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To Brigid


▪ CHAPTER ONE ▪

The lush, green, horse-studded landscape was taken over by trees as he climbed. The road was now a narrow tunnel winding through rising sandy banks knotted with roots; it was as though the trees on either side had started once to march down to the road and their antlers had locked in combat. The pale urban boy, increasingly uneasy at the loss of light, tried to jog a little but the heavy army boots he wore were rubbing sore watery sacs along the backs of his heels and every painful step, it seemed, must burst them, glueing his socks to his feet. Raw khaki chafed his wrists and the insides of his legs and had raised a red semi-circle along his white neck. He had very white skin and his pale green eyes, like pebbles under water, flickered anxiously from side to side and over his shoulder at every crack of twig, rustle of bird or animal in the undergrowth. Two huge white eyes suddenly veered out at him. He flattened himself against the bank until he saw that they were the white ends of hewn tree trunks. He swore, the words hung like dirty smoke in the still air.

When he stepped out again, in control of his heart beats, there was a crashing, cracking of branches breaking, great ragged gasps; an enormous body plunged over him, a hoof clipped a burning line across his head, hooves cracked across the road and diminished in the sand and leaf falls on the opposite bank. The reek of sweat dissipated in the dampness.

His skull was falling apart; he sat in the road, holding the two halves together like a split apple. After some minutes, he removed one hand gingerly and ran a finger along the bloody parting in his hair; it seemed that his head was still intact. He lurched across the road and, grabbing roots, hauled himself up the bank and landed on his knees in a thicket of bilberry bushes and stood up to find himself in a little track beaten down by the horse. He examined the scratches on his hands, as one unaccustomed to such things, and climbed upwards through beech and birch and bracken; cold berries dangled against his face; now the ground changed into soft piles of pine-needles, invading his shoes, and the air was sour and fungoid. He was lost in a maze of pines. He blundered on, not knowing if he was awake or asleep in one of his dreams of wandering through strange landscapes; wide plains where prehistoric ruminants suddenly raised their heads from grazing to charge; or climbing endless intricate steel staircases, white-lit tunnels; fleeing through ornately furnished and brocaded rooms and tapestried corridors of empty mansions; sitting in dark trains and suddenly seeing the incomprehensible name of a wrong station flashing past.

‘If I am asleep I will wake up,’ he thought, ‘or perhaps I am dead – killed by that horse, and the dreams were a presentiment of the hell in which I am doomed to wander endlessly.’

His head was aching badly and the next time he tripped he rolled under a tree which spread its branches to the ground like a dark umbrella, and eased himself into the soft bowl beneath and, with no thought of why he was there, fell asleep.

He was half-dreaming of a black sky with two moons. He opened his eyes; the moon hung high above the leaves. He crawled out; stars shimmered among clouds and a crescent-shaped light shone from the window of a black house in the valley below him. He could see now that he was at the edge of the wood and if he climbed a fence and crossed two sloping fields he could reach the house.

Great drenched cattle lay in the grass and lifted their heads but did not attack as he passed among them. He longed to release his feet from the torturing boots and feel the cold grass on them, but the laces were tied in sodden sandy knots and he feared lurking snakes and thistles. His trousers soaked up the dew until they were soggy to the knees. His body felt light and empty like a skeleton leaf bowled along by the wind. At last he climbed a low stone wall, fuzzy with plants and lichens, and stood in the gardens of the house called St Cloud. Black trees rustled, black water glittered. Whoever had ordered the boxy burglar alarm jutting from the wall had neglected to close the little scimitar-shaped upstairs window lit from within like a crescent moon. The thick stems of ancient creeper provided an easy ladder. He landed on soft carpet in the soft air of the sleeping house.

