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O, you must wear your rue with a difference.


Already a noble day, young summer soaring, vivid with promise, drenched blue and green, had divided them, on the terrace beside the mill, into sun and shadow. Sally and Catherine lay stretched, as if biered, on flattened wooden beach-chairs with orange mattresses, of the kind one sees at Cannes; in dark glasses and bikinis, silent, outside the scope of other activity. Peter sat at the breakfast-table in shorts, bare-footed and bare-chested, opposite Paul and Annabel Rogers in the parasol shade. The three children were down on the lawn beneath the terrace, trying to catch whirligigs at the water's edge; knelt snatching at the surface, little cries, murmurs among themselves. Inky-blue dragonflies fluttered past; then a butterfly of a pale sulphuryellow. From across the river, one saw a quietly opulent bourgeois glade of light, bright figures, red and aquamarine parasol blazoned on top (amusing trouvaille at some local sale) with the word Martini; the white cast-iron furniture, sun on stone, the jade-green river, the dense and towering lighter green walls of willows and poplars. Downstream, the dim rush of the weir, and a hidden warbler; a rich, erratic, un-English song.
The scene possessed a strange sense of enclosure, almost that of a painting, a Courbet perhaps—or would have if the modern clothes of the eight personages and their colours had not clashed, in a way a totally urban and synthetic age cannot be expected to notice, with the setting. It was so leafy, so liquid—and at that very moment a hidden oriole called from the trees behind the mill and gave this particular combination of heat, water and foliage a voice, defined exactly its foreignness, its faint subtropicality—so leafy, so liquid, so richly of its place and season, Central France and late May. And the Anglo-Saxon voices. So many things clashed, or were not what one might have expected. If one had been there, of course.
'Decisions, decisions,' murmured Paul amicably.
Whereat Apostle Peter smiled, putting his hands behind his neck, arching his hairy chest—guess what, beneath my shorts to the sun.
'Your fault. That dinner. One needs twenty-four hours to recover.'
'We did actually promise the children,' said Annabel.
'Honestly, Tom won't care. He'll be happy messing down there all day.'
Annabel looked down there. 'Ours will. I'm afraid.'
Paul suggests that Peter and Sally need not come.
'No, no, of course we will.' Peter descends his arms, grins sideways at them across the table. 'Just the ratrace. Set us dumb helots free, we collapse into total inertia.' Then: 'You need training for this.' Then: 'You've forgotten how us poor working sods live.'
Annabel smiles: she hears rumours.
'Go on. Rub it in.' He waves a pink and white arm at the river, the all of it. 'Honestly. Some people.'
'You'd be bored to death.'
'Oh yeah. Just try me. I mean, seriously, what would you take now, Paul?'
'Forty? If! was pushed.'
'Christ.'
But suddenly Peter clicks his fingers, straightens, sits to face them. He is small, moustached, grey-eyed; assured, one knows; and suspects, dynamic. He knows he is known as dynamic. Smart little rhesus, his cage is time. He grins, finger out.
'To hell with the bloody programme. Much better idea. I get Granny to buy the place as a rest-home for exhausted producers. Yes?'
'You can have it for ten bob if you swing that one.'
Peter extends a flattened hand, reads an imaginary letter.
'Dear Mr Hamilton, we await your explanation of an item on your last expense account, to wit one superbly converted and altogether divine French water-mill for which you have charged the inexplicably high sum of fifty new pence. As you know, for your grade the disbursement ceiling under this heading is fortynine pence per annum and in no circumstances—, Screams. Mercifully.
'Daddy! Daddy! There's a snake!'
The two men stand, the sun-bathing girls look up. Annabel calls quietly, 'Keep away from it.'
Sally, cocked kerchiefed head, says, 'Aren't they dangerous?'
Annabel smiles in the parasol shadow.
'They're only grass-snakes.'
Sally stands and joins Peter and Paul at the corner of the terrace, by the parapet with the spaced pots of geraniums and agaves over the water. Catherine sinks back, her head turned away.
'There it is! There!'
'Tom, keep back!' shouts Peter.
The elder little girl, Candida, pulls him officiously away. They see the snake swimming sinuously along beside the stone bank, its head making a ripple. It is small, not two feet long.
'My God, it really is a snake.'
'They're quite harmless.'
The girl Sally clasps her elbows and turns away. 'I don't like them.'
'And we all know what that means.'
She looks round and puts out her tongue at Peter. 'And I still don't like them.'
Peter smiles and kisses the air between; then leans back beside Paul and stares down.
'Oh well. Proves it's paradise, I suppose.'
The snake disappears among some yellow flags in the shallow water at the foot of the terrace wall. With Peter everything is always about to disappear. Now he turns and sits on the edge of the parapet.
'When we going to have our session, Paul?'
'This evening?'
'Fine.'
The three children come trailing up the steps to the terrace. Candida looks reproachfully across at Annabel.
'Mummy, you said you wouldn't just sit around all morning.'
Annabel stands, holds out her hand. 'Then come and help me pack up.'
Sally, kneeling to lie on her beach-chair again, says, 'Annabel, can l...?'
'No, please. It's just getting things out of the fridge.'
Catherine lies silent behind her dark glasses, like a lizard; sun-ridden, storing, self-absorbed; much more like the day than its people.
They straggle across a meadow on the far bank of the river, the bearded Paul ahead, carrying the drinks basket, with his daughters and the little boy; Annabel and her sister Catherine a little way behind, carrying the other two baskets; and thirty yards again behind them, the television producer Peter and his girl-friend Sally. Knee-deep in the May grass, the long-stemmed buttercups and the marguerites; beyond, above, the approaching steep stone hills, rock-faces in the scrub, the different world they make for. Swifts scream, high in the azure sky. There is no wind. Paul and the children enter a wood, disappear in the leaves and shadow, then Annabel and her sister follow. The last pair idle in the flowery sunlight. Peter has his arm round the girl's shoulders, she is speaking.
'I can't work her out. It's almost like she's a mute.'
'They did warn me.'
She throws him a little look. 'Fancy?'
'Oh come on.'
'You kept looking at her last night.'
'Just to show nice. And you can't be jealous about last night.'
'I'm not. Just curious.'
He pulls her closer. 'Thanks all the same.'
'I thought men liked still waters.'
'You're joking. She's hamming it up.'
She looks at him under her eyebrows. He shrugs; then his bitten smile, like a sniff. She looks away. 'I'd be the same. If it had been you.' He kisses the side of her head. 'Pig.'
'Such a goddam thing of it.'
'You mean you wouldn't. If it was me.'
'Sweetie, one doesn't have to—'
'You'd be in bed with some new bird.'
'Wearing black pyjamas.'
She pushes him away, but she smiles. She wears a dark brown sleeveless top over cotton trousers striped pale mauve, white and black; bell-bottomed and pert-arsed. She has long blonde hair, which she tosses too often. Her face has a vaguely babyish defencelessness and softness. She invites regiments and rape; Laclos immortalized her. Even Paul, one has eyes too, eyes her; much cast as the trendy girl-friend, a plaything in plastic playlets. P is her letter of the alphabet. Peter takes her hand. She stares ahead.
