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Talis, inquiens, mihi videtur, rex, vita hominum praesens in terris, ad comparationem eius, quod nobis incertum est, temporis, quale cum te residente ad caenam cum ducibus ac ministris tuis tempore brumali… adveniens unus passerum domum citissime pervolaverit; qui cum per unum ostium ingrediens, mox per aliud exierit… Mox de hieme in hiemem regrediens, tuis oculis elabitur.



Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum



‘Such,’ he said, ‘O King, seems to me the present life of men on earth, in comparison with that time which to us is uncertain, as if when on a winter’s night you sit feasting with your ealdormen and thegns – a single sparrow should fly swiftly into the hall, and coming in at one door, fly out through another. Soon, from winter going back into winter, it is lost to your eyes.’




Les mots nous présentent des choses une petite image claire et usuelle comme celles qu’on suspend aux murs des écoles pour donner aux enfants l’exemple de ce qu’est un établi, un oiseau, une fourmilière, choses conçues comme pareilles à toutes celles de même sorte.

Marcel Proust, Du côté de chez Swann.



J’essayais de trouver la beauté là où je ne m’étais jamais figuré qu’elle fût, dans les choses les plus usuelles, dans la vie profonde des « natures mortes».

Marcel Proust, A l’ombre des jeunes filles en fleurs.



Les substances mortes sont portées vers les corps vivants, disait Cuvier, pour y tenir une place, et y exercer une action déterminée par la nature des combinaisons où elles sont entrées, et pour s’en échapper un jour afin de rentrer sous les lois de la nature morte.

G. Cuvier, quoted by Michel Foucault, Les mots et les choses, p.289.
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PROLOGUE

POST-IMPRESSIONISM: ROYAL ACADEMY OF ARTS, LONDON 1980

He signed the Friends’ Book in his elegant handwriting: Alexander Wedderburn, January 22nd, 1980.

She had said, peremptory as always, that he was to go straight to Room III, where ‘the miraculous stuff’ was to be found. Early. So here he was, a distinguished public man, also an artist of a kind, stepping obediently through Room I (French 1880s) and Room II (British 1880s and 1890s), on a lead grey morning, to the pale grey, classical, quiet place where the bright light shone and sang off pigment so that the phrase, miraculous Stuff, seemed merely accurate.

On one long wall hung a row of Van Goghs, including an Arles ‘Poets’ Garden’ he hadn’t seen before, but recognised, from small photographs, from charged descriptions in the painter’s letters. He sat down and saw a bifurcated path, simmering with gold heat round and under the rising, spreading blue-black-green down-pointing vanes of a great pine, still widening where the frame interrupted its soaring. Two decorous figures advanced, hand-in-hand, under its suspended thickness. And beyond, green green grass and geraniums like splashes of blood.

Alexander was not worried about whether Frederica would turn up. She was no longer in the habit of being late: her life had schooled her to temporal accuracy, perhaps to being considerate. He himself, at sixty-two, felt, not quite accurately, that he was now too old, too settled, to be put out, by her or by anyone else. He thought with warmth of her certain approach. There had been a pattern, an only too discernible repetition in the events and relationships of his life into which she had ruggedly refused to fit. She had been a nuisance, a threat, a torment and was now a friend. She had suggested that they look at Van Gogh together, setting up another form of repetition, deliberate, contrived and aesthetic. His play, The Yellow Chair, had first been presented in 1957; he did not like to think too closely about it, as he did not like to think too closely about any of his past work. He stared at the serenely impassioned garden made out of a whirl of yellow brushstrokes, a viridian impasto, a dense mass of furiously feathered lines of blue-green, isolated black pot hooks, the painfully clear orange-red spattering. He had had trouble finding an appropriate language for the painter’s obsession with the illuminated material world. He would have been lying if he had recorded only the more accessible drama of the painter’s electric quarrels with Gauguin in the Yellow House in Arles, the distant necessary brother who supplied paint and love, the severed ear delivered to the whore in the brothel, the asylum fears. At first he had thought that he could write a plain, exact verse with no figurative language, in which a yellow chair was the thing itself, a yellow chair, as a round gold apple was an apple or a sunflower a sunflower. Sometimes he still saw the brushstrokes, as it were, in this naked way, so that his earlier thoughts of this garden had to be undone, the idea of black wings to be stripped from the painted leafage, the vulgar idea of blood splashes washed off the notation of geraniums. But it couldn’t be done. Language was against him, for a start. Metaphor lay coiled in the name sunflower, which not only turned towards but resembled the sun, the source of light.

Van Gogh’s idea of things had also been against him. The yellow chair, besides being brushstrokes and pigment, besides being a yellow chair, was one of twelve bought for a company of artists who were to inhabit the Yellow House, the white walls of which should blaze with sunflowers as the windows of Gothic cathedrals blazed with coloured light. Not only metaphor: cultural motif, immanent religion, a faith and a church. One thing always linked to another thing. As the Poets’ Garden, a decoration for the bedroom of the ‘poet Gauguin’ was more than it seemed.


Arles, 1888.

Some time ago I read an article on Dante, Petrarch, Boccaccio and Botticelli. Good Lord! it did make an impression on me, reading the letters of those men.

And Petrarch lived quite near here in Avignon, and I am seeing the same cypresses and oleanders…

There is still a great deal of Greece all through the Tartarin and Daumier part of this queer country, where the good folks have the accent you know; there is a Venus of Arles just as there is a Venus of Lesbos, and one still feels the youth of it, in spite of all…

But isn’t it true, this garden has a fantastic character which makes you quite able to imagine the poets of the Renaissance strolling among these bushes and over the flowery grass?…



The youth of it, Alexander thought. I thought I was world-weary then. In July 1890, two years after writing this, Van Gogh had shot himself inefficiently in the groin, and had died slowly. In 1954 Alexander, a time-obsessed man, had read the centenary edition (1953) of the Letters. He had himself been rising thirty-seven and when The Yellow Chair was put on had passed that age, was older now than Van Gogh, as he had, in the 1940s, realised that he was older than Keats. He had felt, perhaps, briefly, the power of the survivor. What nonsense. The eternal youth of Provence. He thought of thick, fat, hot motorways carving up that land. He turned his attention to the timeless fields of wheat and olives.

She made a kind of progress up the Palladian marble stair. A painter stopped to kiss her: a journalist waved. John House, who had organised the exhibition, came almost leaping down the stairs accompanied by a smallish woman in a pine-green tent-like coat. He also kissed Frederica and introduced the woman, fumbling her name, as ‘a colleague’ and Frederica as ‘Frederica – you must forgive me, I never know what name you’re working under, women these days are so protean.’ Frederica did not attempt to ascertain the fumbled name, having given up interest in stray new people until it was clear that they were of real concern. She assumed wrongly that John House’s colleague was an art historian. The colleague looked at Frederica with an apparently absentminded scanning attention. John House spoke of the history of the gathering of the images, an emptiness here (Jacob wrestling the Angel), an unexpected illumination there. Frederica listened attentively; went on and signed the Visitors’ Book. Frederica Potter, Radio 3 Critics’ Forum. She negotiated a free catalogue. She made her leisurely way towards where she had told Alexander to be.

