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Patrick Gale was born on the Isle of Wight. He spent his infancy at Wandsworth Prison, which his father governed, then grew up in Winchester before going to Oxford University. He now lives on a farm near Land’s End. One of this country’s best-loved novelists, his most recent works are A Perfectly Good Man, the Richard and Judy bestseller Notes From An Exhibition, and the bestselling A Place Called Winter.


Praise for Rough Music:

‘Sparkling with emotional intelligence. A gripping portrait of a marriage and quiet, devastating fall-out of family life’ Independent

‘Like the sea he describes so well, Patrick Gale’s clear, unforced prose sucks one in effortlessly…he is excellent at the telling detail and description’ Elizabeth Buchan, Daily Mail

‘Excellent – there are no false notes in this book’ Marie Claire

‘An astute, sensitive and at times tragically uncomfortable meditation on sex, lies and family. A real craftsman, a master storyteller. Quite simply, you believe every word he tells you’ Independent on Sunday

‘A hugely compelling writer [and] a fabulously unnerving book’ Julie Myerson

‘A painfully acute but never reproachful examination of a past that will not vanish’ Daily Telegraph

‘A subtle, highly evocative tale of memory and desire’ Mail on Sunday

‘Gale slips under the skins of his women protagonists with such wit it’s often hard to believe he’s a man’ Elle
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About the Book

Julian is a contented if naïve only child, and a holiday on the coast of North Cornwall should be perfect, especially when distant American cousins join the party. But their arrival brings upheaval and unexpected turmoil.

It is only as a seemingly well-adjusted adult that Julian is able to reflect on the realities of his parents’ marriage, and to recognise that the happy, cheerful boyhood he thought was his is infused with secrets, loss and the memory of betrayals that have shaped his life.


Dedication

For Aidan Hicks


I turn away, yet should I turn back the arbour would be gone and on the frozen ground the birds lie dead.

(from The Rake’s Progress,
W. H. AUDEN & CHESTER KALLMAN)



‘I often dream about walking down a Cornish lane in the summertime with high hedges on either side full of butterflies.’

(Ronnie Biggs, train robber,
The Daily Telegraph, 23 July 1999)



‘Let us shut it out,’ coaxed Elizabeth-Jane, noting that the rigid wildness of Lucetta’s features was growing yet more rigid and wild with the nearing of the noise and laughter. ‘Let us shut it out!’

(from The Mayor of Casterbridge,
THOMAS HARDY)


BLUE HOUSE

‘Actually I feel a bit of a fraud being here,’ Will told her. ‘I’m basically a happy man. No. There’s no basically about it. I’m happy. I am a happy man.’

‘Good,’ she said, crossing her legs and caressing an ankle as if to smooth out a crease she found there. ‘What makes you say that?’

‘That I’m happy?’

She nodded.

‘Well.’ He uncrossed his legs, sat back in the sofa and peered out of her study window. He saw the waters of the Bross glittering at the edge of Boniface Gardens, two walkers pausing, briefly allied by the gambolling of their dogs. ‘I imagine you usually see people at their wits’ end. People with depression or insoluble problems.’

‘Occasionally. Some people come to me merely because they’ve lost their way.’

He detected a certain sacerdotal smugness in her tone and suspected he hated her. ‘Well I’m here because a friend bought me a handful of sessions for my birthday. She thinks I need them.’

‘Do you mind?’

He shrugged, laughed. ‘Makes a change from socks and book tokens.’

‘But you don’t feel you need to be here.’

‘I … I know it sounds arrogant but no, I don’t. Not especially. It’s just that it would have been rude not to come, even though she’ll be far too discreet to ask how I get on with you. If I didn’t come, I’d be rejecting her present and I’d hate to do that. I love her.’

‘Her being?’

‘Harriet. My best friend. She’s like a second sister but I think of her as a friend first and family second.’

‘You have more loyalty to friends than family?’

‘I didn’t say that. But you know how it is; people move on from family and choose new allies. It’s part of becoming an adult. I feel I’m moving on too. A little late in the day, I suppose.’

‘Your best friend’s a woman.’

‘Is that unusual?’ She said nothing, waiting for him to speak. ‘I suppose it is,’ he went on. ‘I’m just not a bloke’s bloke. I never have been. I find women more congenial, more evolved. I mean I’m perfectly happy being a man, but I find I have more in common with women.’

