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For Ian,
who gave me the time and place to write this book,
with love.


OCTOBER

October had been a disappointing month so far. Damp, grey and withered.

I stood by the window scanning the road three floors below for Sebastian’s van. A taxi was pulling up behind a 137 bus, and beyond them a lorry groaned as it hoisted a brimming skip on to its back. Where was the bastard?

This morning, the Common was disappearing into a dank mist beyond the first clump of trees. The leaves, in this dull light, were not gold and orange but dry, rusty brown. The grass, after a long and (for me) uncomfortably warm summer, was brittle and colourless as cheaply-bleached hair.

I suppose this is the appearance many people expect of October – dull, faded and tattered. For them, October signals the end of the summer just as winter portends the death of the old year. And it is undeniable that October is scattered with the evidence of time and decay: rotting fruits, desiccated foliage, balding flowerbeds.

For me though – illogically maybe, I grant you – October has always been a month of new beginnings, radiant with promise, quick with potential. Never more so than this particular October. The course of my life was set to change irrevocably any minute now . . .

I winced, suddenly breathless, and sat down at my drawing board.

Maybe my own feeling is something to do with the rhythm of academic terms. The new year for schools always begins in October. I had loathed school, but there was no denying that with each year, with each step up the hierarchy, it became more bearable. And after school the sweet pleasures of life were waiting to be discovered at college which opened its doors to me on a crisp October morning. I moved in with Sebastian in October. In October years later, I bought this bright and beautiful eyrie for myself. Sharp possessive pride in my home had barely dulled, even over the last three months when, occasionally, the flat had begun to take on the aspect of a prison.

Besides, it had amused me to reflect, when I was in danger of sliding, hippopotamus-like, into a muddy wallowing hole of self-pity, that I shared the decorative habits of old lags. My cell, in the time-honoured tradition, featured a generous acreage of naked and rampantly sexy flesh. Not magazine cut-outs for me, though, nor was the flesh female.

The wall behind my drawing board was hung with a single full-length acrylic of a nude man. He’s lying down. His skin, warm in reflected firelight, is the beige-gold of thick honey. His hair is rumpled and damp with sweat after (and this was apparently obvious to the most casual viewer) prolonged and exhausting love-making. His eyes are closed as he dozes, but were he to open them you would see that they were of an indeterminate hazel shade, somewhere between gold and khaki. He has an immensely kind face.

This picture had both tormented and comforted me through the long dragging summer months. Now I was sorry I could not take it with me. When Christopher from the gallery had seen the painting he had been desperate to include it in the exhibition. Even though he accepted I would not sell it, he practically begged me on bended knee to lend it to the gallery for the duration. He said it was the best thing I’d ever done. But it could never go on public exhibition, and I could not fully explain to him why. Not without betraying too much. Christopher took serious offence and did not speak to me for a week.

The exhibition had opened for the private view last night. Cheap and well-chilled Sauvignon had been sipped from Christopher’s elegant hired flutes, compliments fluttered like paper darts and a measle rash of red dots had begun to sprout before I left, as early as I decently could.

‘Of course they’re being nice. They’re all frightened of what happens if you get upset,’ Christopher had hissed in an undertone as he drifted past smiling. He had still not fully forgiven me for the male nude.

For myself, I had looked at the pictures – hazy quilted hills, walls pieced from a jigsaw of greys, mirror-calm waters, and people to match the strong silence of the landscape – and I wondered why I had not stuck to painting cities, my natural habitat. I could not imagine that these simple daubs could mean anything at all to this shiny clever crowd. I was embarrassed that I was responsible. It seemed like inviting Martians to appreciate cricket.

Sebastian had not come to the private view. Seb never went to private views. Not even under these circumstances. I had pretended I did not mind. I wasn’t even sure whether I did mind or not. I had a suspicion he might be in the gallery this morning, this very minute, casting his cruelly appraising eye over Christopher’s subtly spotlit walls. I told myself I didn’t care what he thought, that I didn’t even want to know.

All I wanted to know was where the hell he was. I walked again to the window. The road below was empty now. A black dog chased its tail round on the scrubby grass of the Common.