An old woman, armed with a Sound Guide, became quite excited and pulled at the arm of another. ‘Hey – look at that – Winston Churchill painted that, the…’ – carefully – ‘Cap d’Antibes.’

Frederica dipped round her to stare: Claude Monet: ‘Au Cap d’Antibes par vent de mistral’. A whirl of blue and rose, formless formed plungings of water and wind. ‘To paint,’ she remembered from Proust’s description of fictive Elstir, ‘that one does not see what one sees.’ To paint light and air between ourselves and objects. ‘I said, dear, Winston Churchill – .’ The second woman tugged free of the clutching fingers. ‘Not to be mentioned in the same breath with…’ she said, looking nervously from Frederica to painted signature. The arrested water shone and danced. In the catalogue John House quoted Monet’s description of the painted light around the snowy haystacks as an enveloping veil. He also quoted Mallarmé. ‘I think… that there should be only allusion… To name an object is to suppress three-quarters of the enjoyment of the poem, which is created by the gradual pleasure of apprehending it. To suggest it, that is the dream…’ It was not a view of things with which Frederica was entirely in sympathy: she liked naming names. But she looked briefly down, dazzled by the flowing skin of worked and delicate colour; the blue and rose tourbillons of the mistral on the sea, the prismatically sliced frosty nimbus round the mysterious squat stacks. She scribbled words, notes, in the margin of her catalogue.

Daniel bought a ticket, and paid for the hire of a catalogue, he wasn’t sure why. He had come, he believed, because he needed to discuss certain administrative problems with Frederica. He was aware that she believed he was in need of art. Under his arm he carried a folded newspaper with that day’s headline: PEACE MOTHER DIES. He was raw to bad news, more raw as he grew older, which was not perhaps quite what he had expected. He saw and did not see the paintings. There was a field of poppies and corn which reminded him only of small and large, faded and ghostly versions of Van Gogh’s ‘Harvest’ which he had seen repeated in endless hospital corridors, waiting rooms, school offices. He had seen these ample fields, as he had seen Cézanne’s geometric brown and green undergrowth in more than one mental hospital day room. Odd, he thought, considering that Van Gogh himself had died mad and despairing in such surroundings. Not serene, overexcited, these fields. Daniel’s patience with the nervously ill was not what it had been. Although he was fourteen years younger than Alexander, Daniel too was in the habit of thinking of himself as a survivor, a battered and grizzled survivor.

Alexander saw her coming towards him. A dozen or so schoolgirls were dutifully filling in xeroxed, hand-written, one-word-answerable questionnaires. Alexander, always a connoisseur of garments, realised that Frederica had changed her style, that the clothes the young creatures were wearing could be described as a parody of the clothes Frederica had worn at their age, and that Frederica’s new style was not unrelated to this shift. There she was in a conventional two-piece suit, fine dark wool, muted geometrical pattern in greens and unexpected straw browns, caught in at the waist – still very thin – to give the effect of a bustle, the skirt long and straight to the knee. She had ruffles (not swashbuckling) at the neck and the small velvet hat could, but did not, support a veil. The pale red hair was in a figure of eight chignon in her neck, reminiscent of one of Toulouse-Lautrec’s fine-drawn café habituées. Fifties and postimpressionist, thought Alexander, connecting. She came up and kissed him. He remarked on the parody-young. She took the point eagerly.

‘My dear, I know. Pencil skirts and batwing sweaters and spiky stilettos, tottering with their hard little behinds sticking out, and all that red lipstick. I remember when I thought lipstick had gone forever, a dream of painted excess, as I thought paper taffeta had gone forever, in Cambridge, when we all took to glazed cotton. Do you remember?’

‘Of course.’

‘Do you remember the eclectic Sixties parodies – when we went to the National Portrait Gallery – everything, from swamis to major-generals and major-domos too. These are such a serious and uniform parody. More and more of the same. More of me.’

‘Lèse-majesté. And you? You have reverted to type?’

‘Oh, I’m in my element. I understand the Fifties. I couldn’t do the Forties bit at all, padded shoulders and crêpy things, ugh, and page-boys – I think it must have been purely Oedipal, those were my parents’ things, dammit, what I was getting away from. This is my scene.’

‘So it is.’

‘And now I have money.’

‘In our new austerity, you have money.’

‘In our new austerity, I am old enough to have money.’ They saw Daniel advancing.

‘Daniel doesn’t change,’ said Alexander.

‘Sometimes I wish he did,’ said Frederica.

Daniel did not change. He wore the same black clothes – baggy corduroys, heavy sweater, working-man’s jacket – that he had worn through the Sixties and Seventies. Like many hirsute men he had thinned a little on top where once his black fur had been extravagant, but he had a plentiful and prickling black beard, and his body was still compact and very heavy. He looked, in this setting, a little like some painter. He saluted Frederica and Alexander with his rolled newspaper and said that it was cold outside. Frederica kissed him too, reflecting that he was dressed like a man who smelled dirty, but in fact didn’t. Alexander smelled, still, of Old Spice and a sort of agreeable toastiness. His smooth brown hair was as thick as ever but shot now with needles of glittering silver.

‘We must talk,’ said Daniel.

‘First you must look at the pictures. Take time off.’

‘I keep trying. I went to the King’s Carol Service.’

‘Good for you.’ Frederica glanced shrewdly at him. ‘Now, look at the pictures.’

Gauguin’s ‘Man with the Axe’. ‘One for you,’ said Frederica to Alexander, still skimming the necessary accompanying print. ‘Androgynous. John House says. No, Gauguin said. Do you think?’

Alexander considered the decorative gold body, itself a repetition of a body on the Parthenon frieze. He saw a blue loincloth, flat breasts, purple sea with coral tracings lying flatly on it. He was unmoved, though the colours were rich and strange. He told Frederica he preferred his androgynes to be more obscured, more veiled, more suggested, and directed her attention to ‘Still-Life, Fête Gloanec 1888’ in which various inanimate objects, two ripe pears, a dense bunch of flowers, swam across a bright red table-top rimmed with a black ellipse. The picture was signed ‘Madeleine Bernard’, and Alexander told Frederica that Gauguin had flirted seriously with that young woman, had characterised her, as was fashionable at the time, as having the desirable, unattainable androgynous perfection, complete sensuality combined with unattainable self-sufficiency. Frederica informed him from the catalogue that the vegetation was supposed to be a jocular portrait by Gauguin of Madeleine, the pears her breasts, the dense flowers her hair. ‘You could read it another way,’ said Alexander, interested now, ‘you could read the pears as androgynous in themselves, as partly male.’ ‘And the hair as other hair,’ said Frederica loudly, scandalising a few bystanders, amusing a few more. ‘You like to work for your images, don’t you, Alexander?’ It’s age,’ said Alexander, peaceably, untruthfully. They were beginning to attract a penumbra of gallery-goers, as though they were offering a guided tour.

They moved on to the ‘Olive Pickers’. Daniel’s mind was elsewhere. He remembered a straight mass of red-gold hair, in cold King’s Chapel, more golden than foxy Frederica’s, slowly settling onto a collar as the pins released their grip. He saw a mass of freckles – sometimes melding into sixpenny-sized brown patches of warmth – moving over the hard frame of cheekbones and brow. The sexless voices rose in the cold. ‘Unto us a Boy is born.’ ‘Herod then with wrath was filled.’ The voices played with the slaughter of the innocents, treble and descant hunting each other, while she bowed her head, unable to sing in tune.