‘Such as?’

He did hate her. He hated her royally. ‘The things we laugh at. The things we do with our free time. And, okay, I suppose you’ll want to talk about this –’

‘I don’t want to talk about anything you don’t want to talk about.’

‘Whatever. We also share sexual interests. I mean we like the same thing.’

‘You’re homosexual?’

‘I’m gay.’ He smiled, determined to charm her, but she was impervious and vouchsafed no more than a wintry smile. ‘I told you. I’m a happy man.’

‘Your sexuality isn’t a problem for you.’

‘It never has been. It’s a constant source of delight. Not a day goes by when I don’t thank God. If anything I’m relieved. Especially now my friends are all having children.’

‘You never wanted children.’

‘Of course. Sometimes. Hats jokes that if she dies I can have hers. But no. The impulse came and went. There are more than enough children in the world and I’m not so obsessed with seeing myself reproduced. Besides, one of my nephews is the spitting image of me, which has taken care of that. I love my own company. I don’t think I’m selfish exactly but I’m self-sufficient.’

‘What about settling down? You’re, what, thirty-five?’

‘Thank you for that. I turned forty earlier this year. I have settled down. I have a satisfying job, a nice flat. I just happen to have settled down alone.’

‘And watching all those girlfriends settled with their partners doesn’t make you want a significant other.’

‘Oh. I have one of those. Sort of, I suppose. He’s really why I’m here. I made a promise to him. It was a joke really, but I told Harriet and –’

‘Tell me about him.’

He paused. Glanced out at the view again. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘It’s private.’

‘Whatever you tell me –’

‘– is in strictest confidence. Yes. I know. But we’ve barely met, you’re still a stranger to me and I’d rather not talk about him just now. It’s not a painful situation. He’s a lovely man. He makes me happy. But I didn’t come here to talk about him.’

A slight, attentive raising of her eyebrows asked, So what did you come to talk about?

‘Shouldn’t we start with my childhood?’ he said. ‘Isn’t that the usual thing?’

‘If you like.’

‘I warn you. I wasn’t abused. I wasn’t neglected. I love my parents and I loved my childhood. It was very, very happy.’

‘Tell me about it.’


BEACHCOMBER

‘You can’t possibly go to bed yet. It’s only four,’ Ma sighed. She was packing food, most of it tinned, into a big box. He saw corned beef, grapefruit segments, fruit salad, rice pudding, baked beans, yellow pie filling, red pie filling and the detested steak-in-gravy. She had on his favourite of her summer dresses, very short and covered with enormous daisies, and the white Dr Scholl sandals he liked to try to walk in sometimes. She looked up from her labours and saw his face. She smiled. ‘You’re so excited you’re not going to sleep for hours in any case. Have you finished packing?’

‘Yes.’

‘Teddy packed?’

‘Yes, and books and crayons and everything.’

‘Monopoly.’

‘And Totopoly and Scrabble. They’re all in the hall where you told me. But Pa said there’ll be games in the house.’

‘Well, you can never be sure. That dreadful place he rented in Northumberland only had Spin Quiz. Remember how boring that got? Oh, but you’re too young to remember, I suppose. Now …’ She sighed and carried on packing things from the larder. ‘Have an apple to clean your teeth.’

‘No, thank you.’

‘Well how about getting your bed all ready, then go and play in the garden for a bit so I can get finished in here?’

‘All right.’

Secretly delighted, he left the room slowly, pretending she had set him a chore. She called after him.

‘How about Lady Percy?’

‘She’s already in.’

As he ran up the huge spiral of stairs, the hall clock struck four. First he moved the lunar module model, finished that morning, off his bed to the relative obscurity of a bookshelf. It had bored him really. The kit was a present from the same godfather who religiously sent him baffling first-day covers for his non-existent stamp collection. Julian had only made it up out of politeness and now it felt as out of place in his bedroom as a football or cap-gun would have done. He snatched the pillow off his bed and the sheets and blanket, then, doing his best not to trip, carried the boulder of bedding back downstairs, out of the open front door and across the drive to the car. He laid it carefully on the gravel, which was fairly dry, then opened the hatch at the back with a grunt of effort, standing on the bumper for a better reach. Whistling to himself, he began to make his bed for the journey on the short mattress that lined the shelf at the vehicle’s rear.