Don’t panic. Mustn’t panic. No need to panic.

Sebastian had installed his answering-machine two months ago. He had pretended it was for my benefit. How else could he justify the purchase of such a bourgeois toy? I had telephoned him an hour ago. Recorded a message with, I thought at the time, admirably understated hysteria. Perhaps I should have been less restrained. Surely, wherever he was, he must telephone home for messages soon?

In front of me, on the desk, was the catalogue of the exhibition.

WINTER IN YORKSHIRE

(Christopher had titled the exhibition, not me, but it seemed innocuous and was appropriate enough.)

Watercolours and acrylics by Frances Cleverdon.

The list of titles and prices was printed on silky-fine, dove-grey card. Christopher did that kind of thing with expensively good taste. The length of the prices inside demonstrated how he could afford to. Stuck on the front was a single photograph of the first painting in the exhibition.

I had not been able to muster the courage to tell Christopher that this painting was not for sale either. Ludicrous, isn’t it? But after our last fracas, I simply didn’t have the heart. So I had gone to the lengths of arranging for a stooge to buy FISHERMAN I as the first glasses of wine were being lifted from the trays. Rosie told me she had nearly expired with terror, nonchalantly signing her name to a debt three times the size of her present overdraft. I reassured her that I would give her the money long before she ever need pay the gallery.

Buying my own picture. Some of the money would roll back to me, of course. It simply meant I would have to fork out Christopher’s outrageous commission. Too bad. This painting was long promised to someone else.

Now this picture portrayed October as it should be. As, in my mind, October always is . . .


CHAPTER ONE

Imagine a great fat bear. He is gazing down at the glassy water which laps round his seven-league wellington boots. He appears bewildered. It is as if water were a substance new to him.

He wears a misshapen tweed hat which is eggcup-small on his magnificent ursine head. His sagging beige sweater must have stripped three sheep in the making. In one paw he holds a tube and I will swear – even at this distance – it is a tube of Smarties. Or rather, a tube which once held Smarties. Retrieving it from some fathoms-deep pocket in his breeches, Mr Bear has clumsily dislodged the cap. The bright pills have showered into the river, and that is why he is studying, puzzled and sorrowful, first the tube, then the tell-tale interlocking rings of ripples round his legs.

This is what I saw below me in the River Wrag on a gold and crimson October afternoon.

In my experience, the vital pivots on which one’s life swivels tend to pass unrecognised at the time. The course of my life, anyway, has been governed less by profound decisions I have consciously weighed and pondered, than by absurdities. The fundamental turning points have crept up on me, camouflaged and innocent as a sheet of black ice. Suddenly, without touching the controls of the vehicle, you find you are facing in a different direction.

For instance, because I missed the train to my interview in Hull, I ended up at art college in London instead. Now, after days of ignoring the listless castings and wanderings up and down the bank of one or two other anglers, the fact that I happened to glance out of the window at the precise instant this huge and bear-like man dropped his sweeties, was to have an equally – if not more – profound impact on my life.

At the time, I burst out laughing. Closeted behind my sash windows, far above the river, I had no fear of injuring Mr Bear’s feelings. Uncontrollable gusts folded me up like the cramp, and collapsed me with a bump on the meanly-padded holiday cottage sofa.

I don’t know why the tableau struck me as so funny. Maybe it wasn’t. Maybe, after eight days of solitude, my brain was softening. Anyone laughing alone in an empty house can easily begin to feel maniacal. Also, if you’re as wretchedly despondent as I was, you might laugh at anything just to keep warding off the tears.

Only minutes earlier, sitting at my table with acre after blank creamy acre of virgin cartridge paper spread in front of me, I had decided this whole venture was mistaken. I had fallen prey, I realised bleakly, to the myth. Sebastian was right.