She says, 'Tom's loving it, anyway.' Then: 'I wish he still wouldn't look at me as if he doesn't know who I am.' He squeezes her hand. 'I feel Annabel's done better with him in a few hours than I've done in three days.'
'She's had training, that's all. Tom's age, they're all selfish little bastards. You know. We're all just substitute boys. That's how he marks people.'
'I have tried, Peter.'
He kisses the side of her hair again; then runs a hand down her back and caresses her bottom.
'Do we really have to wait till tonight?'
'Cheeky bugger.'
But she flirts the pert bottom and smiles.
Ahead, Annabel breaks a silence with Catherine, who has put on a pair of white Levis, a pink shirt; a striped red woollen bag, Greek, over one shoulder.
'You didn't have to come, Kate. '
'It's all right. '
'Well try and talk a little more. Please?'
'I've got nothing to say. I can't think of anything. ' Annabel shifts the basket she is carrying to the other hand; a surreptitious glance at her sister. 'I can't help it about them. '
'I know. '
'You needn't make it quite so obvious. '
'I'm sorry. '
'Paul being—, 'Bel, I realize. '
'And at least she tries. '
'I can't shut off behind a smiling face. The way you do. ' They walk a few steps in silence. Catherine says, 'It's not just. . . ' Then, 'Other people's happiness. Feeling you're the odd woman out. For the rest of time. '
'It will pass. ' She adds, 'If you try. '
'Now you sound like Mama. ' Annabel smiles. 'That's what Paul's always saying. '
'Clever Paul. '
'Mean. '
'Invited. '
'That's not fair. ' Catherine answers the quick look with a smile. 'Stupid old Bel? With her horrid husband and her horrid house and her horrid children? Who could possibly envy her?' Annabel stops; one of her little performances. 'Kate, I don't sound like that!'
'Yes you do. And I'd much rather have to envy you than not. ' She says back over her shoulder, 'At least you're real. ' Annabel walks behind her. 'Anyway, Candy is horrid. I simply must do something about her. ' Then, 'It's his lordship's fault. He keeps saying "passing phase". I. e., don't for God's sake bother me with my children.'
Catherine smiles. Annabel says, 'It's not funny.' Then 'And I don't know why you've taken against them so much.'
'Because they devalue everything.'
'Not half as much as you undervalue.'
That sets Catherine silent a moment.
'Ten-a-penny human beings.'
'You don't even know them.' Be! adds, 'I think she's rather sweet.'
'Like saccharine?'
'Kate.'
'I can't stand actresses. Especially bad ones.'
'She tried very hard last night.' Catherine gives a little shrug. 'Paul thinks he's terribly clever.'
'Usable.'
'You really are the most frightful intellectual snob.'
'I'm not blaming Paul.'
'But they are friends of ours. Peter is.'
Catherine turns towards Bel, lowers her glasses, for a moment looks her in the eyes: you know perfectly well what I mean. Another silence, the sound of the children's voices through the trees ahead. Annabel lets Catherine lead the way again where the path narrows, speaks at her back.
'You read such horrors into people. It's not necessary.'
'Not people. What makes them what they are.'
'Except you blame them. You seem to blame them.'
Catherine makes no answer.
'Well you do.'
From behind, she sees Catherine give a little nod, and knows it to be sarcastic, not agreeing. The path widens and Be! comes beside her again. She reaches out a hand and touches the sleeve of Catherine's pink shirt.
'I like that colour. I'm glad you bought it.'
'Now you're being transparent.'
Ridiculous, terrible: one cannot hide the smile.
'"Catherine! I will not have you speaking to your mother like that!"
Wicked Bel, mimicking to pierce, to remind; when one wept with rage, and there was only one sane and understanding being in the world. Towards whom one now reaches a hand, and feels it pressed... and then, how typical, that wicked oblique egocentricity, how cheaply feminine, oh how one hated her sometimes (what had he once said, the obsidian beneath the milk), having one so near bared, and glancing off, as if it was all a joke, just pretending 'Oh Kate, look! There are my butterfly orchids.'
And Annabel leads the way up a little sunlit clearing in the trees beside the path, to where five or six slender white columns of the delicate flower stand from the grass—and kneels, oblivious to all but them. By the two tallest. Catherine stands beside her.
'Why are they yours?'
'Because I found them last year. Aren't they beautiful?'
Bel is thirty-one, four years older than her sister, a prettier woman, plumper and rounder-faced, pale face and fox-red hair, more Irish, dry grey-green Irish eyes, though the blood is only from a grandmother's side and they have never lived there, lack the accent. In her old straw-hat and her loose-sleeved cream dress she looks a little of the matron, the eccentric, the latterday lady of letters; always in shadow, her freckled skin is allergic to the sun. That calculated insouciance in her clothes, yet always a sort of haphazard elegance, a difference that every woman who comes to know her well ends by envying... even loathing; not fair, to be so often more rememberable than the fashionconscious. And now, from across the river, a nightingale suddenly bursts into song. Annabel stares at her orchids, touches one, bends to sniff the flowers. Catherine stares down at her kneeling sister. They both turn at Peter's voice.
'They're wild orchids,' says Annabel. 'Butterfly orchids.'
The man and the slightly taller long-haired girl come beside Catherine, who moves aside. They seem disappointed, a little at a loss when they see how small and insignificant the plants are.
'Where's the cellophane and pink ribbon?'
Sally laughs, Annabel waves a reproachful hand back at him; Catherine stares a moment at his face, then looks down.
'I say, do let me take your basket,' says Peter.
'It doesn't matter.'
But he takes it. 'Male liberation.'
She smiles faintly.
Annabel stands up. They hear Candida's voice calling them on through the trees; the lush French trees; the young and peremptory, high-pitched English voice.
A lovely lizard. All green.
They came together, the five adults and the three children, and strolled on together through the shadow and sunlight, the three women and the children now a little in the lead, the two men talking behind; through sunlight and shadow, always the water to their left; shadows of conversation, sunlights of silence. Voices are the enemy of thought; not thought; thinking. One (blessed sanctuary) could see Catherine trying to make an effort, smiling at Sally across her sister, even asking one or two questions, like someone playing pingpong against her will foolish game, but if you insist, if Bel insists, if the day insists. All three women half-tried to hear through their own voices what the two men were saying behind them. The 'session' had informally begun, it seemed. That would be Peter, always eager to set things going, to bring things together, to get organized; before the main chance disappeared, like a snake into a clump of yellow iris. As a secret miser gets tense when he sees his money being spent; smiles and suffers; then breaks.
The key thing, he was saying, was an angle, a hook to hang the programme on. An explanation, really—why so many came to buy houses in the area, was it just economic, for example? Some kind of escape? Merely a trend, the snowball effect? He fired out ideas, hardly listening to Paul's answers; already one sensed the futility of the exercise, the unnecessary fuss of it all, the endless planning and discussing of what would have been just as good with no planning, without all the talk; as a news story has to be done, fast and by luck and improvised. A kind of essay, he was saying; in depth; not just fancy photography, how-lucky-somepeople-are. All that jazz.
Candida screamed as a kingfisher, a flash of azure, skimmed away ahead of them.