Referred to by Mrs Coley, the awe-struck cleaning lady, as a dormobile it was, strictly speaking, a Volkswagen Devon Caravette. Julian always thought of it as the Height of Extravagance, however, because that was how his father referred to it whenever the subject arose. Ma had bought the gleaming red and white thing on impulse with some money a dead person left her. Ma’s theory was that they could save money by going on camping holidays instead of renting or that they could, at least, spend the occasional night in it instead of stopping at a bed and breakfast. It was beautifully equipped. There was a little gas cooker that smelt funny and a fridge and even a sink with a dribble of running water, which all disappeared into cupboards when you didn’t need them. There was a table with sofas on either side so Julian could do drawings and play games and face forwards or backwards as they drove and never commit that cardinal childish sin of getting bored. And at bedtime the table sort of dismantled and combined with the sofa cushions into a grown-up bed for Ma and Pa while Julian slept on the shelf behind them. This seemed incredibly intimate, as though they had stopped being people and had become furry nesting animals, like foxes or badgers. The pleasure it gave him was so intense that he could not understand why they did not sleep in it at least one night of every week. They had only once gone camping as a family, for a disastrously wet weekend on the Isle of Wight, when tempers had run high and Pa had said Bloody hell Frances a lot and had insisted on frying breakfast on the little stove with the door shut against the wind and rain. When Julian pressed his nose to the curtains or itchy upholstery he could still detect traces of the smell of burning bacon.

Since then, the Height of Extravagance had rarely served her purpose, although she made Ma popular on the school run. On a few bewitching occasions, Ma had kidnapped Julian, as she put it, bundling him back in as soon as he was changed after school and running away with him for spontaneous nights in a field somewhere without Pa, on the educational pretext of showing him a castle or a battlefield. Otherwise she was merely a car, only bigger; a room on wheels. Her chief justification was on occasions like this one, where Julian could be put to bed in her in Wandsworth and wake up halfway across the country after Ma and Pa had taken turns driving through the night or dozing. He loved the idea that his holidays thus started several hours before theirs. Ma had rightly guessed that a destination was immaterial to him; he would be perfectly happy if they tucked him into bed then merely drove in a large, all-night circle. Woken at regular intervals through the night by the gunning of the throaty engine beneath him or by a food cupboard door which occasionally came loose and struck him on the head, he loved to lie watching the lights flash by overhead and hear his parents talking in low murmurs from the front. Even though the house was protected by dogs and guards and high barbed wire, he never felt so entirely secure in his bedroom as during these nights on the road.

Bed made after a fashion, Julian checked on Lady Percy, his Abyssinian guinea pig, whose hutch he had stowed beneath the table. He had actually wanted a dog called Shadow, a large black dog that frightened other people, but Pa had said he would have to wait until he was old enough to walk it himself, and how about a guinea pig? Lady Percy was a lush bronze colour with exotic whirls in her fur, a pink nose and sharp, pink feet which tickled if you lay on your back, lifted your shirt and put her on your stomach. She would sit quite happily on your lap munching a carrot and did not mind being groomed with a powder-blue baby’s hairbrush and Julian loved her language of squeaks which Caring for your Cavy said was called pinking. But she didn’t do a great deal beyond run in a straight line when one set her on the lawn or run in manic circles when placed inside an old car tyre. He had overheard Pa say that the whole point of small pets was to teach children about reproduction and death but Lady Percy remained in robust good health, a resolute spinster, so seemed as wayward of purpose as the Height of Extravagance.

‘We’re both going to Cornwall,’ Julian told her. ‘But you must be very patient. Here.’ And he jiggled an old piece of cabbage leaf under her nose. Lady Percy sniffed the offering disdainfully, pinked a few times then retreated into her bedding. Julian climbed into the big front seat which stretched the width of the vehicle, tried on Ma’s driving gloves and driving shoes and helped himself to a sugar-dusted barley sugar from the tin she kept hidden there. Then he let himself out and obediently went to the garden to play.

An only child, he saw nothing strange in being told to play when there was no one to play with. In fact he much preferred playing alone to playing with other children since other children invariably imposed rules and systems and overruled his suggestions – mildly posed through lack of aggressive group practice – as to what they should make-believe.