‘You’re off your head, Fanny,’ he had said when I confided my plans. ‘People think that just because the surroundings are beautiful, you’ll automatically produce beautiful work. It’s a myth. Beauty’s in here . . .’ He did not indicate his eye (as in the beholder) or even his head, but tapped his chest. I think he meant the soul. From an Irish Catholic family, Sebastian is prone to referring to the soul even if his manner of living seems deliberately designed to imperil it. ‘I like the country – you like the country, sure. To visit. But you’re a city sparrow, not a country . . . whatever bird lives out there. Anyway, you’ll go out of your mind.’

I told myself he was only saying this because (secretly) he didn’t want me to leave London. Ha bloody ha. I could be gone for a month before Seb noticed when the work fever was gripping him.

‘And you won’t have me around for advice,’ he added. ‘There’s no way I can get up to Yorkshire in the next couple of months.’

‘I don’t want your advice,’ I snapped. ‘All you’ve told me for the last two years is that everything I’ve painted is crap. That kind of help I can do without.’

‘If you can’t take honesty you shouldn’t come to me,’ he replied distantly. There were times when I could see Sebastian with his thin, pale face and bright blue eyes as one of the early martyrs. Tied to the stake he would coolly disregard the smouldering faggots as he restated the immutable truth-as-he-saw-it.

Gerald at least said he would miss me very much. I was sure he would – in between the expenses-paid jaunts abroad, the twelve-hour working days in the City, and the wife and two kids in Hertfordshire.

‘Where is this place anyway? I couldn’t even see it on the map.’

‘A valley running through the North Yorkshire Moors, Gerald. An old keeper’s lodge four miles or so from the village. Sounds idyllic to me.’

‘You do realise, Frances darling, that you’ll be snowed up from now until Easter, of course?’

There spoke the dyed-in-the-wool southerner. Born near Manchester myself, I did not automatically pack skis and Winalot for the huskies. Even I, however, could not have anticipated this weather. The heat and sunshine had been smashing weather records daily.

Moreover, no artist could have asked for surroundings more beautiful than the Wrag Valley. The cottage I had rented for the winter months perched on a south-facing slope above a salmon river. For a week I had watched the moors toast under this extraordinary Indian summer from purple to brown. Swathes of bracken glowed more brilliantly on the hillsides than the polished copper jugs in the local pub. The last fat blackberries gleamed secretively in the bramble hedge round my wilderness of a garden, and the apples on the tree down by the river were small, warm from the sun and richly sweet as vintage port.

On arrival here, eight days ago, I had at once arranged the stout square table under the window of the sitting-room in order to benefit fully from the light and the panorama. A wad of folded reject sketches evened out disparities between flagged floor and table legs. Over the drunkenly slanted window-sill which, to pierce the cottage wall, was two feet deep, my steel toolbox scattered pencils and pastels, crayons and fine-tipped pens, brushes and rags – all the usual debris of a painter.

And in eight days, I had painted nothing.

I don’t want to imply I’m the kind of wally who sits around brush poised, waiting for inspiration to drop out of the sky. I could have picked up a pencil, drawn any one of a hundred things – but there was nothing here asking to be drawn. Not by me, anyway. So that was why I was concluding Seb had been absolutely right. My milieu was houses not hills, streets not hedgerows, and streams of traffic – not of salmon-infested water.

Until I glanced up and saw that fisherman. I wasn’t sure what attracted me to him – I had observed the odd fisherman down there before and been unmoved – but there was something in this particular scene which prompted me, once I had stopped laughing, to reach for my camera.

Already, outside, the sun was preparing to slot into the horizon like a fat gold coin. I seized the Polaroid (I had no less than three different cameras to play with these days) and hurried to the back door. But as I emerged into the warm afternoon, I saw that the bank below was empty. Not even a ripple crossed the glassy surface of the pool. Where was Mr Bear? It seemed impossible that such a mountain of flesh could vanish so suddenly and so completely. Then I spotted him. Hidden from me by a precariously leaning tree, he was wading slowly and steadily upstream, away from the lodge, a wake curling out from each solid, gumbooted leg.

‘Don’t go,’ I called. ‘Please. Not for a minute.’

He paused and looked round, evidently startled to see something resembling a black scarecrow leaping from tussock to tussock down the garden, brass earrings flapping. Working, I dress to please myself, not other people’s aesthetic sensibilities.

