that it began to rise and dip as the countryside became not exactly hilly, but undulating, with fields sweeping upwards on both sides.

Winter had its own beauty she thought as she looked around at the white grey and black world as it flashed by. She liked distinct seasons. She liked summer to be hot and dry and sunny and winter to be cold and dark and white. It was rarely quite as it was supposed to be though, but for some of the time it was. She wondered if she and Richard would be snowed-in, half hoping that they would be. They could toast muffins over the log fire and drink whisky and rum punch. She presumed he’d have a log fire.

She had the radio tuned to a classical channel but the piece they were playing at the moment was light and dull and she changed to a pop channel but didn’t like what was playing there either and switched it off. She knew that impatience was a fault of hers and that in a few moments they could well be playing something that she liked but now that it was off she decided she liked the quiet better.

Other traffic on the road was very infrequent and for long distances the grey ribbon stretched ahead of her uninterrupted. Now that she was almost there, she found herself smiling inwardly, with the feeling of excitement and anxiety combined in a strange emotional cocktail rising inside her, and she could feel her palms getting moist and she began to fidget slightly in her seat. God, only a few more minutes, she thought.

There was a last turning ahead onto a minor road and the signpost before it said the name of the village, Richard had told her. Then she was to turn down the first lane on the left, which was easy to miss and she was to keep an eye out for a sign that said, “Farm fresh eggs and well rotted muck,” on the other side of the lane above a barred gate that was usually open and led, of course, to a farmhouse. They had laughed about the well rotted muck and she had asked if she should bring wellingtons and a waxed jacket.

She was getting more nervous by the minute as it couldn’t be far to the turning now, and she peered ahead looking for the road sign. The sky was darkening and a few flakes of snow had begun to fall again. It would stick, she thought, as it was very cold and the ground was already frosty. She liked deep clean crisp snow without a footprint in it. Maybe they could make the first, if they went for a walk in it. If it snowed enough. Maybe she should have brought wellingtons, though no doubt Richard would have a pair she could borrow. Probably Miranda’s.

She looked at her watch and saw that she was still ahead of time. She hadn’t really thought about how long she was going to stay. Richard had said it was entirely up to her, but she thought two or three days, maybe. It depended on a lot of things of course. She couldn’t imagine them not having a good time together and not enjoying each other’s company. But it had been such a very long time. They would have to see.

She wondered if he’d been serious about having a present for her from America and if she should have brought something for him. It was too late now. It wouldn’t matter though. She’d brought herself and that was quite enough of a present, she’d say. She couldn’t help wondering what it was he had got her though. That was if he had got anything at all. Where was this sign?

She should have worked out mileages from the map, but that was far too tedious and she had only made a rough estimate for the whole journey. The snow was getting heavier now and the wipers were having trouble keeping up, even at full speed. The fat flakes splatted onto the glass in front of her eyes, so big some of them that she could see the patterns of the crystal formations. There were many or infinitely different patterns she remembered learning from somewhere and she wondered what it was that determined which became which.

She was getting a little worried that because of the poor visibility she might have missed the sign for the turn-off, but she knew, really, that she hadn’t and was just getting paranoid. It had crossed her mind however that she might spend more time finding the place over the last few miles if she did miss the turning and then got lost trying to find it again, than she had for the whole of the rest of the journey. If that happened, God knows when she’d arrive.

She slowed the car because she realized she was now driving through a full-blown blizzard, and strained her eyes to peer ahead and across at the left hand side of the road where the sign should be, leaning as far forward in her seat as she could. It had even occurred to her that she should pull over somewhere and wait, hoping that the snowfall might ease a little. She continued on though, thinking that she must be so close now, and that the snow mightn’t ease for hours.

Suddenly, she saw the sign through a gap in the flurries of snow and she prepared herself to turn. She slowed the car yet again but then hit a patch of hard ice that had formed in a little dip at the crossroads and she skidded across it. A lorry, making the turning from the opposite direction at a dangerous speed, smashed into her.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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This can’t be it, surely? I haven’t had time to do anything. Can’t we go back to the beginning and start again? I hope my head doesn’t break open because there are lots of things in it and I want to keep them there. I won’t see Rich now. What a waste.