The Governor’s House had always seemed to him to be enormous and now that he was going to school and gathering points of comparison, he was coming to see that the home he had taken for granted was undeniably strange. Nobody else he knew – he knew at least four other people well enough to visit and he had been to eight birthday parties – lived in a place with so many rooms that several of them were left empty. Pa told him it only seemed big because he was small and Ma said he was never to forget that the place didn’t belong to them but merely came with his father’s job. Neither could deny, however, that with its blackened masonry and louring tower and numberless windows, the place was a far cry from the stylized two-up-two-down pictured on Play School. The house had a vast basement, reached by a rickety set of steps through a trap door in the wooden floor of his father’s downstairs lavatory. In this sinister series of musty rooms, mouldy wooden chairs were stacked and tattered posters about the Home Guard and First Aid Procedures curled away from yellowed walls. The Guides and Brownies used to meet down there but apparently they had stopped coming because they had found somewhere more congenial.

At the top of the house, sunnier and drier, but no less dusty, there was an answering sequence of attics where ancient leather trunks and broken furniture were stored. There were mouldering dresses and hats to try on, even a long black veil which scared Julian so much he had only tried it on once, and a First World War gas mask like a skull with a metal box on a long caterpillarish tube. Julian knew that bats nested here, although no one would believe him. He had also found, in strictest secrecy, that he could climb through one of the attic windows and explore the valleys, chimney stacks and unexpected skylight views of the roof. (Another great advantage of being single, he had discovered, was that one could stray into the more dangerous side of play with no risk of tale-bearing betrayal to grown-ups.) From up on the tiles he could see all Wandsworth, from Trinity Road and the gloomy church to the Common, and the railway cutting spanned by multiple bridges. Closer to, he could see the extent of the prison walls, see the uniformed officers coming and going through the door where Pa went to work and even see down into the yard where the prisoners exercised.

Most secret of all, he could venture past the point where the internal dividing wall marked house from prison so that he was over the prison itself and could lie flat on the roof and peer gingerly down through one of the skylights that gave on to the nearest wing of cells. It was like a view into a strange kind of monkey house, where all the monkeys wore ties; a vista of cages and walkways full of harsh shouts and laughter and the clatter of heels on metal. He would watch for hours. It was as fascinating as watching an ants’ nest or the glass-sided beehive in the Horniman Museum. He knew that the men in tight uniform with hats on and truncheons were officers, controlled by Pa – who, like the queen, was so powerful he was never seen – and that the men in baggy blue suits, without hats or ties, were prisoners controlled by the officers. He also knew that the prisoners were said to be doing stir or porridge and that they called the officers screws and that he was never to say this word in front of his parents.

The garden was bounded by high walls on three sides. Two, shaded by sticky-scented limes, had pavement and road beyond them. The third, unshaded for security reasons, divided governor’s house from prison territory and was overlooked, for most of its length, by the prison factory where the inmates worked up hessian sacks for use by the Royal Mail and potato farmers. The humming of sewing machines and shouts and chatter from the workers so struck Julian that the word factory would never acquire quite the grim connotation for him that it had for others. From the sounds, at least, it seemed to him a place of release and even joy.

‘Men need to work,’ Pa explained when questioned on the matter. (He always called them men, never prisoners or convicts.) ‘Without work, they become demoralized, which can lead to all kinds of trouble. Never underrate the dignity of labour, Julian.’

It was through one of the factory windows that Julian had his first encounter with one of the men, apparently. He was too young to remember it but it was a story his mother liked to repeat in his hearing so that it had become a memory of sorts.

‘I opened the drawing-room window and I could hear him burbling away. Well naturally at first I assumed he was talking to himself, the way they do at that age. Then I realized there were gaps and I was hearing one half of a conversation. I looked out and there he was, all of four, chatting to one of the men through the factory window. Another man must have joined in as I looked out because I heard someone call out, “Wotcha Ginger!” and this one got quite shirty and said, “I’m not ginger, I’m a nice little boy!” I had no idea they could see out. I mean, I knew they could see the sky and the trees but nothing more. I put a blind in the downstairs loo the same week …’

There was no other story about such conversations, so Julian assumed it was either an isolated incident or that he had been discouraged in some way. He could not remember her ever trying to stop him talking to the men and, so far as the trusties were concerned, she actively encouraged him. He knew this from an argument he had overheard between her and Pa when they were all sitting out in deckchairs after Sunday lunch once.

‘It’s not right to use him like that,’ he had said. ‘You actively encourage him to talk to them.’