The olives had been painted from the asylum at St Rémy in 1889.


As for me, I tell you as a friend, I feel impotent when confronted with such nature, for my Northern brains were oppressed by a nightmare in those peaceful spots as I felt one ought to do better things with the foliage. Yet I did not want to leave things alone entirely, without making an effort, but it is restricted to the expression of two things – the cypresses – the olive trees – let others who are better and more powerful than I reveal their symbolic language…

Look here, there is another question that comes to mind. Who are the human beings that actually live among the olive, the orange, the lemon orchards?


Frederica and Alexander held a discussion of natural supernaturalism. Daniel looked at the pink sky, the twisted trunks, the silvery leaves, the rhythmic earth streaked with yellow ochre, with pink, with pale blue, with red-brown. Olives, Frederica agreed with Alexander, could not not recall the Mount of Olives, the Garden of Gethsemane, in the day of Van Gogh the pastor’s son, the lay preacher. As the cypresses must always, differently, mean death. Daniel asked, for politeness really, why Van Gogh had been mad, was it just that he was driven? Alexander said that it may have been a form of epilepsy, exacerbated by the atmospheric-electric disturbances of the mistral and the heat. Or you could make a Freudian explanation. He felt guilty towards the child who had not survived, for whom he had been named. He had been born on March 30th 1853. His dead brother, Vincent Van Gogh, had been born on March 30th 1852. He was in flight from his family, his dead alter ego, his uncertain sense of identity. He wrote to Theo, ‘I hope you are not a “Van Gogh”. Essentially I am not a “Van Gogh”. I have always looked upon you as “Theo”.’ Daniel said he could not see the pain Frederica said was in the olives, and Alexander, still lecturing, said that Vincent had objected to paintings of symbolic Christs in Gethsemane by Bernard and his compères, had torn up his own, had made do with the olives themselves. He told Daniel about the terrible St Rémy painting of the blasted tree, about noirrouge, and Daniel said that it was odd that these orchards should be all over the walls of other asylums now, to cheer people up. The trees stood under their haloes of pink and green strokes, small flying things, solidified light movements or saccades of the eye, brushstrokes, pigment.


To Emile Barnard, St Rémy, December 1889.

Here is a description of a canvas which is in front of me at the moment. A view of the park of the asylum where I am staying; on the right a grey terrace and a side wall of the house. Some deflowered rose bushes, on the left a stretch of the park – red-ochre – the soil scorched by the sun, covered with fallen pine needles. This edge of the park is planted with large pine-trees, whose trunks and branches are red-ochre, the foliage green gloomed over by an admixture of black. These high trees stand out against an evening sky with violet stripes on a yellow ground, which higher up turns into pink, into green. A wall – also red-ochre – shuts off the view, and is topped only by a violet and yellow-ochre hill. Now the nearest tree is an enormous trunk, struck by lightning and sawed-off. But one side branch shoots up very high and lets fall an avalanche of dark green pine needles. This sombre giant – like a defeated proud man – contrasts, when considered in the nature of a living creature, with the pale smile of a last rose on the fading bush in front of him…

You will realise that this combination of red-ochre, of green gloomed over by grey, the black streaks surrounding the contours, produces something of the sensation of anguish, called ‘noir-rouge’ from which certain of my companions in misfortune frequently suffer…

I am telling you about this… to remind you that one can try to give an impression of anguish without aiming straight at the historic Garden of Gethsemane…



Daniel thought about dead Ann Maguire who, like Anna Van Gogh, the Dutch pastor’s wife, had named a younger, hopeful child for a dead one. (Though in Van Gogh’s case, the names, Theodorus, Vincent, Vincent, Theodorus, appeared and reappeared from generation to generation, the cultural parallels to certain persisting aspects of the family face, a heavy brow, an intense blue eye, a cheek bone, a nostril.) In the churchyard in his last parish a family in the English 1870s had tried to name a son Walter Cornelius Brittain and had buried three, aged five, aged two, aged one month, interspersed by variegated dead daughters, a Jennet, a Marian, an Eva.

In August 1976 a car, containing an IRA gunman, possibly already dead, ploughed onto a pavement and killed three of Mrs Maguire’s children, Joanne, eight, John, two, Andrew, six weeks, leaving one son, Mark, aged seven. People had been shocked, by numbers as well as by gratuitous death itself, as people will be, and Mrs Maguire’s sister and a friend had founded the Peace People, whose brave beginning and sad end will not be chronicled here. Ann Maguire had borne a second Joanne, in New Zealand, from where she had returned, unable to bear cultural transplantation. Although the papers referred to her as the Peace Mother she had not been active in the Peace People. She had brought a case for legal compensation for her dead children’s lives and for her own suffering and one of her few recorded public utterances was to call the first offer of compensation ‘pitiful’. The day of the hearing of her second case she had been found dead. Daniel had pieced the story together from the radio: ‘with throat wounds. Foul play was not suspected,’ and from conflicting newspapers. ‘With hedge-cutters’. ‘With a carving knife’. ‘With an electric carving-knife’ ‘by her side’. Her motives, the coroner was to say, were ‘not completely easy to understand’. Daniel, who had become a specialist in wild blows of chance, thought he understood some of it.

He had not prayed for Ann Maguire. He was not that kind of priest. He had metaphorically shaken a large fist, impotently, at some looming energy-field, and got on with his work, his work.



He followed the other two into the dark shadows of the room housing the Low Countries. Nuns ascended and descended a cool grey stair in winged white caps. The Lauriergracht in Amsterdam was gloomed and glittering. Mondriaan’s ‘Evening’ was sombre and cloudy. He liked these. Like Vincent, although he was unaware that Vincent had remarked on it, he had ‘Northern brains’ and responded biologically and spiritually to tones of black, donkey-brown, varied greys, touches of white in dark. ‘One of the most beautiful things done by the painters of this country has been the painting of black which nevertheless has light in it,’ Vincent had written from Holland. Xavier Mellery, the painter of the nuns, was described in the catalogue as ‘Creating a light which is the negation of that which envelops our immediate visual experience of things; it is rather the interior light of your mind…’ Daniel was used to such language; it was his daily, or anyway weekly, pabulum. He knew about the light shining in darkness, and had come, for reasons completely different from Alexander’s desire for exactness, specificity, to mistrust figurative language. He never now made a sermon from a metaphor, nor drew analogies: he preached examples, cases, lessons. But he liked the black Dutch paintings: they were, so to speak, on his wavelength.



He cornered Frederica.

‘You said you’d news of Will.’

‘A postcard, yes.’

‘Where this time?’

‘Kenya. On the way to the Ugandan famine, I think.’

‘Hippie,’ said Daniel.

‘Helping out,’ said Frederica.

‘What use – comparatively – is a chap like that, wi’ no training, no medical… no… ? Another mouth to feed. It makes me wild.’

‘I think he is often useful, in his way. You judge him so.’

‘He judges me. Judging runs in the family.’

‘It does,’ said Frederica.