'I saw it first! Didn't I, Mummy?'
Like unnecessary italics, always underlining the obvious.
'I absolutely don't want fifty minutes of pretty pictures,' said Peter, as if pretty pictures might seriously harm his career.
What one lost, afterwards, was what one had never had strongly at the best of times: a sense of continuity. Such as, I must do this, B, even though it has no apparent purpose, beauty or meaning, because it comes between A and C. So now everything became little islands, without communication, without further islands to which this that one was on was a steppingstone, a point with point, a necessary stage. Little islands set in their own limitless sea, one crossed them in a minute, in five at most, then it was a different island but the same: the same voices, the same masks, the same emptiness behind the words. Only the moods and settings changed a little; but nothing else. And the fear was both of being left behind and of going on: of the islands past and the islands ahead. One is given to theories of language, of fiction, of illusion; and also to silly fancies. Like dreaming one is a book without its last chapters, suddenly: one is left forever on that last incomplete page, a loved face kneeling over wild orchids, a voice breaking the silence, a stupid crack—transfixed, for ever and ever, like a bad photograph. And the only one who understood... Bel is a subtle cow, and Paul, impervious oxlike Paul—one really doesn't know why one's here.
But nor one why one should be anywhere else, unless to discover a wish that one was here after all. Perhaps continuity is simply having wishes, little safe bright chains of street-lights ahead. The most frightening is not wanting love from anyone, or ever again. Even if he returned.., each is the condition. To forgive nothing and give nothing and want nothing was what it all really meant; to settle for being taken like a parcel from one little island to the next, observing and judging and hating—or was it challenging? Surprise me, prove I'm wrong, string the islands together again?
One must hide the impression of that. It would never do to have one's misery taken advantage of They stop where the hillsides come steep to the river, announcing the gorge ahead; the river faster, rocks and runnels; the land unfarmable, even by French peasants. Just upstream of where they stop lumbers and sprawls a picturesque agglomeration of huge grey boulders, like a herd of stone elephants come to water at the river's edge. Bel selects a place, a little plateau above the wate under a beech-tree, where there is shade and sun; kneels and begins, helped by Sally and Catherine, to unpack the baskets. Paul picks up the two bottles of wine and the Coca-Cola tins and takes them down to the river to cool. The two little girls go with him, then slip out of their shoes, dip cautious feet where a tributary runs shallowly over the stones; scream; while Peter wanders on a little way with his son, free it seems to play father for a minute or two now that he has had his say, his business, his morning's justification for existing.
Paul takes off his shoes and stockings, rolls up his trousers, methodical and comical, like an elderly tripper at the seaside; Paul with his prematurely ageing hair and beard streaked black and white, almost cropped, obscurely nautical rather than literary, a dense shade too would-be intellectual and distingué; now paddling and poking after Candida and Emma, turning over stones for crayfish. The three women under the beech-tree stand. Sally unzips the side of her pants, peels and stands out of them, takes off her brown top. She still wears the bikini she had on at the mill; indigo and white flowers, a brass ring at each hip, another joining the straps of the upper part behind; svelte little pods, lissom legs. The skin does not match the fabric of the bikini, which requires a deep tan. One notes again. She swans off towards Peter and the boy, standing on a boulder some fifty yards away. Bel and Catherine walk down into the sun towards Paul and the little girls. The sparkling water, the splashing feet; the dragonflies and butterflies; the buttercups and oxeyes and little blue flowers like splashes of sky. The voices, movements; kaleidoscope, one shake and all will disappear. Bel's freckledmilky skin as she smiles, her vacant Juno smile, beneath the wide brim of her rush hat; it has fenestrations, an open lattice round the crown. Nuclei, electrons. Seurat, the atom is all. The first truly acceptable island of the day. En famille; where children reign. For bonny sweet Robin is all my joy. Which time she chanted snatches of old tunes.
'It's lovely,' bawls Candida back at them, with her usual ineffably judicious authority. 'Come on. We don't want to eat yet.'
'I wish I believed in hitting children,' murmurs Bel.
Catherine smiles and kicks off her espadrilles.
The next island, five, or is it ten, minutes later. Paul has caught a crayfish, a very small one; the lovely incoherence, the brief construct, disintegrates. They all circle him as he lifts each stone. Candy and Emma scream in anticipation as each stone rises, crayfish or not; then scream for Peter and Sally and Tom to come back. Hunting, serious. Paul snatches, a larger little lobster shape between his fingers, just in time to show his guests. Good God. Fantastic. Candida rushes back with a hastily emptied plastic box from the picnic place beneath the beech. Peter wades in beside Paul. Lovely. Competition. A game. Sally takes Tom's hand and leads him to the plastic box to show what Daddy is looking for. The little boy stares, then flinches back when one of the crayfish tries to jump out. Sally kneels, her bare arm round the child's shoulders. Like a transfer scene on Regency tea-cup; posed Faith, Hope and Charity; for those to whom tea is not enough.
A figure appears, from the trees, from the way they came: a fisherman, a peasant come fishing, in rubber boots and faded blues, ruddy-skinned, an old straw hat with a black band; a man of fifty or so, solid, indifferent to them. He carries a long bamboo rod parallel with the ground over one shoulder; a canvas haversack, a bleached pale green, over the other. They stop looking for crayfish a second; stand, the men looking rather foolish, boyishly guilt, trespassing in the water; the children too, as if sensing that this intruder brings some obscure danger. But he walks quietly on out past the picnic place into the sunlight and down over the grass towards them, heading upstream. They see he has a squint. As he comes to them and passes, he tips a finger towards the brim of his hat.
'sieurs—'dames.'
'Bonjour,' says Paul. Then, 'Bonne peche.'
'Merci.'
And he goes stolidly on towards the boulders and the choked trees of the gorge beyond; disappears; yet leaves a wake, some reminder that this is a foreign land with its own life and customs. One hears what? ca ira. The murmur of mobs, nocturnal feet. The scytheblade set straight to the handle. Perhaps simply because he is a serious fisherman, he has a function in the day. The frivolous ones turn back to their pursuit. Only Catherine watches the blue back till it finally disappears.
Alt, ça ira, ça ira. Les aristocrats, on les pendra.
And leaves the water, as if he draws her after him. She slips her wet feet into her espadrilles, and begins to wander away, pretending to look at flowers, her back to the voices, the shouts and damns and buggers. Oh that's a beauty. Bags him tonight. Hurry up please it's time. Goonight Bill. . Goonight Lou. Goonight. Goonight. There is a little path round the back of the first huge boulder that lies barring, half in the water, half on the bank, the way. At the top Catherine looks back at the others. The two men work in tandem now, Peter lifting the stones, Paul pouncing. Bel turns idly away out of the water and wanders back towards the picnic tree. She takes off her hat and smoothes her hair, as if exhausted, as she comes to the shade.