‘It does him no harm, John. He likes them,’ she replied. ‘They’re harmless lifers rotting away in there. He’s like a grandson to them.’

‘Two wife-killers and a robber who raped his hostage. Quite harmless. Frances –’

‘They love him.’

‘Just be careful.’

And she was.

‘You would tell me, darling, wouldn’t you, if any of the trusties – Bert, say, or Henry – ever said anything that was, well, not quite nice?’

‘Of course,’ Julian assured her, very much the nice little boy. But his curiosity was piqued. Which were the wife-killers? How could one tell? How had they done it? And what was a rapist? Judging from the only picture he could find, The Rape of the Sabine Women, a rapist made ladies cross by picking them up in the air and tickling them with his beard when they had nothing on.

The trusties said plenty of things that were not quite nice. Trailing round after them as they painted rooms, pruned the roses, mowed the lawns or forked out horse poo donated by the rag and bone man and the coal merchant, he had compiled a rich vocabulary of forbidden words. Unrepeatable and broadly incomprehensible, they were nonetheless precious for being useless.

Rounding the corner from the drive, he found the trusties at work. They were also known as red bands because of the armbands they wore that showed they could be trusted. Friday was their gardening day. Joe was riding the lawn mower up and down, creating stripes and obviously enjoying himself. (The trusties took it in turns to mow the lawn, officially because it was considered a cushy number but actually, Julian believed, because the old machine was fun to ride and, as with a prize toy, they each wanted a go.) George and Bert were weeding. Henry was working his way around the edges of the grass, chopping off the straggly bits the lawnmower only squashed, using a pair of long-handled edging shears. As always, the screw in charge was sitting on the steps of the Wendy House looking bored. Today it was Mr Prescott, who always looked as though someone had stolen his Easter egg. Ma said everyone had to overlook this and be extra nice to him because his wife had died or left him or something, so Julian threw him a cheery, ‘Hello Mr Prescott!’ which met with the usual resentful stare.

Meanwhile Henry looked up from his trimming, said, ‘Afternoon young Ginger,’ and carried on. (He persisted in calling Julian Ginger despite the fact that his hair was brown and would only offer the maddening explanation – ‘You’ll find out soon enough.’) Judging by appearances, Mr Prescott seemed a far more believable cutter-up-of-wives than the men he guarded and Julian was surprised this possibility had occurred to no one when Mrs Prescott went missing. But then perhaps Henry was only a rapist and a bank robber. Bank robbers were often the heroes in cowboy films, unless they had Alan Ladd in, who was always the sheriff. Perhaps you had to be a rapist too for it to count as a serious offence. It was all very confusing.

Julian walked along behind Henry, picking up handfuls of the turf he had been shaving off the lawn’s edge and adding them to the heap in a wheelbarrow.

‘That’s very kind,’ Henry said. ‘See that funny car of yours is all packed up, then.’

‘We’re going to Cornwall. All of us.’

‘Very nice. I was in Delabole during the war. Evacuee. Nothing sweeter than Cornish flowers. How long you going for?’

‘Two weeks.’ Julian stared at the mermaid tattooed on Henry’s forearm. Once, when he was a bit younger, Henry had let him touch it, running his fingers through the hair to trace the voluptuous design. He wanted to touch it again but it was difficult to know how to ask and he feared the request would be viewed as not quite nice. He had a brief vision of Henry on the beach with him, wearing trunks for once instead of his oddly respectable prison uniform. He imagined his father telling him to guard Henry closely the way Mr Prescott had to, imagined Henry’s grinning obedience as Julian buried his big legs in the sand for his own good.

‘Dad going too?’

‘Of course. He has to share the driving. Can I help you make a roll-up?’

‘Best not. Him Indoors is watching.’

Julian glanced back and turned on Mr Prescott a smile of such cloying sweetness that the officer turned away. ‘Not any more,’ he said.