‘Once,’ said Daniel, ‘I was in Charing Cross Hospital, someone’s kid had taken an overdose and died, they pump them out there regular as clockwork but this one’s liver couldn’t take any more. Anyway, there I was, going up this endless corridor, thinking what to do about the mother, who blamed herself – wi’ reason mind you, she was one of those soft suckering witch-women, but that made it worse, not better – and there was th’ trolley wi’ the dead girl on it, sliding by me – sheet right over, porters in those soft theatre boots and floppy plastic bathcaps – and when they’d got past me and were turning in’t door, the first one looked at me from under his plastic frills like, with my own face. I was shocked for a minute. Got all his hair tucked up in that thing, you see – otherwise, he’s not so like me, not strikingly so. “Hi,” he said. “Going about your father’s business, are you?” So I asked him what he was up to and he said he was going to and fro in the earth and walking up and down in it, and then he pushed th’ trolley in, and I went in after, and the mother began her howling and shrieking, and Will said, “Well, I’ll walk off and leave you to it.” And I said, “Where are you going, then?” And he said, “I told you. To and fro.” That was the last I saw of Will.’

The nuns ascended the stairs in a perpetual cool silence.

‘Quoting scripture for his own purposes,’ said Daniel.

‘That was rather funny, I thought,’ said Frederica.

‘Anything on the postcard about coming back? Any plans?’

‘No.’

Sometimes she wished Will would not write to her at all, if he would send no messages to Daniel. Sometimes she told herself the postcards, or exercise book scrawls, were messages to Daniel, but one should never, she considered, ignore surface meanings in favour of implications and the damned things were addressed to her, to Frederica.

‘Oh hell,’ she said.

‘Not to worry,’ said Daniel. ‘I’ll push off. I’ll see you.’

‘You haven’t seen the pictures.’

‘I’m not in the mood.’

‘We were going to have coffee in Fortnum and Mason’s.’

‘No, thank you all the same.’




1.

ANTE-NATAL: DECEMBER 1953

(i)

It was written over the entrance, gold letters on purple gloss on red brick. Gynaecology and Obstetrics. Inside the archway an archetypal hand, the first of a series, pointed on a placard. Ante-Natal Clinic, First Right. It was dark in there.

She rode up and chained her bicycle to tall railings, She was six months pregnant. The bicycle basket sagged heavily on the front mudguard. From it she took a string bag, in which was a paper bag, containing knitting, a lemonade bottle wrapped in greaseproof, and two heavy books. She went in.

The central reception area was red-tiled, walled most of the way up also in dried-blood-red tiles, high windows way above eyes. At a table sat a royal-blue Sister with a crimped white turret on her head. In front of her stood twelve women. Stephanie counted them and joined them. She looked at her watch. 10-30 exactly. Twelve was not good. She wedged the string bag between her feet, took out a book, held the paper up to the dim light.

A fourteenth woman pushed through the swing doors, past the thirteen, addressed the Sister.

‘My name is Owen. Mrs Frances Owen. I have an appointment.’

‘So have all these ladies,’

‘At ten thirty, with Mr Cummings.’

‘So have all these ladies.’

‘Ten fifteen,’ murmured one or two.

‘But –’

‘Now if you just take your place you’ll be seen in your turn.’

‘I –’

Mrs Frances Owen stood behind Stephanie. Stephanie lowered the book and murmured,

‘Block bookings. Some of the sisters are less efficient so they just heap the notes up and the last become first. It’s a nice calculation, whether to arrive early or late. Best to get the first appointment. Nine-thirty. Except the doctors are often late.’

‘It’s my first time.’

‘In that case they’ll keep you longer, taking details. The queue goes round you.’

‘How long?’

‘Better not to think.’

‘I –’

Stephanie read William Wordsworth. She had decided to read through his poems, slowly and thoughtfully, in these queues. There were three problems with this: the weight of the book, increasing nakedness as the examination wound from stage to stage, and failure of concentration, owing to painful legs and a general pregnant incapacity to finish sentences, her own, Wordsworth’s, or Mrs Frances Owen’s. Who was now quiet.

She read.

‘A slumber did my spirit seal.’



The book often opened here.



‘I had no human fears.’



Ordinary words, in an extraordinary arrangement. How did one recognise what was extraordinary? She shuffled forwards, manipulating the string bag with sensible shoes. In her turn she came to the Sister, who extracted a folder with Orton, Stephanie Jane, EDD 13.4.54 on it, from a pile on her left, transferred it to a pile on her right and permitted Stephanie to sit on a brown canvas and metal tube chair for another half hour.


‘She seemed a thing that could not feel

The touch of earthly years.’



Seemed. She looked at the women. Hats, headscarves, bulky coats, varicose veins, bags, baskets, bottles.



‘I had no human fears.’



Once her heart would have leapt up, just at the rhythm. Now its own rhythm was strained and sluggish. Inside her, unperceived, another quick rhythm fluttered, perhaps synchronised. She dozed, open-eyed, looking up at slits of light. I am sunk in biology. The phrase pleased her. Sunk in biology. It was not a complaint. Biology was very interesting. She had never imagined it could be so wholly voracious of time and attention. She read slowly.



‘No motion has she now, no force.’



On the contrary, too much and not her own. They called her name. She went into the corridor, hurrying as though she did not know very well that she was simply being transferred to another waiting chair, that the urgency of their voices bore no relation to the speed of their, or anyway her, movements. Mrs Owen spoke behind her.

‘I’ve got terrible pains in the back.’

‘It’s the standing and these chairs. They’ll get worse before they get better.’

There was a disagreeable note of clergyman’s wife in that. A jolly sympathetic delimiting of response. She must not make that particular sound. The church was beset with choirs of false voices. She did not want to speak. The antenatal queues were, apart from the baby who fluttered and arched, her nearest approach now to privacy.

‘Do you want me to get someone?’

‘Oh no,’ said Mrs Owen, already aware that doctors and nurses were not there to be pestered. ‘I’ll manage.’ Stephanie held up the heavy book again.

The ante-natal clinic proper, beyond the red mouth and throat of reception, was, like the whole maternity wing, part of a military hospital added hastily at the beginning of the last war, in anticipation of hosts of wounded soldiers who had never come there. It was on one floor, temporary-walled, a repeating H-shape of corridors and slopes with dismal bright blue paint. Stephanie and Mrs Owen, clutching notes, bottles, knitting, Wordsworth, turned left and right and were greeted by a fat nurse who put their bottles on a tray amongst jam-jars with cellophane frills, various medicine bottles, a gin bottle and a large ketchup pot. They were shown into cubicles with inadequate curtains, where they were told to strip completely and put on the clean towelling gowns in there. Stephanie’s gown had a cheerful beach-look, orange and poster-blue pyjama or deckchair stripes. It reached her mid-thigh, would in no way meet over her jutting belly and had no belt. She was used, but not reconciled, to such indignities. She gathered up Wordsworth and the string bag. She could hear Mrs Owen being castigated for not having turned right and left, instead of left and right, to Haematology, seeing as it was her first time. They spoke as one speaks to distracted children or incapable old people, who do not look or listen.

‘My back hurts,’ said Mrs Owen, ‘And I –’

She was hurried away slowly to Haematology.

At one end of the cubicle room was a set of scales before which another long queue was forming. There were only two chairs in the whole place for at least a dozen women, many now uncomfortably unsupported by girdle or bra.