Snoring mowed the air, cut swathes through the darkness, deadening the banging of his heart which, it seemed, must set the whole house jangling. His hands tightened into fists. A clock’s chime flattened him against the wall between two heavy chests but the rhythm of the snores was unbroken. He tried a little door at the end of the passage; it opened onto a narrow flight of uncarpeted stairs. They shrieked under his boots and the door at the top screamed back at them as he opened it and closed it behind him, wedging a chairback under the handle, and stood in a shaft of pearly moonlight. Beads from a broken necklace rolled under his feet as he stepped forward, dusty pearls; oyster satin dancing shoes pointed their toes, frozen in a ghostly foxtrot; the amber eyes of a fox fur dangling over a chair back glittered sightlessly at handbags, boxes, a chipped bowl and ewer. A table under the window was cluttered with candlesticks, picture frames, photographs, tortoiseshell combs, clips, rhinestones, a butterfly wing cigarette case, magazines, a sea horse, artificial flowers, a champagne cork; dead ephemera glimmering in the moonlight’s lustre. A baby’s cot was folded against the wall. He ripped off the intolerable uniform and stood for a few moments letting the moonlight lap his sore skin like cool water. A long chest stood against a wall; flakes of old gold paint fell from his fingers as he lifted its lid. He threw out a pile of mothy army blankets and heaps of photographs and then he encountered a heavy manila envelope and drew out of it a sheaf of papers, half-charred and stained, as if they had been pulled from a fire and soused with water. He knelt down to read them, then, shivering, reached for something to wrap round himself. He pulled a once-white satin and tulle dress from a chair and, putting it round his shoulders, stared at the blotchy words like drowned crane flies in dry pools of ink.

He had read the words before, but not in this form. He had seen this long-legged writing before, but not saying these words. He put two of the blankets back in the chest and climbed in, wrapping himself in the satin dress to ward off itchiness, pulled the other blanket on top of him and soon fell asleep. The blanket slipped back from his shoulder and he lay in the moonlight, mouth slightly open, like a drunken bride in a coffin.

Downstairs, in the master bedroom, Rex’s lips parted in a slight smile. He was swimming across a lake. The stems of lilies parted gently as he swam and closed slowly on the glassy green path he clove through the water, each flower incandescent, filled with light, opened to show golden filaments drenched with a sweet scent. He was aware of being perfectly happy. ‘Praise my soul the King of Heaven’ burst from his lips and the sound of a great orchestra swelled from the lilies and filled the air. He longed for the lake to be endless, suspended in eternity, so that he could swim like this forever through the music and the lilies, but on the bank stood his brother and then he was in his arms, weeping on his shoulder tears of pure joy. ‘Ransomed, healed, restored, forgiven …’

He woke to immediate disappointment so bitter that a thick tear ran from each eye into the pillow in which he buried his face to hide from the morning which had snatched perfect happiness from him. He was lured out by the smell of coffee rising from a cup on the little table beside the bed. Music from a radio downstairs drifted through the floor. ‘What’ll I do with just a photograph to tell my troubles to?’ Why were they playing that old song now that his father used to sing? Rex took a sip of his coffee and rose heavily and walked over to the looking-glass.

‘Weltschmertz,’ he said. ‘Angst,’ replied the tall blond tousled man in a striped nightshirt who stared back at him.

‘What’s it all for?’, he asked as he poured oil from a cut-glass decanter into his bath and stepped into the blue foam. ‘What’ll I do when you are far away and I am blue, what’ll I do?’ he hummed. Why should anyone play that old song now, that Father used to sing when Father and Mother, both dead, and brother, dead to him, were so happy; at least Father, Mother and he had been so happy; he didn’t know if Stanley had ever been so. ‘I was good then,’ he said aloud to the steam blooming round the gold taps. ‘I could’a had class. I could’a bin a contender.’

‘But I am a contender,’ he cried, springing up girdled with bubbles. What if everything he had written for the last thirty years, however successful in terms of sales, had been compared unfavourably by the critics to Silence. Work, work, work; that was his only salvation. Back in the bedroom his sleeve caught the rim of the cup as he dressed. The coffee spread in a slow stain into the washed silk carpet.

‘You might have brought your cup down,’ complained Daphne, his wife, looking up from the newspaper. ‘It really isn’t fair on Mrs Finch.’ He sat down opposite her at the breakfast table, savage because she had got The Times first, and poured himself another cup of coffee.

‘Oh! isn’t that nice,’ she cried. ‘To Penny and James, twin daughters, (Lucy and Emily) sisters for Piers, Dominic, Toby, Edward and Christian. Deo Gratias.’