Catherine goes on, down beyond the boulder, out of sight. The path goes on winding through the stone herd, evens out a little, then climbs steeply up into the trees again, above the river. It becomes noisy, tumultuous. The locals call this place the Premier Saut, the first leap; almost a fall, a rush of narrowed water, a famous place for trout. Catherine clambers down to the long pool that lies above it: the cool, the depths, the moss and ferns. A wagtail, a squirt of canary yellow, flies in little bounces to the far end of the pool. The girl sits on a stone at the water's edge, beneath the steep bank; stares at the placid dark green water upstream, the dapples and flecks of sunlight, the dancing fly-motes, the bird with its neurotic tail. She picks up a twig and tosses it into the pool, watches it drift, then gather speed and be sucked down out of sight over the choked tumble of the Saut. He is gone, he is gone.
Now she sits slightly shrugged forward, as if she is cold, her elbows clasped, staring at the water. She begins to weep. It seems without emotion. Tears well slowly from her eyes and creep down her cheeks beneath the sunglasses. She makes no attempt to brush them away.
Bel calls from under the tree, beside the pink check cloth and its spread-out array of charcuterie, long loaves, cheeses, knives, the picnic tumblers; the apples and oranges, the three little pots of chocolate mousse for the children.
Candida calls back. 'Oh mummy! We're not ready yet!'
But Paul murmurs to her, Sally turns, whitebodies her willowy way back towards Bel; a w-girl now; then Emma, the younger daughter, running, passes her, and little Tom starts running too, as if the food will all be gone. Then the two men and Candida bearing the plastic box with the seven crayfish now caught, the latter complaining that one more and there would be one each for supper, they must catch more after lunch. Yes, yes, of course they will. But everyone's hungry. Paul remembers the wine, goes to where it has been cooling; the bottle of Muscadet sur lie; the other of Gros-Plant can wait.
'Hands up for Cokes!'
They sit and sprawl, the adults and children, round the cloth. Only Paul stands, busy with the corkscrew. Peter smacks Sally's bottom as she kneels forward to pour the Cokes for the children.
'This is the life!'
'Do you mind!'
He kisses the bare side of her back and winks across it at Tom. Annabel calls. 'Kate? Eating!'
Then Candida and Emma. 'Kate! Kate!'
'That's enough. She'll come when she wants.'
Emma says, 'It might all be gone.'
'Because you're a pig.'
'I'm not!'
'Yes you are!'
'Candy!'
'Well she is.' And she pounces, as her sister's hand moves. 'Guests first.'
Be! says, 'Darling, hold the wine-glasses for Daddy.'
Sally smiles across the cloth at Emma; a prettier child, shyer and quieter; or perhaps it is just by contrast with her little pseudo-adult of a sister. If only Tom... she spreads pdté on bread for him, and he watches suspiciously.
'Mm. This looks heavenly.'
Emma asks if the crayfish can have some. Peter laughs, and she looks hurt. Candida tells her she is silly. Bel makes Emma move and sit by her. Now Candida looks hurt. Paul glances out from the shade upstream towards the boulders, then looks down at Bel. She gives a little nod.
'Daddy, where are you going?'
'Just to look for Auntie Kate. She may have fallen asleep.'
Candida throws a little glance at her mother. 'I bet she's crying again.'
'Darling, eat your lunch. Please.'
'She's always crying.'
'Yes. Peter and Sally understand. We all understand. And we're not going to talk about it.' She makes a little moue towards Sally, who smiles. Peter pours the wine.
'Mummy, can I have some?'
'Only if you stop talking so much.'
Paul stands on the first boulder, watching up into the gorge. Then he disappears. They eat.
Peter: 'I say, this stuff's marvellous. What is it?'
'The rillettes?'
Candida says, 'Haven't you ever eaten it before?'
'Them,' says Bel.
'We eat them every day. Almost.'
Peter smacks his head.
'Caught out again. Just about to close his greatest deal. Then they found out he'd never eaten rillettes.' He puts his sandwich down, turns away, covers his face in his hands. A sob. 'I'm sorry, Mrs Rogers. I'm not fit to be seen at your table. I ought never to have presumed.'
They hear Paul calling for Kate up the gorge. Peter gives another stage sob.
Bel says, 'Now see what you've done.'
'He's being silly.'
'Peter's very, very sensitive.'
Sally winks across at Candida. 'Like a rhinoceros.'
'Can I have some more?' asks little Tom.
'More, please.'
'Please.'
Peter peers back round through his fingers at Candida. Suddenly she is a child again, and giggles; then chokes. Emma watches bright-eyed, then begins to giggle too. Little Tom watches gravely.
Paul saw the pink of her shirt some time before he reached the point on the path from which she had clambered down to the pool. He did not speak until he was standing there above her.
'Do you want to eat, Kate?'
She shook her head without turning, then reached for her dark glasses, on a stone beside her, and put them on. He hesitated, then climbed down beside her. After a moment, he reached out and touched the pink shoulder.
'If only we knew what to do.'
She stared up the pool.
'It's so stupid. Something suddenly seems to take over.'
'We do understand.'
I wish I did.
He sat on the stone beside her, half turned away.
'Have you got a cigarette, Paul?'
'Only Gauloises.'
She accepted a cigarette from the packet he took out of his shirt pocket; bent to the match, inhaled smoke, then breathed out.
'Nothing has happened yet. Now is still before it happened. I know it will happen as it did happen. And I can't do anything about it.'
He leant forward with his elbows on his knees; a nod, as if such fantasies were quite rational, he shared them himself. Such a nice man; and trying, precisely because he was always trying. Be like me, be mild, be male, settle for what you have: sales if not name. Even after all these years the close beard, the fine mouth, made one expect asceticism, subtlety, stringent intelligence; not just decency, mediocrity, muddling through.
'Kate, you're not the kind of person one can inflict clichés on. Which leaves us poor mortals rather tongue-tied.' She bowed her head a moment. 'Why do you smile?'
She stared down at her hands. 'You and Bel are the gods. I'm the poor mortal.'
'Because we believe in clichés?'
She smiled faintly again; was silent, then spoke to humour him.
'Bel upset me. It wasn't her fault. I'm being such an arrogant bitch with those two.'
'What did she say?'
'That.'
'You're in great pain. We understand how difficult it is.'
She breathed out smoke again.
'I've lost all sense of the past. Everything is present.' But she shakes her head, as if putting it like that is so vague that it is pointless. 'The past helps you make allowances. It's when you can't escape the 'Shouldn't the future help as well?'
'It's not attainable. You're chained to now. To what you are.'
He picked up a pebble and tossed it a few feet out into the water. The trap, the rack; when you read people like books and know their signs better than they do themselves.
'Isn't the best way to break chains like that to force yourself to behave... ' he doesn't finish the sentence.
'Normally?'
'At least the motions.'
'Like Mr Micawber? Something will turn up?'
'My dear, bread is also a cliché.'
'And needs a hunger.'
He smiles. 'Well there is a kind of hunger, isn't there? At least for frustrating all of us who want to help you.'
'Paul, I swear that every morning I... ' she breaks off. They sit side by side, staring at the water.
He says gently, 'It's not us, Kate. But the children. One gets too protective. But they really don't understand.'
'I do try. Especially with them.'
'I know.'
'It's this having totally lost the power of volition. Feeling at the mercy of the tiniest remark. Happening. Everything being in question again. Trying to find out why. Why him. Why me. Why it. Why anything.'