The scale platform was occupied by a woman so huge, so grossly hung about with mounds and protuberances and pendent ledges of fat that it was impossible to see where there was a baby, or how large, or how high it was. She laughed, as the fat will, whilst nurses gathered and tutted over the sliding weights. She was diabetic and a cause for concern. Nurses liked gallantry and real problems. Wordsworth read differently amongst so much, so various flesh.



‘No motion has she now, no force.’



Wordsworth was a man speaking to men. He had said so. One would need to know things – technical things – about speech, about why and how rhythm worked, about selection of nouns and word order to explain how he could state with finality – so that the words for it were his words – simple truths. Her education had hardly started.

Mrs Owen returned. Her face was very white above her very brief, neatly closed gown. There was a moving line of blood along the inside of her leg.

‘Mrs Owen!’ Stephanie pointed. Mrs Owen had an elaborate hairstyle piled incongruously above her thin nakedness. She bent to peer down. She stammered.

‘Oh, how embarrassing. Oh dear. I kept trying to ask them, was a bit of bleeding all right, and the pains, but there wasn’t the opportunity, and it really wasn’t this much …’

She made a deprecating, apologetic gesture, gave a small cry, and fell over. A great deal of blood pumped and washed over the clean tiled floor. Stephanie called ‘Nurse’ and almost immediately there was a lot of efficient rubbersoled running, a trolley, heaps of towels and swabs, subdued chatter among the women. The doctor emerged from the frosted-glass cubicle beyond the scales. Mrs Owen, now chalk-white and motionless on her trolley, was wheeled behind curtains. There was more running. Stephanie was fetched away, divested of her gown, arranged on a hard high couch under a cellular blanket. Even here, one could wait a long time. Stephanie propped Wordsworth against the hard ledge of the bulge.


‘She neither hears nor sees

Rolled round in earth’s diurnal course,

With rocks, and stones, and trees.’



To name the whole earth with three nouns, that was authority. Rocks and stones and trees. The rhythm formed by the reiterated ‘and’. Everything, even if named, was part of the same thing. And the one complex word among simple verbs, diurnal.

A young doctor came. He probed her hard, tough sides with reasonably kind fingers. He pushed a stethoscope into her softness and listened. He did not meet her eye: this was usual.

‘Well, Mrs Orton, how are we?’

She could not answer. Tears were running all over her face.

‘There are traces of sugar. Are you sure the specimen was taken on rising? —

‘Mrs Orton, what is the matter?’

‘The English. Are so damned. Polite. For hours and hours we stand – with no girdles – in cold draughty places. That woman. That. Mrs Owen. Lost her baby – I know – because. Because no one would let her tell them. Because I wouldn’t. Because nobody here –’

‘Don’t be hysterical. It’s bad for the child. Your child.’

She sniffed, wet.

‘She would almost certainly have lost it anyway.’ It sounded as though he was conceding a point.

‘But not so foolishly.’

This slightly unusual speech pattern seemed to enable him to address her directly. He came to the head. He peered at her wet face.

‘Why are you so particularly upset?’

‘I didn’t listen. Nobody did. We taught her to stand in line.’

‘You would think anyone in that state would have been clever enough, sensible enough, to get out of line.’

‘I truly doubt it. This place puts you in line. You stay in it. You stand for hours, without a girdle, because of block bookings and not enough chairs. Two chairs for all those women. Standing hurts. This place changes you. I told her myself not to think. Doctors are busy.’ He looked automatically, by association, at his watch. It was true, he was busy. He had seen Stephanie before, but perhaps only once: he remembered her vaguely – blonde, curved rounds, placid, no trouble, always using ‘the pregnancy’ as a reading-desk. He didn’t think that was quite right, but hadn’t formulated why.

‘Your baby’s fine,’ he said. ‘Just fine. Strong heart-beat, a good size, nice position, coming along fine. Your weight’s good, no problems. Do stop crying. It does no good. Pregnancy is an upsetting time for some people. You must try and keep calm for your child’s sake. Please. Look – if you’re upset – go and have a good talk with our social worker, a good …’

‘I don’t want a good talk. And I seem to be a social worker most of the time. Unpaid. I was trying to take time off. I don’t … I thought I could read Wordsworth and forget about the damned queue.’

‘Yes. Now, if you’d just swing your legs down.’ She considered apologising and did not. She did not feel angry with him: she could imagine how it was for him: woman after woman after woman, all the same, all different, weeping on occasion for fear, boredom, pain, frustration, humiliation. How could he take on all that, much of it irremediable, at ten-minute intervals? He was a very young man. He could peer professionally down his speculum into her vagina, but he blushed when his eyes met hers. However, she should not apologise for her tears. He could at least, whatever his personal reticence, have promised to investigate the problem of the insufficient chairs.

Here she did him less than justice. He recognised the chairs as part of his province. On her next visit there were another half dozen.



(ii)

Out in the air identity was partly restored. Businesslike and not languid, brisk and not tearful, she mounted her bicycle. She kept her back rigorously straight: the foetus or baby seemed to like the bicycle: its movement usually, and she felt happily, ceased as hers began. The roads round Blesford were still more or less country lanes, bare blackthorn hedges and deep ditches, with the first few bungalows isolated on their little plots on the edges of little capillary roads. She remembered the lanes in summer, cow parsley and warm leaves, but not, not bodily, her own light movement. Eclipsed in maidenly grace, says Dr Spock with a curious inversion. Well, that was true.

She braked to avoid another cycling figure: her husband, Daniel, heavy and black, clanking a little because of a rubbing chain-guard. They rode along side by side, amicably, both heavy, legs efficiently working.

‘Was it all right?’

‘No troubles. Longer than usual. How was yours?’

Daniel had been officiating at a funeral.

‘Not nice, really. Old ladies from t’Home. One daughter wi’ three or four kids in tow. Crematorium. Usual anticlimax – old birds standing round a bit o’ grass at t’back they’d got lease of for a few hours, wi’ a garden label saying Mrs Edna Morrison and a few bunches of chrysanths put in rows. Looked ready to be blown away, the old biddies. But pleased wi’ themselves because they were still on their pins and not slid away into Eternity. There was no tea, thank God. T’Home doesn’t run to one, and t’daughter only wanted to get all t’kids back to Sunderland.’

‘Someone in our queue lost her baby. Just there. On the floor. Fast.’

She hadn’t meant to tell him that. Daniel was much more subject than she was to gynaecological and biological terror about the coming birth. His bike swerved and straightened.

‘Does that happen often, then?’

‘No, no. Only I felt bad, because she tried to tell me she felt rotten, and I was just trying to read.’

He frowned his black frown.



When they got back the little house was empty. This was unusual. She put on the kettle and built the fire. He sliced toast, fetched butter, honey, cups. He put his large arms round her thick body.

‘I love you.’

‘I know.’

They sat side by side on the hearthrug: the fire caught: Daniel held the toasting-fork to the grate. A smell of toast began to infiltrate the paint smell that was a perpetual consequence of their attempts to make the place habitable.

‘Where’s Marcus, then?’

‘Hospital. In his own queue. He goes by bus.’

‘Psychiatrist once a week for half an hour never did any good to anyone. In my view. Though I’d not presume to say what is needed.’