I scrambled precipitously down the bank to the water’s edge.

‘I just wanted to take a couple of snapshots of you fishing,’ I said. ‘I’m so sorry. It’s sort of research. For a painting . . .’

Mr Bear shrugged aimiably and began to stride back towards me.

‘W-w-where would you like me?’

The voice was all wrong. Mr Bear should have communicated in gravelly Yorkshire grunts. This voice had the vowels and musical resonance of a Radio Three announcer, with the same paradoxical blend of assurance and terribly British diffidence. (I wouldn’t dream of invading your private sitting-room, imply those mellifluous voices of the guardians of the cultural airwaves, if it were not that I thought you might just care to hear the concert, live from the concert hall of Broadcasting House, etc., etc . . .) The diffidence of the fisherman was emphasised by his slight stammer.

I smiled as winningly as I could. ‘Just where you were. If you don’t mind . . .’

He nodded, and applied himself to his line again. I snapped quickly and, while I waited for the picture to develop, studied the man. He was surprisingly young. Surprising to me, that is. I rather assumed fishing – like rose cultivation or bowling – was a hobby men didn’t adopt until they were virtually drawing their pensions. This fisherman could not have been a great deal older than me. I was twenty-nine. Maybe somewhere in his early thirties – although his was one of those fresh and open, peculiarly English faces which remain school-boyish for ever.

He fitted the landscape as naturally as the tree stump behind him – and was hardly less massive. His thatch of hair was as fair and crinkled as hay, and his face – focused on some point upstream with the kind of remoteness you find in Tibetan monks – shone gold in the dying sun. His rod slanted into the sky, serene as the bow of an Arab dhow. I barely glanced at the first snapshot in my haste to take a second before the light faded further.

I find bodies reveal an enormous amount about people. I don’t mean naked bodies (or at least not in this instance) but simply the way people move and hold themselves. This is not a startlingly original reflection to offer. After all, ballet is surely nothing more than the art of communication through posture and gesture. When painting, however, I find the way people stand or sit tells me more than what they say.

When, as occasionally happens, someone actually poses for me the words they speak tend to wash past my ears like the wireless – sometimes entertaining, sometimes tedious. Most people (not hardened professional models, of course) chatter fast and nervously while they are being painted. Their conversation, however, barely offers me the small change of their souls, compared with the stark strong truths I can see ringing out from their bodies.

The young owner of a chain of restaurants recently spent two long sessions describing to me every detail of his hugely successful business – how he had created it, how he ran it with his beautiful and talented wife, and how soon he was going to develop it along bolder and even grander lines. With what you might consider to be callous foresight, I presented my account almost before the varnish had dried. Every word he had spoken sparkled with confidence and joie de vivre. But the sharp angles of his shoulder blades, the awkward upward twist of his expensively shod foot, every line of his body in fact jangled with panic. Bleak, stark panic. I was paid a week before he went bust.

Even so, I am always being misled by preconceptions about bodies. Aren’t we all? Thin people are nervy, fatties are jolly, handsome men are arrogant, beautiful women are bitches. Instinctively I had cast my woolly-clad giant as jolly. And because he was fishing – surely the most serene of all activities – in this most peaceful and luscious of landscapes, I awarded him peace of mind as well as happiness. A contented countryman at his leisure.

But as I pointed my camera and pressed the trigger for a second time, it occurred to me with a sense of shock – almost of outrage – that I was completely wrong. The distant expression, the slump of the woolly shoulders, the downward set of the mouth – these did not at all advertise repose and contentment. What I saw in my fishing bear was an intense melancholy.

I ripped the second snapshot from the camera and the plastic case which I was gripping between elbow and rib cage, slipped from its anchorage, bounced on the grass and fell into the water. I swore viciously.

The fisherman looked round, apparently startled by my language.

‘Sorry,’ I muttered.

He waded across and retrieved the case, shaking the water out of it before handing it to me.

‘Got your pictures?’

‘Yes. Thanks.’

‘I’m f-flattered to be included,’ he said with a polite smile, and raised one of his huge hands – a salute, a wave of farewell.