I’m in shock and shuddery. I’ve been thudded. My insides are wobbling. I don’t know what to do really. I don’t think there’s anything I can do. I don’t think I’m going to survive. I’ll know in a moment, if there’s anything after. They say you see a blinding white light at the end of a tunnel and dead relatives come to meet you. Ludicrous. How can you see without eyes? How can there be light without the Sun? Some kind of spirit might survive, but not the personality, but I doubt it. Some kind of belonging to everything that exists? Fanciful. Oblivion, I think.

What was it all for? It isn’t fair. I’m not old yet. I haven’t had time. There are lots of old people. The buggers refuse to die. Some of them collect pensions for longer than they paid for them. And they’re ugly. I’m beautiful. I like my body. I don’t want it to be mashed to a pulp.

I don’t know if I want to survive, if I’m crippled or disfigured. But life is good. Or is it sweet? How do disabled people feel when people say that damaged foetuses should be aborted? Don’t let there be a fire. Or, let me be dead if there is. Burning is a terrible pain. Don’t let that happen to me, please.

I wonder if I’ve screamed? I hope not. There would be no point anyway. A scream is a cry for help isn’t it? And there’s no one to hear me. Sometimes you scream to yourself though. I’ll never be any more. Your life is supposed to flash before you, isn’t it? If it did, it was too fast for me to notice. I’ll miss the lovely days and feeling good.

I wish it would be over. I wish it hadn’t happened. I don’t suppose there’s a reason for it. It just is. We think our lives are so important, don’t we? Thousands, millions must die each day for as many different reasons. You hear of it all the time. Individuals, if they’re thought to be important or if they died in an interesting way, but masses as well, in disasters. I wonder if this is a disaster. It is to me.

People will think I was older than I am because we’re into the year of my next birthday. It only works properly if you were born on the first of January. If you were born on the thirty first of December, your dates could make you seem almost a year older than you actually were, I think. I can’t really work it out properly at the moment.

This is outrageous. I wonder who it is that’s killing me? I wonder if he’ll be killed too? I bet he survives. It might be a she of course, but I feel it’s a he. The timing of this thing must have been exact somehow. Fate, I suppose. Or is it the Fates? I suppose with so much movement in the world these things are bound to happen. Maybe we move too fast, that’s the trouble. Or maybe it’s too far. I’ve often thought that if you stay in bed nothing much can happen to you.

People can die at any time of course. Babies die, don’t they? What is it they say? Life is a lottery? I wonder if I’ve been good? There’s no heaven or hell of course. No rewards and no punishments. Nothing. I won’t feel or know anything, will I? I just won’t be any more.

If I’d had children I’d have left my genetic imprint that could have carried on down through the generations. But even that would come to an end one time. When the Earth dies. Which is definitely going to happen, apparently. But maybe before that happens we’ll have learnt how to travel vast distances in space and found other planets to inhabit. Energy and time seem to be the problems there. I’ll never know now, but neither will anyone else who’s alive today. In a hundred years or so from now, everyone who’s alive now will be dead. It’s just that it’s happening to me, now.

I wonder if it’s better to know beforehand, or for it to happen unexpectedly? A lingering death or a sudden one? I’d rather not have either, but I don’t seem to have any choice. But nobody does. Unless they choose to kill themselves. I can feel a song in my head, but I can’t make out the words or the tune. It seems very familiar though. It’s strange because I never sing. I should have sung more. Too late now, again.

Everything I did and said and thought, or didn’t, is all there is now. I can’t add anything to it. What I’ve done is what I am. I can’t change anything. And then I won’t be anything at all. It’s a pity, because I could have been something different. I wonder how much everything you do, like swatting a fly or scratching your cheek makes you what you are?

In the end, and this really is the end, I don’t suppose it matters. Any of it. It’s just something that is, or was, for no reason. There’s no point in me thinking about it anymore. There’s no point in anything at all now. I wonder if there ever was? That’s what more than anything annoys me. What the hell was the point of it all? I’m doing it again. Thinking about it.

Once, long ago, there seemed time for everything, but now the time has run out and everything hasn’t happened. I don’t suppose there would ever be enough time for that though. But there doesn’t seem to have been enough. It all just wasn’t enough. I wasn’t enough. Don’t let there be any pain.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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Richard found that he wasn’t able to attend the funeral. He had intended to initially, but as the day approached he knew with increasing certainty that he couldn’t. What would be the point anyway he kept asking himself, Elizabeth wouldn’t be there, and the answer eased his conscience.