‘Don’t,’ said Stephanie, putting a hand on his knee. ‘Daniel, don’t. Let’s have tea together.’

‘I’m not complaining.’

‘No. I know.’



Marcus Potter, Stephanie’s young brother, was living with them, apparently indefinitely. In the summer of 1953 he had suffered some sort of breakdown, or nervous crisis, which had been caused (one view) or exacerbated (a more informed view) by his bizarre relations with the ex-biology teacher at Blesford Ride, the public school where his father, and Stephanie’s father, taught. There had been some kind of religious fantasy, and a possibility of homosexual tampering. Those in authority had decided that Marcus should intermit a year of his education, in order to recuperate, and that he should not live with his father, a man of uncertain temper, of whom he had expressed extreme and unreasoning terror. Nobody had said what Marcus should do: the result was that he appeared to do little or nothing, spoke minimally and was increasingly reluctant to leave his bedroom or the house. Nobody had also said how long Marcus should remain in his sister’s house. Daniel, a naturally vigorous seeker of solutions, tried to restrain an instinct to shake or confront Marcus with the unsatisfactory nature of this inertia. Daniel had occasional violent feelings towards Marcus, which he suppressed. Bill Potter, the father, was a violent man.



Stephanie saw Marcus, as though they had called him up by naming him, making his way home. The process seemed to cause unnecessary difficulty. He stepped forward and retreated at the little garden gate as though rebuffed by some force field or buffeted by some invisible gale which had no effect on the branches of the little trees and evergreens in the front gardens of the cottages. He carried his long thin arms crossed protectively in front of him. His head, with its dull-straw hair and moon glasses, was down. Stephanie watched him dance or shuffle, two steps forward, one back, almost sideways along the paved path. She felt protective and threatened. Daniel saw her face set.

The door rattled for some time: Marcus was struggling with his key. Daniel suppressed fairly easily an impulse to get up and open the door for him. He turned the toast. Marcus came round the door feelingly like a blind creature, clinging with fingers to edges and surfaces. Although the front door opened into the sitting-room he was plainly disconcerted to find them there.

‘Tea and toast, Marcus,’ said Stephanie, in the voice she had heard herself use to Mrs Owen. She disliked this voice very much but employed it more and more, Conversation with Marcus had become largely monosyllabic, which did not help.

‘No,’ said Marcus palely, adding inaudibly, ‘Thank you.’

He began what Daniel thought of as his ‘creeping’ to the back-stairs. The room – dark with small windows – was only half-furnished and half-painted. Armchairs, little dining-table, Stephanie’s old, good mahogany desk stood on uncarpeted boards, splashed with paint. There was a big rag-pegged rug in front of the fire, and one or two pieces of coconut matting elsewhere. The walls were papered with very large blue roses, surrounded by dove-grey and silver-tinted leafage. Half of these were partially obliterated by white undercoat. Daniel never had time – nor, truly, inclination – to make a good job of the painting. He was self-trained not to notice his surroundings. Stephanie had tried herself, but the paint vapour made her vomit, and she had an idea that this might damage the baby. Daniel, quick to notice essentials, had no idea how much Stephanie disliked living in this unfinished mess. She would have agreed with him largely as to what were essentials and inessentials, but the mess depressed her.

Marcus reached the staircase, which also descended into the living-room, and looked vaguely back. He went, less sidling, up, and they heard his bedroom door open and close. No further sound. Daniel took the toast off the fork.

The silence upstairs imposed a silence downstairs. Stephanie watched Daniel, wanting to protect him from Marcus.

‘Let’s talk to each other. Tell me about your day.’

A verbal lot, the Potters, even peaceful Stephanie. Words helped them, apparently. His ‘day’ was better left without conversion into narrative, amusing, querulous or appealing. A funeral, already described, two drunk tramps, another lecture from the Vicar on interfering in the domestic wrangles of his parishioners. He looked at his pale gold wife, her arms folded about her belly.

‘Toast,’ he said, monosyllabic. He gave her a perfectly browned, goldbuttered honeyglistening warmsmelling slice. Sunk in biology, she thought, listening for creaks or moans above the ceiling, listening to the soft stirring in her belly, licking her fingers. She did not offer Daniel this satisfactory phrase.



Listening for Marcus, she heard Frederica’s bicycle grind gravel. She came in in a rush, fell dramatically on her knees before the fire, beside her sister, cried ‘Look!’ Stephanie saw small buff papers pasted with white strips.

MINOR SCHOLARSHIP OFFERED NEWNHAM + WRITING + PRINCIPAL +.

SCHOLARSHIP OFFERED SOMERVILLE + CONGRATULATIONS + PRINCIPAL +.

‘It worked,’ said Stephanie. ‘You did it.’

In 1948 she had opened almost identical telegrams. What had she felt? A great lightening, even if only temporary, of the burden of her father’s inexorable expectations. She had not realised how heavy the burden had been till it was lifted. She felt pleasure only very much later, and pride and self-satisfaction later still, on the brink of departure. She handed the telegrams to Daniel.

‘Is that good, then?’ he said, not knowing the significance of scholarships. ‘A definite offer.’

‘I’ve won, I’ve won,’ Frederica crowed. ‘I did a Viva in Oxford, just me and all the dons, all, in robes and furred gowns, and me with a blackboard explaining Milton’s English and Latin words. I’ve never talked so much in my life and they were interested, they were, I got all sorts of things in, Britannicus and Henry VIII and The Broken Heart and The Winter’s Tale and feminine endings and they didn’t stop me, they said go on – oh and Satan’s speech to Eve in the garden – I was in a place of my own – oh glory –’

Stephanie nodded and Daniel watched Stephanie. He knew what he did not know about her, but only as a blank. Once she had had all this. Whether she had unaffectedly cried oh, glory! he did not know, and doubted. He imagined her wish to go on teaching for they shared, he and she, did they not, a pastoral compulsion. She filled the cottage with the lost and unhappy. When they were not put off by Marcus’s rigid unfocused stare. He waited for a clue, a reminiscence of her own Viva, but she was silent. Frederica spoke to his thought.

‘They all remembered you, Steph. The Newnham dons asked what you were doing. The Somerville ones remembered too. One of the Newnham ones said she’d always hoped you’d come back. I said of course you were deep in domesticity and waiting for the baby and she said that was what so many good students seemed to be choosing these days …’

‘You’ll go to Newnham.’

Despite the lovely Viva. Yes. How do you know?’

‘Well. He wanted us to go to Cambridge.’

‘I might have rebelled.’

‘You might. But you’ve got a Cambridge mind. Heavy morals. Grown-in. For all the Oxford language-talk.’

‘They said they’d see me in three years to do my D.Phil. at Oxford. Imagine. They asked me what i’t would be on. I said John Ford. It was the worst moment. They laughed so much, they couldn’t go on with the interview. I don’t know why, still. I don’t care. I did it. I won.’

‘We know,’said Daniel.

‘I’ll stop boring on. I’m sorry, I talk. I talked too much to the other girls over coffee, I went on and on about Eliot’s Chinese jar moving perpetually in its stillness, how ironic, and you could hear them wishing I’d stop and somehow I couldn’t. I’m sorry Daniel. I need to let off steam. It’s only just dawning. I can get out now, can’t I? I can get away from Home – and Them – and the weight of it all. I’m free.’