'I wish you'd try and write it all down.'
'I can't. You can't write what you're living.' She throws her cigarette-end into the water; then asks abruptly: 'Are you and Bel frightened I shall try to kill myself as well?'
He says nothing, then, 'Should we be?'
'No. But have you thought what it means that I haven't?'
For once he gives a question thought.
'We've hoped what it means.'
'I think what it must really mean is that I like what I am. What I've become.' She glances at him, the Roman head staring into the water; wise senator; wishing he hadn't come to find her. 'I need hitting, really. Blowing up. Not sweet talk.'
He leaves a pause. 'I wish we weren't such very different people.'
'I don't despise you, Paul.'
'Just my books.'
'You have thousands and thousands of happy readers to put against that.' She says, 'And I wouldn't envy Be! so much if I despised you.'
He looks down. 'Well...'
'That's false modesty. You know you work.'
'In our fashion.'
'I know what a despot Bel is. Underneath.'
'Sometimes.'
'We're not really sisters. Just two styles of intransigence.'
He grins. 'Of torture. Keeping a hungry man from his food.'
And just as one couldn't help smiling at Bel's deliberate naivety, pretty pink shirts indeed, one smiles now to hide the same offence: at the same glancing off, leaving one stranded, the impatience. One talks transubstantiation; and all the man thinks of is bread and wine.
She stands, and he stands as well, searching her eyes behind the dark glasses.
'We'll talk it all out, Kate. When they've gone.'
Without warning she embraces him; and feels him flinch at the suddenness of it, this clutching at him. Her head is buried a moment against his shoulder, his arms come gingerly round her. He pats her back, then touches the top of her head with his mouth. Embarrassed, poor man. And she is already thinking: bitch, actress, calculatrix—why have I done this? And fool: what bishop carries gelignite—or would hand it over in his cathedral?
Dear ox. The brute part, to kill so capital a calf.
She leans away and grins up at his baffled eyes; then speaks like a green girl.
'Lucky Moslems.'
Annabel sits with her back to the beech-trunk; presiding mothergoddess, hatless and shoeless and slightly blowsy. Candida, who has drunk more than a glass of wine, lies sprawled asleep with her head in her lap. Every so often Bel touches her hair. Sally has moved away, to be in the sun; back to the grass, a bottle of Ambre Solaire by her side. Intimations of its scent wander to where the two men are, Peter on his elbow facing Paul, who still sits up. The two younger children are down by the water, building a pebblcdam. Catherine sits propped on one arm, between Peter and Annabel, watching a small brown ant struggle through the grass stems with a crumb of bread. They have the wineglasses full of thermos coffee now.
Paul is adumbrating an angle for the programme, the curious middleclassishness of English relations with France, how ever since the days of the milord and the grand tour the typical English visitor here has always been educated and reasonably well-off and of course conservative and how the resultant reported image has been of fastidious good living, food and wine snobbism and all the rest, a good place to forget all the disadvantages of living in a deeply puritanical country, though ça va de soi the puritanical side also allows one to despise their politics and their ridiculous Napoleonic centralized bureaucracy profoundly at the same time from a different part of oneself, so no wonder we had a reputation for perfidiousness, we don't realize the arch-centralist nation of Europe is England, he means who else kowtows to London notions of life as the British do, catch your Frog doing that, who else conforms so absurdly in the manner we behave and speak and dress, take the way the French only care about the quality of the food and the cooking, whereas all we care about is whether the other diners are dressed properly and the bloody table-setting looks nice and clean, we confuse terribly 'Listen,' says Bel. 'There's an oriole.'
And for a moment, Paul stops. They hear the liquid whistle from across the river.
Be! says, 'You never see them.'
'Go on,' says Peter. He reaches for a cigarette, belatedly offers one to Catherine, who shakes her head. 'This sounds interesting.'
Paul means we confuse quite ludicrously a notion, a myth of a centralized France, ever since Versailles, and the actual contempt of the Frenchman for anything that stands in the way of his individual pleasure. When we at home with our belief that we're terribly free and democratic and politically independent are actually the most god-awful nation of conformers when it comes to personal pleasure. That's why (rising to the improvised paradox) every French government is inherently fascist and the actual French nation inherently incapable of accepting fascism for long; while our love of conforming is so all-pervasive, so ideal a culture for a fascist takeover, that we've had to evolve the whole constitutional gallimaufry (one of his odd words) and God knows how many other public safeguards against our real natures.
'I'd love to tie this in somehow,' says Peter.
Another thing, says Paul, pouring himself the last of the Gros-Plant in Candy's glass, Peter having waved his hand at it, another result of France not being a country where workingclass people from home ever come, no package tours, and one couldn't say any more it was a proletarian hatred of dirty foreign food and filthy Latin sex, take the way (ah, the ways one takes) they flocked nowadays to Majorca and the Costa Brava and Italy and Yugoslavia and God knows where else, but much more a hatred of a country you had to be educated and sophisticated to enjoy, something you left to the bloody snobs and middle-class hedonists, or at least that was the ridiculous image of the place that had got about and as he was going to say before he got sidetracked, he's drunk too much, it also explained the corollary French illusion about England as a nation of fanatical stiffupper-lipped and bowler-hatted monarchomaniacs who lived for horses and dogs and le sport and the famous cold-blood and all the fucking rest of it. Take a ch‰teau they knew only a few miles away and could Peter guess what had pride of place in the bloody drawing-room? A framed letter from the Duke of Edinburgh's secretary thanking the count for his condolences on the death of His Royal Highness's father-in-law. You know, says Paul. One gives up.
'Does he speak English? Maybe we could use it.'
Bel says, 'Working-class people don't come to France because it's too expensive. It's as simple as that.'
Peter grins. 'You're joking. You don't realize what some of them earn these days.'
'Exactly,' says Paul. 'It's a cultural thing. Here they assume the customer wants the best. We assume they want the cheapest.'
'We did a programme on package tours a couple of years ago. Unbelievable, some of the reasons they gave. I remember one dear old bird in Majorca saying what she liked best was knowing they all got the same food and the same sort of room.'
He slaps his head; as if his incredulity proves the old bird's stupidity.
'My point. Damn the country where people are allowed to choose how they spend their money.'
'If they have it,' reiterates Bel.
'Nothing to do with money, for God's sake. I'm talking about being brainwashed.' He turns to Peter again. 'A French peasant, even a factory-worker, cares just as much about his food and his wine as someone much higher up the economic ladder. As regards pleasure, they're totally egalitarian. I mean, take the way they'll lash out for a wedding. Just your peasant farmer, your postman. Magnificent food, Peter, you can't imagine. And all the concern about it, the care, the going to the butcher and discussing the meat, and the patisserie and the charcuterie and all the rest.'
Praise God for economical additives.
Peter nods, then looks up with a glance that comprehends both Paul and Annabel.
'Lucky people, then? One can't dodge that?'
'One has a sense of privilege. Inevitably.'
'But you seem to be arguing it should be scrapped. Do you really want the Manchester and Birmingham hordes here?'
Be! grins. 'Good question. Ask Comrade Rogers.'