I wanted him to stay. I felt a powerful and quite irrational desire to keep him here and talk to him. Irrational because I had never been attracted by your mountainous outdoor sort of men. I preferred thin, dark, clever alley cats to shaggy lions.

Before I could think of a pretext, however, he was out of earshot. In fact he was wading so fast one might have thought he was anxious to escape.

Lamp Lodge was at the bottom of a metalled – but nevertheless deeply-rutted – lane which lurched down the side of the valley in a series of warped hairpin-bends. ‘Heaven help me if there is snow,’ I had muttered as I inched down on the day I arrived, with my foot wedged on the brake.

The lane did actually continue beyond the Lodge. It more or less followed the path of the river at a field or so’s distance, but as no more than a rutted track. The hot dry autumn had solidified the surface into vicious ridges and gullies of dried mud, like a fossilised sea. In rain, I imagined it would be a squelching nightmare. Under neither set of conditions would I choose to risk the sensitive springs of my car. Such a lane was fit only for the cart-horses of automation, not racing thoroughbreds like my extravagant pet.

It had turned out, however, to be a shortcut into the village. The drive into Thornbeck – up Lamp Hill, over Thornbeck Top, past the Wheatsheaf pub and then down – I had clocked as four meandering miles. To walk to the village along the lane I estimated was barely a mile. I was surprised and oddly disappointed to find myself so close to other human habitation, but wondered why its muddy surface had never been metalled.

Mr Danby, the milkman, produced the most colourful answer. ‘Corpse road,’ he said.

‘A what? You mean it’s called Corpse Road?’

He shook his head. ‘Lamp Lane – if it’s got a name. But a historian bloke who took the Lodge last summer was telling me about it. That’s what they built a lot of these green lanes for. From old farmhouses like. For transporting the coffins. I mean, I wouldn’t like to get a coffin up Lamp Hill on the back of a cart, would you?’ He lowered his voice. ‘And nothing but the hearse ever passed along there.’

‘You’re making it up,’ I said. ‘There’s tractors along here every day now, and I bet farm carts have been using it since – prehistory. You’ll be telling me next a ghostly hearse trundles along at midnight.’

‘If there’s a ghost along here, it’ll be the old Squire, nipping down the back way to visit one of his lady-loves,’ said Mr Danby with lurid relish. ‘A real character was old John Vaisey. Too mean to spend a groat on road surfaces round the Estate though, and that’s why it’s in the state it is. You wouldn’t find cars coming down here nowadays.

‘You do occasionally,’ I said. ‘At night. I’ve heard a car go past.’

Mr Danby looked at me sceptically. ‘Likely it were up on t’top road.’

Maybe. I wasn’t going to press it. The complete silence of the countryside is extraordinary after the unceasing buzz and hum of a city. A car revving a mile and a half away up the hill might sound as though it were barely outside my window. Certainly, during the day no cars passed. The odd tractor dragging any one of those fearsomely spiked instruments of torture you see rusting in farmyards was the only movement, plus daily packs of gaily-kagouled hikers.

The day after photographing Mr Bear, I followed a gang of them along Lamp Lane into the village. I had idled away the morning washing some clothes, and was looking for further excuses not to confront the accusing pile of paper, pencils and brushes.

After a little more than a mile, the lane divided. The left-hand fork veered sharply then forded a pathetically dried-up stream. Beside the ford, tall as skyscrapers in their waterless isolation, marched a line of neat stepping stones. I was not tempted to cross because at the other side was a heavy gate labelled PRIVATE, THORNBECK MANOR.

I took the right-hand fork and emerged shortly in Thornbeck itself. This was a small village – one pub, one church and no shop other than the converted front room of one of the cottages which served, two and a half days a week, as a post office. Len also sold ice-cream to the hikers, excruciating plaster garden ornaments and a well-thumbed selection of greetings cards, distinguished by the length of the verse inside and the unlikely colours of the roses and bashful rabbits on the outside. I wondered afresh if anyone managed to survive in Thornbeck without a car. Man can hardly live by plaster gnomes and Mint Choc Chip ice-cream alone.