‘How are they?’ said Stephanie.

‘Baddish. They don’t seem able to get over the Marcus thing – It’s somehow dismantled their idea of themselves as parents, you know, good parents whatever, and the Home as a home. Daddy sits a lot, doing nothing and muttering to himself and Mummy’s just retreated – she never starts a conversation, or asks a question, or – You’d think they’d be over-anxious about me, their one remaining child and perhaps they are, but they have miserable ways of showing it. Daddy kept rather obviously bestirring himself to mind about my exams and piling up my desk with secondary stuff I’ve no time for – I don’t want to read literary criticism yet, almost at all, and I’m damned sure he doesn’t smother his clever boys with it. My work is my work and my ideas are my ideas and he ought to leave them alone, I say.

‘When these telegrams came I ran down and opened the door to the boy and I showed them to Mummy and she began, very bravely, how lovely dear, and then began to cry and shut herself in her room. Not very festive. So I came here. But I can get right away, now, I can, can’t I?’

There was a silence.

‘How is Marcus?’ said Frederica. Daniel and Stephanie gestured mutely at the ceiling.

‘He’s had heaps of letters. Well, about three, I think. From that man. Daddy shreds them up – I saw him doing it with a razor blade, Steph – and burns them. He rang the hospital and told them to stop that man sending letters. You could hear him shouting down the telephone halfway down the road. Then he didn’t go to work for two days. Probably the invisible psychiatrist should have a go at him.’

‘And Mummy?’

‘As I said. She did say to ask you about Christmas.’

Daniel said, ‘She could come and talk about that.’

Stephanie said, ‘She seems to have stopped coming.’

In the early days of Marcus’s retreat or illness Winifred had come regularly; Bill had not, partly because ‘they’ had said better to leave Marcus alone, partly because he disapproved of Daniel, the Church of England, Christianity and Stepanie’s burial of her talent amongst these things. He disapproved with a liberal atheism that produced emotions more akin to seventeenth-century religious fanaticism than to agnostic tolerance. So in a sense, Stephanie was lost to him as Marcus was lost.

Winifred had sat for hours in those early days on the sofa, next to Marcus, who moved away, and like a parody of a mad religious discipline, abbreviated his answers, elongated his silences, until he had imposed on his mother a similar pattern of behaviour.

‘I’m doing no good,’ she said to Stephanie.

‘How can we tell?’

‘I can tell.’

Winifred was not unlike Marcus. Or Marcus was not unlike Winifred. Defeat communicates itself, is handed on. Unlike euphoria, Stephanie thought, considering Frederica. It was odd how glory could not be shared. Frederica, now smoothing and folding her telegrams, would perhaps learn this.

‘We s’ll have my Mum, too, by Christmas,’ said Daniel, heartily and with edge. ‘We shall have a real party.’




2.

AT HOME

Beginnings, ends, phases, terms. Stephanie thought of this phase as the deprivation of privacy, not contemplating the possibility that privacy was gone forever. She was a woman with a young body whose knowledge, biological and intellectual, was defined in clearly marked periods, menstrual, domestic, academic, rounds of flesh, blood, rites, qualifications. The pregnancy was another such, with its set term.

In December came the end of her teaching at Blesford Girls’ Grammar School. At the last Assembly, where Frederica received, as Stephanie had once received, the School Governors’ Prize for Academic Achievement, she was given a leaving present by teachers and girls. Frederica strode grimly up and carried off the Oxford Companions to English and Classical Literature. Stephanie’s presents were useful and various: an electric tea-maker, with alarm, a set of Pyrex dishes with night-light heaters to warm them, and a layette, knitted and stitched by Upper III and Lower IV, little embroidered viyella nighties, crocheted lambswool matinée jackets, knitted bonnets and bootees, pretty fluffy blankets, a woollen lamb with black stitched eyes and a slightly thrawn neck, dangling from a scarlet ribbon. The headmistress made a long and patently truthful speech about how they would miss Stephanie, and a brief speech about Frederica’s outstanding good fortune. They sang ‘Lord, dismiss us with thy blessing’. Stephanie felt tearful, not because she loved the school, but because something was finished.

Wheeling her bicycle out of the school for the (official) last time she saw Frederica striding away in front of her, past the still unlevelled Bomb Crater, bearing a satchel, a large paper parcel, two shoe bags, and a paper carrier.

‘Do you want to put any of that in my bike basket?’ Frederica jumped. Her hair flowed lank and forbidden over her shoulders, crimped by the traces of regulation ribbons.

‘You shouldn’t still be riding that thing. You’ll do yourself and the progeny an injury.’

‘Rubbish. We are balanced and dignified. Give me that bag.’ They went on in silence.

‘Where are you going, Frederica?’

‘Somewhere called Nîmes.’

‘What?’

‘Headmistress found it. “French family desires respectable English girl to speak English to their daughters.” I’m off after Christmas. Nice to have to speak French. Nice to get right away from here. Not sure about the daughters.’

‘I actually only meant where are you going now?’

‘Oh, to perform a rite. You might disapprove. If you don’t, you can participate. If you don’t fall off that thing.’

‘What sort of rite?’

‘A kind of oblation. Of Blesford Girls’ Grammar.’

She flung open her macintosh and Stephanie saw that she was wearing a skin-tight black sweater, wide elastic belt, long grey pencil skirt.

‘It’s going in the canal, Do you want to come?’

‘What is?’

‘Blesford Girls’ Grammar. Shirt, tie, beret, skirt, ankle socks and gym kit. I can’t put the mac in, I haven’t got another. I’ve weighted this parcel.’

‘With what?’ asked Stephanie, afraid for the Oxford Companions.

‘Stones, idiot. I don’t drown books. You should have known that.’

‘Drowning perfectly good warm clothes is an awful waste. Some poor girl …’

‘I told you you didn’t have to come. You shouldn’t, if you’ve already turned into a full-time clergyman’s wife. Which I wish I could understand how you can bear. Steph, did you want an electric tea-maker? Do you want to rescue these horrible garments, these symbols of pettiness and niggling, for Daniel to give to some trampess? Don’t answer. Do come and help. It’s only once.’



There was nothing remarkable about Blesford Canal. It was decayed and decaying, darkly full of a strange, fine black weed, like tendrils of soot, tipped with faded moss green. Its banks were slipping into it, over falls of broken, dislodged bricks. Little boys occasionally drowned there. The sisters stopped on a narrow bridge over it, near nothing, except a gasholder and a filthy hoarding with a Capstan tobacco advertisement. Stephanie leaned her bike against the parapet. Frederica hefted the paper parcel onto the ledge.

‘This is a plain rite. No words, no prancing around. I’m a grown woman. I just want someone to know that this – all this stuff– has been a burden and nothing but a burden from start to finish, and that I feel no twinge of regret at coming out of that place, and that I shall never go back into it, ever, so help me Frederica Potter. No more group life. I won’t belong to anything, ever again. I stand for me. Do you want to help shove?’