He flaps a hand at his wife. 'Only because the package tour is precisely what France has not got to offer. It's where you still have to discover things for yourself.'
'Which requires an educated mind?'
'Just an open one. Not straitjacketed in the puritan ethic.'
'I quite like this angle, too.' He smiles at Annabel. 'But how typical is he, Annabel?'
'Oh, I think a fairly standard expatriate reactionary. Don't you, Kate?'
Catherine gives a little smile, and says nothing.
'Come on, sister-in-law. Defend me from stabs in the back.'
'If one's happy, obviously one doesn't want things to change.'
'But one can want to share it a little?'
Be! answers for her. 'Darling, why not face it? You're the biggest armchair socialist there ever was.'
'Thank you.'
'A bottle of jolly, and you'll out-Mao everyone else in sight.'
Peter sniggers. 'I say, what a lovely word, Annabe!. OutMao. I must remember that.'
Paul wags a finger at Annabel; the awful Russian monk in him.
'My sweet, the aim of socialism, as I understand it, is to raise humanity. Not to pull everyone down to the lowest common denominator dear to every capitalist heart.'
And they go on, and they go on; one hates Paul like this, the holding forth, the endless expounder of grand cultural rhubarb. When all one sees, somehow, is a tired rush of evening people, work-drained automata to whom one can be only profoundly lucky, above, chosen, helpless. To motivate, to explain them is the ultimate vulgarity and the ultimate lie... a kind of cannibalism. Eat butchered pork for lunch; then butchered other lives, chopped-up reality, for afters. The harvest is in. All that's left are the gleanings and leazings: fragments, allusions, fantasies, egos. Only the husks of talk, the meaningless aftermath.
And dense enough without all these circling, buzzing words; unreal enough, oh quite unreal enough without the added unreality of all these hopping, seething, transilient male ideas and the knowledge that they were germs, they would breed, one winter evening mindless millions would watch their progeny and be diseased in their turn. One understood Bel's lazy irritation so well: not so much the pontificating, but to see him give way to it for so small a cause, such a worthless, shallow little prick; who saw nothing in trees but wood to build his shabby hutches of ephemeral nonsense from. To whom the real, the living, the unexplained is the outlaw; only safe when in the can.
One knew: Paul could have said that he wanted to exterminate the French, what you will, the exact opposite of what he had said, and the wretched little coffin-man would have nodded and pronounced his incredible's and fantastic's and looked for an angle.
And one knew it was one's own fault: one should not have called Bel a despot. It was all to disprove that; so proved it.
This: and the real trees, the two children by the water, the silent girl in the sun, turned on her stomach now, primped little white-and-indigo buttocks. The trees and scrub and surfacing boulders, the silent cliffs above, scorched lifeless planet, windless sun, the day going stale like the ends of the loaves from the lunch, no longer translucent and soaring, but somehow opaque and static; all the fault of the men's voices, the endless futile and unhygienic scratching-at-sores of soi-disant serious men's voices. Only women knew now. Even the vapid girl knew only the sun on her back, the grass and earth below her. Bel knew only herself and her sleeping child's head and her other child's small movements below by the river; what she gave to the conversation, even her little needling of Paul, was indulgence, from her role as the quiet hub; to keep the spokes turning a little. One had once seen Be!, a summer evening at home, just the four of them, needle Paul far more outrageously. He got up abruptly and walked out into the garden. An embarrassed little silence. Then Bel as abruptly getting up and leaving the room, going straight out, it was dusk, they had seen it all through the window, go straight to where Paul stood at the far end of the lawn. She made him turn and flung her arms impulsively round him. It had seemed almost like a lesson. They had watched from indoors, and he had smiled. They had never discussed it or mentioned it afterwards. One stored it with old beads and brooches; to weep over, that fashion and one's sense of presentable self had changed so much.
If one were Bel; one's own, beyond all pride.
Now Emma came slowly back up to where the four adults were, and stood beside her mother.
'I want to lie like Candy.'
'Darling, let her sleep. There's not room for you as well.'
Emma sidles a look at her aunt, who reaches out a hand. The little girl kneels, then sinks and flops forward across her lap. Catherine strokes her fair hair, moves silky strands of it from her cheek.
Paul leans on an elbow, and yawns. 'Now there's the most sensible one here.'
Peter smiles sideways, up at Catherine. 'Sorry. Monstrous to be talking shop on a heavenly day like this.'
'I enjoyed listening.'
She touches the collar of the child's yellow blouse, avoiding his eyes.
Paul grunts. 'And not agreeing with one word of it.'
Catherine makes a little shrug and looks across the picnic cloth at him. 'Just thinking of what Barthes said.'
Peter asks who Barthes is; as if, one feels, he thinks it is spelt Bart, and a Christian name. Paul explains. Peter clicks his fingers.
'Someone was talking to me about him only the other day.' He sits up and turns towards Catherine. 'What does he say?'
She speaks as if to Emma. 'He analysed tourist guides. In a book of essays. How they sell the notion that all utilitarian and all modern things are monotonous. The only interesting things are ancient monuments and the picturesque. How the picturesque has come to be associated almost uniquely with mountains and beaches in the sun.' She adds, 'That's all.'
And beat that for incoherence.
Paul says, 'The mountain bit started with the Romantics, surely.'
She runs a finger down Emma's hair. It began with Petrarch; but one must not know too much.
'I think he was trying to point out that lack of imagination in travelling comes mainly from the middle classes. The middleclass notion of what is beautiful. How guides will devote three paragraphs to some church in a town, and then dismiss the real living town itself in two lines.'
Paul sinks back, on the other side of the picnic cloth, and puts his hands behind his head. 'For eminently good reasons, generally.'
'If you think that thirteenth-century architecture matters more than twentieth-century reality.'
'Why not? If one's on holiday.'
She gives Paul's prone form a little look.
'Then why do you hate the false images of the British and the French? They're exactly the same form of selected reality.'
'Don't see why.'
Inane. Provoke her a little, she's almost human. He is smiling.
'You approve of bourgeois stereotypes of what's worth seeing on holiday. What's the difference between them and the bourgeois stereotypes of national character you dislike so much?'
He has closed his eyes. 'If I can just have a brief nap, I shall think of a really crushing answer to that.'
Bel says, 'How are the mighty fallen.'
'Boo.' He crosses his hands over his stomach.
Peter lies back on an elbow, facing her. 'Isn't this chap fantastically difficult to understand? I've been told.'
'The general message is fairly plain.'
Bel murmurs, 'Kate edited one of his books in English.'
'Good God. Did you really?'
'Not edited. Just proof-read it.'
'She practically rewrote the translation.'
'If that's how you describe one or two small suggestions.'
She warns Be!, or tries to warn her. Her look is not met. One doesn't catch Bel like that.
'So what is the general message?'
She hesitates, then plunges.
'That there are all kinds of category of sign by which we communicate. And that one of the most suspect is language principally for Barthes because it's been very badly corrupted and distorted by the capitalist power structure. But the same goes for many other non-verbal sign-systems we communicate by.'
Peter chews on a grass-stalk.
'You mean advertising—things like that?'