There was a handful of houses, maybe two dozen, of which every one I could see was stone built. Two hanging signs, Gothic black script on white board, advertised bed and breakfast. One even offered en suite facilities. I suspected in high season there might be more such signs. The village was postcard pretty.

In the angle between my muddy lane and the road, lurked – behind low but crenellated stone walls – an overgrown jungle of rhododendrons. I could believe that in spring they might be magnificent. For the rest of the year, their dense dark foliage struck me as claustrophobic and gloomy. Another heavy gate, black-painted iron and topped with dull gold spearheads, was propped open. A wooden sign dangling on wires at an uncertain angle from two of the spears announced that this was THORNBECK MANOR and a PRIVATE ROAD. The present squire (if in this democratic day and age there was such a being) seemed unpleasantly keen on marking out his terrain and hiding himself from the world.

PERSONS REQUIRING THE ESTATE OFFICE, the sign further directed, SHOULD CONTINUE BEYOND THE CHURCH AND TURN RIGHT. I did not continue beyond the church. I had visited the Estate Office – housed in what was undoubtedly once the village school – the day I arrived to collect the key to my cottage. Lamp Lodge actually belonged to the Thornbeck Estate.

In the village, in a desultory way, I took more photographs and bought the local paper and some postcards. They didn’t look much like the valley around me. The re-touched grass in the photographs was traffic-light green and the sheep Persil white. The fields today were khaki-coloured and the sheep who scrambled out of my way on the walk home along the lane much the same colour as the dry-stone walls.

I made myself gather leaves as I walked, and berries and flowers. I picked dried grasses, and even retrieved a clump of fleece raked from a sheep by the barbs on a wire fence. At home I cut headlines from the paper, shuffled the postcards, scattered the natural harvest across the table and played with them listlessly. All the old tricks for triggering ideas. Zilch. I ended up reading the local news.

And when I looked out of the window, there was Mr Bear again. Just below the apple tree where the river nudged a weed-strewn bank of soggy turf and polished tree roots, he was casting his line.

I glanced at my watch, then at myself in the mirror. Never mind the shabby T-shirt, at least I looked healthier than when I arrived. Then my skin had been dungeon-pale and I was even skinnier than usual. I pulled the rubber band out of my hair and ruffled the only slightly dirty curls. This time I strolled down to the bank with predatory nonchalance.

‘It’s past five,’ I said. ‘Would you like a drink?’

‘Well . . .’

There was a wedding-ring on his finger. Perhaps he thought I was making a pass at him. I could hardly say I had had my fill recently of married men. He was smiling – but in a polite, refusing kind of way.

‘No doubt your wife is waiting for you,’ I said gaily, keen to make clear that my invitation had been strictly above board, ‘with dry clothes and a drier martini.’ I laughed encouragingly.

No response. In fact, he looked away, but not enough to hide the spasm of pain which creased his big open face. He was shaking his head.

‘N-n-no,’ he said, so quietly I barely caught the word.

Oh Christ, I thought, has she just died? Or run off with the gardener?

‘I’ve got a nice bottle of white chilling in the fridge,’ I said rapidly, ‘and I thought it was a waste to open it for one person.’ Worse and worse, I was underlining the anguish of living alone. I tried to turn it into a joke. ‘I mean, drinking by oneself is positively sinful, isn’t it?’ Not that I had ever hesitated to do so. ‘Actually, I’ve been staring at a table full of blank paper for more than a week and I think I might be going mad. Any minute.’ Truth will out.

‘You make it s-sound . . .’ he said with an odd twist to his mouth which I triumphantly took to mean he was reconsidering, ‘as though it’s my d-d-duty to join you. Um, well . . . thank you.’ Finding a point where the grassy bank dipped low to meet the river, he heaved himself out of the water.

‘I’ll go and open the bottle,’ I said, leaving him to sort out his tackle and boots and follow me up the steeply sloping garden.

As I passed, I pulled an apple from the tree and bit into one rosy cheek. It was as sweet as I expected.
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