Stephanie thought of the sweet, soft, on the whole carefully made layette. She thought of Felicity Wells, the senior mistress, passionate about George Herbert and Anglo-Catholicism, who had spent a lifetime tempting with these fine things girls from this dirty town. She thought of John Keats, alive in Hampstead, dead in Rome, read in Cambridge, read here, in class. She thought of blackened red brick, chalk dust, shoe boxes, muddy hockey boots, the smell of groups of girls in classrooms.

‘Yes. I think so.’

‘O.K. One, two, three, ready. Over she goes.’

The parcel splashed heavily, soughed, and sank in a trail of thick, slow, glutinous bubbles.

‘What ceremony else?’ said Stephanie, blasphemously.

‘None. I told you. This is a gesture that simply means itself and no more. You wouldn’t give me some tea, would you, if I come home with you? Would you? I don’t want to go back to the house yet, a bit, not yet.’



Daniel’s Mum came. She was not unexpected; she had been coming for months. They had moved from a council flat, Daniel’s choice of home, to this partially renovated artisan’s cottage to make space for her, when she was sufficiently better from her fall and fractured hip. They decorated the third little bedroom for her before they finished their own, putting up a sprigged paper, installing a fat armchair, a fringed table lamp, a satiny quilt and a dressing-table with a glass top, all fetched by Daniel from the relinquished Sheffield house. Visiting his Mum in hospital made Daniel morose and gloomy, which Stephanie noticed, but did not ask about. He remarked that he had almost certainly brought the wrong objects, except the dressing-table, which was alone of its kind. And it was fifty-fifty, he said, that that would be said to be too big, which it was of course, in that room, taking up far too much space. But it had done that before.

The day she came, Stephanie went up and put flowers on the dressing-table, a potted cyclamen, almost maroon in its dark red-purple, a crystal vase, a wedding present, containing asters, violet, cherry-pink, shell-pink. Brave and graceful flowers. When Daniel was at the station she remembered that the lamp had flickered alarmingly. She tried it and it flickered. She went downstairs, fetched fuse wire and screwdriver, went upstairs, changed the fuse. She was beginning to tire on the stairs. As she worked a hand, or a foot, hard, protruding, worked its way up under her skin, outside her rib-cage. When she heard the front door she was momentarily unable to stand, for inner turbulence. She had meant to open the door, welcoming.

Daniel’s mother’s voice came in, small, plaintive, continuous, carrying.

‘… last time I ever go anywhere on them British Railways. Any road, you’ll have to carry me out of here feet first, I reckon.’

Stephanie came down. Mrs Orton spread like many heaped and plumped cushions in Daniel’s armchair. Her clothes, her face, her hands, her glistening rounded legs were many shades of what Frederica later learned from her to call ‘mohve’, like, yet unlike, the innocent bright asters and the cyclamen, which now in Stephanie’s mind resembled bruised flesh. She wore a moulded oval felt hat, with a deliberate dent at the high point. From beneath the hat poked various sheep-like curls of iron-grey soft hair, with a purplish cast, perhaps simply a glow reflected from the shining expanse of floral artificial silk below. Stephanie, bumping the baby on the chair arm, bent to kiss the isolated, over-defined crimson apple-round of the cheek. She offered tea.

‘No thanks, pet. I was just telling our Daniel, I was right put off by what passes for tea on t’railways these days: I couldn’t stomach no more. No tea. And I hope you haven’t gone to any trouble cooking for me because I can barely keep owt down these days, not after t’hospital, me appetite quite sickened away on me wi’ the things they serve up – greasy bits o’ beef skirt and nasty little salads wi’ half a two-week old egg and a few outside leaves o’ lettuce and a bit o’ wet beetroot, no, it was an effort getting it down, let alone keeping it down – I can tell you, there was many as couldn’t, eggs from t’infernal regions we got for us breakfast as often as not, right stink bombs, but could you get any o’ them nurses to have a sniff or give us another i’stead? I don’t know what I’d ha’ done if t’owd dear in’t next bed hadn’t a had a daughter as worked in’t chocolate factory in York, kept her supplied wi’ great bags o’ rejects she couldn’t bring hersen to eat on her own – funny that – they get put right off, working wi’ chocolate, she had a craving for salty things, them roasted peanuts she was always popping in and Smith’s Crisps. T’owd dear wasn’t up to doing much better by the chocolates, having problems wi’ sugar in her water, so I did well out o’ that. Until she passed on, which she did two weeks past. Mind you, when our Daniel come in now and then to visit they thowt I was on me way out too, wi’t dog-collar, and that, dog-collars in them places meaning Death …’

Half an hour later, eased out of her coat and hat, her belongings piled by Stephanie’s bed since they wouldn’t fit in her room, she said, ‘You wouldn’t have a nice cup o’ tea, would you?’ It took Stephanie some time to realise that she always refused what was offered at the time when it was offered, whether out of a curious notion of good manners or out of cussedness Stephanie was never wholly sure.

When Marcus came in for supper, two hours later, Daniel’s Mum was still talking, to Stephanie, who was in and out of the kitchen dishing up vegetables and making gravy, to her son, who moved his weight cautiously from time to time on a dining-room chair and frowned and frowned. She had, during that time, said nothing about man, wife or child: her conversation was, as it was predominantly to remain, purely descriptive and immediate to herself. About the railway carriage, the stop at Darlington, the routine on the ward in Sheffield General Hospital, two or three obsessively studied old dears and a batch of more distantly hinted ones, Stephanie knew a great deal. About Daniel’s Mum she knew very little. She thought she had never been so tired.

Marcus backed away from the door once or twice – it was not a very bad day – and made his usual rush in. He stopped in the doorway, confronting the large fact of Daniel’s Mum.

‘Who’s this, then?’

‘My brother Marcus. He is staying here.’ Marcus looked, dumb.

‘This is Daniel’s mother, Marcus. Who has come to stay.’

Neither Marcus nor Daniel’s Mum spoke. It seemed to Daniel that neither of them had bothered to take in, until that moment, the fact, carefully explained to both beforehand, of the other’s presence. Stephanie put food on the table: roast beef, Yorkshire pudding, roast potatoes, cauliflower. The meat had been expensive. She and Daniel were learning about herrings and shin of beef, gnocchi and onion tart. Daniel’s Mum, wedged in Daniel’s chair, watched every movement critically. Marcus wrung his hands. Mrs Orton addressed him.

‘Don’t fidget, young man.’

He put his hands quickly in his pockets, bowed his head, and made his way sideways to his place at table.

Daniel carved. He expressed his pleasure, in over-ringing tones, in rare beef. Mrs Orton said nothing. She cut all the brown edges of her slices away and ate those, leaving a growing, mangled heap of red beef on one side of her plate. She chewed steadily and loudly. Marcus gagged and pushed away an almost untouched plate. Mrs Orton told Stephanie how in her day they made right big puffed-up brown Yorkshires and served them separate, with the gravy poured in, before the meat, to spin it out, you had to scrape and pinch in them days. She accepted two more helpings of beef, asking Daniel to cut it from the edges, remarking that bloody meat had always turned her stomach, we all have our different tastes, don’t we? She admonished Marcus.

‘You’ve eaten next to nowt, young fellow-me-lad. You’ve got a peaky look, you could do wi’ a bit o’ substance. Get it down.’

She laughed. Marcus stared palely at his plate.

‘Not much to say for ’imself, ’as he? We was brought up to eat what was
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