He blamed himself of course, because if she hadn’t been on her way to see him she’d still be alive. If only, he seemed to have said to himself a thousand times. It was the unreality of it that made it hard for him to accept. Because he hadn’t seen her for so long. But she had always been part of his life, always. He felt the loss of her terribly, profoundly, but it didn’t seem like the loss of someone real in a sense. It was as though she was something more than that. More than flesh and soul. He didn’t understand what he felt. No matter how many times he tried to analyse it, he never understood. It was pointless to try, and he knew it.

The day of the funeral, Richard took out the box in which he kept her letters and other little pieces of his memory of her, but couldn’t bring himself to open it. When he was in America he’d bought her a thin silver bracelet and was going to give it to her the day she was killed. He didn’t know why he’d bought it for her really. It was a nondescript sort of bracelet, though pretty, and she had always preferred silver to gold. He could have bought it for her anywhere and it had no value as a souvenir from a particular place, but at the time he just felt the urge to get her something. She would have liked it, he thought.

He held the bracelet in his clenched fist and hugged the box, which he had had on his lap, close to his chest, and started to cry. He wept bitterly, inconsolably, and his whole body convulsed with the sobs that came from the centre of his being as he rocked to and fro, wishing with everything he had that it was her he was holding.

The next day he woke late, having drunk himself into oblivion the night before, feeling too numb to be sick. He wasn’t sure if it was better to be alone or to have Miranda there with him. She could have distracted him a little, just by being there, but all her love and sympathy couldn’t have taken the pain away.

He had eaten very little since the day of Elizabeth’s death and he knew he was making himself ill, but he simply couldn’t summon the will to feed his body. It seemed, somehow, selfish. He drank almost enough to kill himself but could never seem to get drunk. He just suddenly became unconscious, as though he physically shut himself down, his system trying to preserve itself. When he woke again he began the process anew.

It was the second morning after the funeral when he woke after a very long sleep and felt strangely refreshed. It was four o’clock, but he hadn’t kept more normal hours for some time. He smoked, lying back on the bed, feeling how swollen and burnt his tongue was. He hadn’t been without a cigarette during his conscious hours for days. He shaved and showered and dressed to go out.

The decision was made on an impulse and he didn’t allow himself to change his mind. He set off while it was still dark outside and wouldn’t be light for some hours.

Long after dawn had broken the sky remained dark, laden with leaden clouds which banked up against each other and brought heavy rain with them as they scudded lowly above the cold wet cemetery. Richard parked his car just inside the gates and walked towards what looked to him like a fresh plot, though in reality it was hardly distinguishable now from many others. He was right though, and thought for a moment that he had been led to it. But he knew it had been a lucky guess, whatever had made him make it.

He was wearing a black raincoat and he carried a black umbrella. He should have opened it, as the rain fell in cold driving sheets one moment and then eased to fall in fat heavy drops the next, but he just held it in his hand instead, not concerned by the rain. The cemetery looked neglected somehow, though there was nothing about it that made it more neglected than others. They were all much the same he supposed, and neglect was probably part of their essence. Crows cawed and circled above, and he noticed how tall and old the bare trees looked. Quite beautiful actually.

He looked down at the grave, not allowing himself to think about the dead body a few feet below for more than a second. Of course it was at the back of his mind, but he did his best to keep it there. Now that he was here he began to wonder why he had come, and what to think about. People usually prayed over graves, didn’t they? Or said something to the hidden body, as though you were talking to the real person. But he didn’t have anything to pray to or for, and he knew Elizabeth wasn’t under the ground at his feet.

He threw his head back and let the rain fall onto his face and opened his mouth. The water tasted of nothing and he closed his eyes to stop being blinded. He felt like screaming, but didn’t. He then looked down at the grave for the last time. “Goodbye, Elizabeth, my love,” he said, to himself.

Nick and Morty emerged from their hut just as Richard turned away to walk back to his car.

“There’s an early bird,” Morty said, adjusting his cap to combat the rain. “We must have only just opened the gates before he arrived.”