'That's a particularly flagrant field of manipulation. A lot of private communication is also advertising. Misuse—or just clumsy use, of signs.' Too late to stop now, one is trapped. 'A sentence is what the speaker means it to mean. 'What he secretly means it to mean. Which may be quite the opposite. What he doesn't mean it to mean. What it means as evidence of his real nature. His history. His intelligence. His honesty. And so on.'
Paul speaks from apparent sleep. 'Until everything about meaning matters except meaning. "Pass me the salt" becomes a pregnant sign-structure. And the poor bloody salt never gets passed.'
Catherine smiles. 'Sometimes.'
'Kraut,' grunts Paul. 'Not French.'
Bel says, 'Shut up. Go to sleep.'
Peter is making signals: I'm a serious fellow. He even speaks slowly.
'This chap who was talking about him... isn't there something about the religion of the middle classes being the platitude?'
'I think he said the ethos.'
'Because originality is disruptive—right?'
'It depends on the context.'
Bel stares at her sister's bowed head, speculating.
'How?'
'There are middle-class contexts where one is expected to sound original. Amusing. Even revolutionary. But the context is a kind of countermanding sign. It trumps.'
Be! says, 'For example, how quickly you go to sleep after lunch when you have finished cursing the society that allows you to go to sleep after lunch.'
Paul murmurs, 'I heard that.'
Peter will not be distracted. 'So real originality has to be actively revolutionary? Right? That's what this chap was getting at.'
'I think people like Barthes are more interested in making people aware of how they communicate and try to control one another. The relation between the overt signs, whether they're verbal or not, and the real meaning of what is happening.'
'But you have to change society first, don't you?'
'One hopes that's what more awareness does.'
'But I mean, you know... if it's just picking up people's platitudes, it's just word-watching. Like bird-watching. No?'
'I presume even ornithology has its uses.'
'Hardly central though, is it?'
'It would be if the bird was the basis of human society. As communication happens to be.'
She sees out of the corner of her eyes, for through all this she has been looking down at Emma, that he nods. As if she has made a point. She realizes, it is very simple, she hates him; although he is fortuitous, ignorable as such, he begins to earn his right to be an emblem, a hideous sign. For he is not testing—or teasing Barthes and semiotics, but her. He means childish little male things like: why don't you smile at me, what have I done, please show respect when I watch my language because I know you don't like my language.
Emma suddenly sits up, then goes to her mother and whispers in her ear. Bels holds her, kisses her cheek, she must wait.
'Do you think this could be got across on telly?'
'Could what...?'
'This chap Barthes. What you've just been telling me.'
'I should have thought it was essentially to be read.'
'It wouldn't interest you? Sketch out a few ideas—I mean, if these sign things aren't all verbal, it might be fun to illustrate.' She casts him a quick look. He is prodding some insect in the grass with his stalk, head bent; long sandy hair. She looks back at Bel, who smiles gently, lethally, her arm round Emma.
'I'm not an expert on him. At all. There are hundreds—'
He grins up. 'Experts write lousy scripts. One uses them to check. To interview, maybe. I'd much rather have someone who knows the essentials. Who's had to work things out for herself.'
Bel says, 'You're being offered a job.'
Peter says, 'Just an idea. Off the top of my head.'
Catherine in a panic.
'But I...'
Peter says, 'Seriously. If you'd like to come in and talk it over. Next time you're in town.' He feels in a back-pocket. 'And do tell me the name of that book of essays.'
'Mythologies.' She says it again, with the English pronunciation.
He writes it down in a little notebook. Catherine glances again at Bel, who has a dry air of amusement, approval, one cannot tell; then down again at Peter beside her.
'I really couldn't do it. I've never written a script in my life.'
'Script-writers are ten a penny. No problem.'
'What a horrid way to speak of the poor things,' says Bel; then idly, 'Of anyone, really.'
Bitch.
'I'm sorry. But I..
He puts the notebook back and shrugs.
'If you change your mind.'
'I honestly shan't.'
He opens his hands; and she looks at Bel, to let her know she at least partly inspired the refusal. But Be! is armoured bland. She urges Emma forward.
'Go on. Now.'
Emma goes diffidently beside Catherine, then leans forward and whispers in her ear.
'Now?'
The little girl nods.
'Emma, I don't know if I can think of one.'
'You can if you try.' She adds. 'Like last summer.'
'I'm out of practice.'
Bel says, 'She's found a secret place. You won't be overheard.'
'It's lovely. It's all secret.'
'Just you and me?'
The little girl nods, very emphatically. Then she whispers, 'Before Candy wakes up.'
Catherine smiles. 'All right.'
'Come on. You must be quick.'
She reaches for her Greek shoulder-bag, then stands and takes Emma's hand. The child leads her away behind the tree to the path they came by, then along it. Peter watches them disappear, a little glance at Bel, then down to the ground in front of him.
'Not exactly making a hit there, I'm afraid.'
'Oh good heavens, don't worry. She's a mass of defensive prickles at the moment. It was terribly kind of you to suggest it.'
'She'll go back to...?'
'I think so. When she's accepted what's happened.'
'Bloody awful,' says Peter.
'I suppose it is rather soon yet.'
'Yes of course.'
Paul begins to snore gently.
Bel murmurs, 'Drunken old sod.'
Peter grins, leaves a little silence. 'I hear there's quite a lot of stuff still to come. Paul said.'
'Yes. They hope enough for a final book.'
'Terrible.' He shakes his head. 'Someone like that. And like that.'
'They're always the most vulnerable, aren't they?'
He nods; then after a moment he shakes his head again. But now he glances round at the recumbent Sally, then down towards his son.
'Oh well. My celebrated intermittent father act.'
He pushes up on his knees, then stands, blows a little kiss down at Be!—super lunch—and goes down to where Tom is building his dam.
'I say, Tom, my God, that's absolutely splendid.'
Paul snorts in his sleep. Be! shuts her eyes, and dreams of a man she once knew, and wanted, but somehow never went to bed with.
The 'secret' place is not very far, a little way up the slope from the path to where a stray boulder has lodged apart from the rest of the herd. There is a deli in the scrub beyond it; a stony dip out of sight that catches the sun, with daisies and the bright blue spires of clary, some clover, a single red poppy.
'Emma, that's lovely.'
'Do you think they'll find us?'
'Not if we're quiet. Let's go and sit over there. Under the little tree.' She sits, the child kneels beside her, expectant. 'I tell you what. You pick some flowers. And I'll think of a story.'
Emma scrambles up. 'Any flowers?'
Catherine nods. She feels in her red bag for cigarettes; lights one. The child goes down into the sun on the floor of the little hollow, but looks back.
'About a princess?'
'Of course.'
Nothing comes; no ghost of even the simplest narrative; only the ghost of that last shattered island. A kindness, what else? Even if as much to Bel to her. And nothing, nothing, but flight. To childhood, the little feminine thing in her yellow shirt and white briefs, barelegged, gravely tugging at the recalcitrant flowers, being very good, silent, not looking, as if they are playing hide-and-seek; a game, not an art. One's little fair-haired niece, one's favourite, one's belief in innocence, soft skin, pursed mouth and candid eyes; whom one should love so much more than one did. That strange divide between young children and nonmothers; Sally, that gauche attempt to be unsexy, solicitous, nurselike. Why one really envied Bel. Evolution. One must not cry, one must concentrate.