Barely interrupting his work to do so, Henry tossed a matchbox on to the grass. Well trained, Julian snatched it up and sat with his back to the Wendy House. There were some matches inside, a tiny foil packet of tobacco and some Rizla papers. Julian sprinkled a very little tobacco on to the paper as he had been taught, licked one side and rolled it up neatly. Small fingers, Henry said, did this job so well that in some countries children rolled up cigarettes in a factory instead of going to school. Julian had a small puff of one once, behind the Wendy House, when Henry let him. It made him feel sick and the taste was bad. He liked the smell, however. It was part of the smell the men gave off even out here in the open, with all the roses scenting the air about them, a good, brown, male smell, like the man who came to mend a window once or the car when you opened the bonnet when the engine was still hot or Pa when he came back from playing rugger with the prison officers’ club. It was a smell that once breathed in seemed to curl like a snake around Julian’s stomach so that he felt excited and rather queasy at the same time. He had the same feeling when he got close to Tom Sherry at school when they played Lions during break, only Antonia Pauffley kept joining in and spoiling everything.

‘So how do you get up on the roof, then?’ Henry’s question was casual enough but he saw Julian flinch. ‘It’s all right. I won’t tell. I don’t want to spoil your fun. I know you’re safe enough. Not like some nippers.’

Julian glanced towards the house. Ma was wedging a box of groceries under the dormobile table. Turning, she waved to him and headed back inside.

‘When did you see me?’ he asked.

‘Yesterday afternoon. Must have been around three ’cause I was coming off my shift. My cell’s in that block. I just happened to glance up as we was coming up the stairs and I sees you peering down through the skylight like a bleeding pigeon. Pardon my French.’

‘That’s all right.’

‘So how’d you get up there, then?’

‘Easy. Through our attic. There’s a window with a broken catch at the far end and you go through on to a sort of valley in the roof. Then there’s a little wall at the far end, between the chimney stacks, and on the other side is the prison roof. I’ve been all over it. But …’

‘What?’

‘I’ve never told anyone.’

‘Don’t worry. It’s our secret. You don’t tell anyone you told me and I won’t tell anyone I asked. Deal?’

‘Deal.’

‘So how do you get to your attic, then?’

‘Up the stairs, silly.’

‘Course you do. Now listen. You know how to use the jelly bone, don’t you?’

‘Course.’

‘Do you want to make a call for me?’ Henry quite often asked him to make calls, usually about things that meant so little they might as well have been in code. Henry said they were about bets and dogs but Julian had his doubts.

‘Only if you tell me, you know. Another word.’

Henry glanced over at his mates who were still working but out of earshot.

‘You’re on. When your mum’s not looking, I want you to ask the operator for Plaistow 9595.’

‘Plar’s Toe 9595.’

‘That’s it, and a nice lady’ll answer and you’re to tell her, “Henry says his mum’s birthday’s on Tuesday.”’

‘Is it really, Henry?’

‘Course.’

‘So what’s my word?’

Henry looked about him, then whispered, ‘Beef curtains.’ Julian was thunderstruck and delighted. ‘Look, your mum’s waving again. Reckon she wants you.’

Julian scowled towards his mother, affecting manly reluctance. ‘Suppose so.’

‘Have a good holiday.’

Julian got back on his feet, noting how the grass and daisies had left indentations all over his hot knees, and went to rejoin Ma. Soon she would let him call Pa on the internal telephone to ask how much longer he’d be, which is when he could make Henry’s call to Plar’s Toe. Then there’d be supper and a bath and then, still in broad summer light, he’d be allowed to cross the drive in his pyjamas and dressing gown and go to bed in the car. He turned back to Henry, who looked up from the wheelbarrow and dismissed him with a wink of his startlingly blue eyes. The realization that Henry would never go on holiday, at least not until he was even older than he was now, however sad, somehow made the anticipation of pleasure all the sweeter.

When he asked for Plar’s Toe 9595 a woman sounding like Mrs Coley, only younger, answered. She was not very nice at all.

‘Hello,’ Julian said politely. ‘Henry says to tell you his mother’s birthday is on Tuesday.’

‘Right you are, love,’ she said. ‘And what’s your name?’ He told her. ‘And where do you live?’ When he told her Governor’s House, HM Prison, Wandsworth, London, she couldn’t speak for a while because she was laughing so much.

Julian was rather cross. ‘Why are you laughing and why did you want my address?’ he asked.

‘Nothing, darling. He’s got a nerve, that’s all. Keep your mouth shut and a token of our esteem will be coming your way.’

She hung up first.

Token of Esteem was almost as good as Height of Extravagance but both paled by comparison with the sinisterly suggestive Beef Curtains. Curled in the hall armchair, waiting for Pa to answer the internal telephone, he imagined the not quite nice woman in her palatial bedroom in Plar’s Toe drawing magnificent drapes made of dripping steak.
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