‘I don’t see anything nice in that. In very poor taste, advertising such incontinence, I should think.’

‘They must be so happy. How they longed for a little girl to complete their family. And now they’ve got two – what a blessed bonus. I can just see the little boys, filing into the nursery, Piers, his little face all solemn and screwed up, very much the elder brother, has his finger on his lips as they peep into the twin white cradles bedecked with pink –’

‘If I might be permitted to glance at the Deaths,’ broke in Rex.

‘I think I’ll write a story about that little family,’ Daphne went on. ‘Only I think I might make the babies handicapped,’ she added thoughtfully, staring into the marmalade as Rex snatched the paper from her. ‘That’s the difference between us – I read the Births first, you read the Deaths. I wonder whose death you hope to see anyway? I admit to being snobbish enough to assume that anyone I know would be in the obituaries. Well, I’ll leave you to it, you old ghoul.’ She pecked dryly at his forehead. ‘See you at elevenses. Thank God I’m on the side of Life!’ she flung back at him.

‘I notice neither of us reads the marriages,’ he muttered as he found she had eaten all the toast. He picked up a spoon and was caught eating marmalade from the jar by Mrs Finch when she made her silent entrance.

Upstairs in the attic a boy was wrestling with the two problems of the bathroom and breakfast. As Mrs Finch stood at the kitchen sink she thought she saw a figure dodge behind a tree in the garden but when she opened the back door she could see no one.

At eleven o’clock she carried a silver tray of coffee and biscuits into the morning room and rang a little bell to summon Rex and Daphne from their respective rooms. They almost scampered in like children released from lessons, tall, elegant children freed from spilling words out of their coiffured heads.

‘Ah, coffee. Nothing like it for restoring the old parched grey matter!’ said Lord Muck, rubbing his hands as he did every morning.

‘Choccy biccies! Mrs Finch, you spoil us!’ said Lady Muck, taking two, as if she hadn’t written chocolate biscuits herself on the shopping list she left for Mrs Finch on a melamine board on the kitchen wall, so that Mrs Finch had to copy it down on a piece of paper.

‘Get much work done?’ asked Daphne.

‘I’ve given the kitchen a thorough going-over and done the stairs and the bedrooms. I managed to get that stain out of the Chinese carpet. I took a J-cloth and a bit of …’

‘Dear Finchy, I’m sure you’ve done lots of marvellous things. I don’t know how we’d manage without you, but I was actually speaking to Rex….’

‘Pardon me, I’m sure,’ said Mrs Finch and left the room.

‘As a matter of fact I haven’t.’ Rex had stood by the window watching the clouds drift across the lake. St Cloud, which he had inherited from his father, took its name, he had imagined as a child, from the clouds mirrored in the lilies and rushes of its small lake. His father had stipulated that the grey house, hung with green creepers that burned scarlet in autumn so that it seemed that flames ran up the walls, go to his elder son; in fact his second son Stanley was only five minutes younger than Rex.

He had been standing watching the clouds when the telephone rang.

‘Maud rang. It seems that Seamus has disappeared.’

Daphne fitted a black Sobranie into a black and marcasite holder and waited for Rex to light it.

‘What a bore,’ said Rex, voicing their joint verdict. ‘What does she expect me to do about it?’ They both knew he would do nothing.

‘When she insisted on calling him Seamus I didn’t realise he would take it literally.’

Seamus was the result of an affair he had had some fifteen years ago, now much regretted. Daphne never forgot to send a birthday card to Seamus; some of them still withered dustily, unopened, on hall tables in various rooming houses in North London. She had once intercepted an ill-spelled request for football boots and had purchased a pair two sizes too large to allow for growth and with plastic studs instead of the metal ones he had stipulated, for she assumed that Seamus was an unsporting little boy who would kick his opponents, and posted them off. There had been no acknowledgment. Nor had there been any thanks for Rex’s old copies of Bevis, the Story of a Boy and Stalky & Co. Daphne every year also wrote his birthday in large black letters on Rex’s engagement calendar lest he forget either his sin or her forgiveness of it.

‘I told you it would be unkind to take him away from that council school,’ she said now. ‘It was obvious to me that the poor child would be a fish out of water among nicely brought-up boys.’
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