“Which one was he at? A fresh one?” Nick asked.

“Couple of days,” Morty answered.

There were two graves to be dug that morning, though actually one of them only needed to be finished off, and they were keen to get on with the job so they could get back in out of the rain. Nick, who’d had a late night, yawned and then wiped his eyes with the back of his wrist and stopped for a moment, leaning on his spade.

“You found yourself another girl yet?” Morty asked as he continued to dig.

“No luck,” Nick answered. “I wish this fucking rain would stop. No, no luck last night. She asked me what I did. I lied of course, but it still didn’t work.”

“Never mind. Another night tonight.”

The rain had made little mud slides in the earth they had piled up at the sides of the grave and the wind gathered in strength and buffeted against them. Morty took a rest also and turned his back to the direction the wind was coming from.

“Long ago, long ago…” he said.

“What?” Nick asked after waiting for a moment, expecting him to continue.

“Oh, nothing,” Morty said. “It doesn’t matter. Nothing does, you know. Come on, let’s get this finished and then we can get inside.”

They dug in the heavy wet earth, working up a sweat despite the cold and before long they felt they had done enough for now and could take a break. They hurried back to the hut and made some more tea and took out their sandwich boxes.

“I wish we’d finished it now,” Nick said. “But it was so fucking cold and wet.”

“Won’t take long when we get back. Then we’ll finish off that other. We’ve broke the back of it.”

Nick ran his hand through his greasy blonde hair and sat forward on his rickety chair and looked at Morty who was pushing half a sandwich into his mouth.

“You ever get fed up with this game, Morty?” he asked.

“This game?” Morty said, chewing. “Oh yes. All the time. Still, it’s better than nothing I suppose. I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking you won’t be doing this when you’re my age, aren’t you?”

“No.”

“Yes you were. But don’t worry about it, boy. If you are you are, if you’re not you’re not. Don’t think about it. We all have to do something.”

“I wasn’t thinking about that, honest, Morty,” Nick said. “I hadn’t thought that far ahead.”

The rain beat against the hut, driven by the now gale force wind and they abandoned any plans to continue work until it eased. Instead, they made more tea and sat facing each other, both sitting forward on their chairs and cupping their mugs in their hands.

“It’s just that you seem to have done so much,” Nick said, suddenly. “And I haven’t done anything.”

“You’ve time yet, boy,” Morty said, taking off his wet cap and wiping his bald head with a handkerchief. “Things just happen. All you have to do is wait.”

“You sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure. Just wait. You think nothing has happened, but then you think back and there’s been a lot.”

“I’ve got a fruit and nut,” Nick said, breaking the bar in two. “You want half?” he asked, offering it to Morty.

“Yes, please,” Morty said.

It was an hour later before the wind and the rain had eased enough for them to go back to work, though the ground was sodden and the conditions were still uncomfortable. They set to however and by the early afternoon they felt they could take another rest. Morty thrust his spade deep into the soft earth, and Nick, taking his lead from him, did the same.

“Yes, the world has changed,” Morty said, turning and looking around him.

“How?” Nick asked. “I thought you meant some things stayed the same.”

“They do. But even so, the world has changed. You think the world you’re born into is how the world is and always should be. But it isn’t so. I try to explain to myself why the world has changed, but I can’t. It isn’t me that’s changed, and not the world, is it?”

“I don’t know,” Nick said.

“No, me neither.”

A little way away from where they were standing was the patch of ground where Elizabeth was buried. The cemetery was very quiet, with no visitors. It was too grey and cold and wet. The sky was still dark and threatening and the temperature had dropped again and there was a possibility of snow. The crows continued to swirl above and settle in their black prickly nests and then swirl again. The world seemed black and cold and not a place for things to live in, but living things seemed to survive in it, no matter what. It was a miraculous and terrible place.

Snow did begin to fall, and by the evening, when the Sun had given up its losing battle to break through the clouds, there was a film of white on the ground, getting thicker and colder and harder. The snowflakes floated down and covered the place where Elizabeth was buried and in the dark death of night, her grave and all those around it became invisible under the cold white beautiful carpet.

The sky then cleared, gradually, and within an hour it was cloudless, and stars sparkled in the inky sky above the cold earth. 
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