If only. If only. If only. If only. If only.
'Are you ready, Kate?'
'Nearly.'
'I'm hot.'
'Come on then.'
And the child climbs the few feet to where Catherine sits in the shade beneath the thorn-tree, and kneels again with her flowers.
'They're nice.'
'The blue ones are horrid. They won't break.'
'Never mind.'
Emma picks at one of the unopened oxeye daisies, then looks up at Catherine; then down again.
'I don't like it when you're unhappy.'
'I don't like it either, Emma. But sometimes you can't help it.' The child stares at her draggle of flowers.
'I don't mind if you can't think of a story.' She adds, 'Not very much.'
'Just a little much?'
Emma nods, pleased with this gradation. A waiting silence. Catherine inhales smoke, breathes it out.
'Once upon a time there was a princess.'
And Emma moves, with the strange insistence of children that appropriate rituals should be observed; puts down the flowers, then crawls a foot forward and turns to sit beside Catherine, who puts her arm round her, draws her close.
'Was she pretty?'
'Of course. Very pretty.'
'Did she win beauty contepitions?'
'Princesses are too grand for beauty competitions.'
'Why?'
'Because they're for stupid girls. And she was a very clever girl.'
'Was she more cleverer than you?'
'Much cleverer than me.'
'Where did she live?'
'Just over the hill there. A long time ago.'
'Is it a true story?'
'Sort of true.'
'I don't mind if it isn't.'
Catherine throws the cigarette away; grasps at the only straw in sight.
'She was also very sad. Do you know why?' Emma shakes her head. 'Because she had no mummy and daddy. No brothers and sisters. Nobody.'
'Will it end happily?'
'We'll have to see.'
'I 'spect it will, don't you?'
This strange third world, beyond our powers. Catherine pats the little girl's side.
'One day she went on a picnic with all her brothers and sisters. And her mother and father, who were king and queen. They came here. Just where we are?' Emma nodded. 'But she was naughty, she thought she'd play a trick. She'd hide and make them all look for her. So she came where we're sitting now, and she sat down, but then it was so hot, so she lay down, and then she felt very sleepy.'
'She went to sleep.'
'And she slept and she slept and she slept. And when she woke up it was dark. All she could see were the stars. She called and called. But no one answered. She was very frightened. She called again, again. But it was too late, they'd all gone home. All she could hear was the river. Laplaplaplaplap. Too late, too late, too late.'
'Didn't they look for her?'
'It all happened such a long time ago that people didn't know how to count. Can you imagine that? Even the king could only count to twenty. And they had twenty-three children. So they used to count to twenty and make a guess.'
'They missed her out.'
'So she was all alone.' And from nowhere, storied; granted a future, peripeteia. 'She tried to walk home. But she kept falling, she didn't know where she was in the dark. She wandered further and further away. The brambles tore her dress, she lost a shoe. She began to cry. She didn't know what to do at all.'
'Was she very frightened?'
Catherine pulls her niece a little closer. 'You can't imagine how frightened. And it wasn't any better when dawn came. Because then she found she was in a huge forest. Nothing but trees, endless trees.'
'Her mummy and daddy didn't know she was lost.'
'They did realize. That next morning. And they came looking for her. But she'd wandered so far away in the night. And all they found was the shoe she'd lost.'
'I 'spect they thought she was eaten by a wolf.'
'You are clever. That's exactly it. So they went away home, very sad. And there she was, miles away in the forest and all alone. Very hungry. But then suddenly she heard a voice. It was a squirrel—you know? He showed her where there were nuts to eat. Then there came a bear, but not a fierce bear, a nice cuddly bear, and he showed her how to make a little house and a bed of ferns. And then all sorts of other birds and animals came and helped her and showed her how to live in the forest.'
The little girl reached for Catherine's free hand, as if it were a toy. Her small fingers touched the silver wedding-ring, tried to turn it.
'Then what happened?'
'They made a kind of pet out of her. They brought her food and flowers and pretty things for her house. And taught her about the forest. And how there was only one bad thing in it. Do you know what that was?' Emma shakes her head. 'Men.'
'Why?'
'Because cruel men came in the forest and hunted the poor animals. They were the only kind of men they knew, you see. So they thought all men were cruel. And they told her she must run away and hide if she ever saw them. And she believed them. So she became very shy and timid as well.'
'Like a mouse.'
'Just like a mouse.' She runs fingers up Emma's yellow chest; who shivers and shrinks against Catherine's body. 'And that's how she lived. For years and years. Until she was a big girl.'
'How old was she?'
'How old do you want her to be?'
'Seventeen.'
Catherine smiles at the blonde head. 'Why seventeen?'
Emma thinks a moment, then shakes her head: she doesn't know.
'Never mind. That's exactly what she was. Then something extraordinary happened. She came to this very same place again, just where we're sitting, and it was another very hot day, just like today. And once again she went to sleep. Under this very tree.' Emma looks up, as if to remind herself that it is there. 'But when she woke this time, it wasn't night. It was still day. But even more terrible than before. Because all around her stood huge hunting dogs. Just like wolves. All growling and barking. There and there. And over there.' She gives a shiver against Emma's side; who doesn't respond. This is going too far. 'It was like a bad dream. She couldn't even scream out. But then something even worse appeared. Guess what?'
'A dragon?'
'Worse than that.'
'A tiger.'
'A man!'
'A hunting man.'
'That's what she thought. Because he was dressed like one. But really he was very sweet and gentle. And he wasn't old. He was her age exactly. Seventeen. But you remember she believed the animals. So even though she could see he was very gentle, she was very frightened. She thought he must kill her. Even when he called the dogs away. Even when he picked some flowers and brought them up here where she was lying and knelt and told her she was the most beautiful girl in the whole world.'
'She thought he was pretending.'
'She just didn't know. She wanted to believe him. But then she kept thinking of what her animal friends had said. So she just lay very still and said nothing.'
Now Emma moves, turns and twists and sinks back across her aunt's lap, staring up at her face.
'What happened next?'
'He kissed her. And suddenly she didn't feel frightened any more. She sat up, and took his hands, and began to tell him everything. How she didn't know who she was, she'd forgotten her name. Everything. Because she'd been so long in the forest with the animals. And then he told her who he was. He was a prince.'
'I knew.'
'That's because you're clever.'
'Is it the end?'
'Do you want it to be?'
Emma shakes her head firmly. She watches her aunt's face almost as if the prince and princess as well as phonemes might come from her mouth. The process. One does not have to believe stories; only that they can be told.
'The prince said he loved her, he wanted to marry her. But there was a problem. Because he was a prince, he could only marry a princess.'
'But she was a princess.'
'She'd forgotten. She didn't have pretty clothes. Or a crown. Or anything.' She smiles. 'She hadn't any clothes at all.'
'None!'
Catherine shakes her head.
Emma is shocked. 'Not even...?' Catherine shakes her head again. Emma bites her mouth in. 'That's rude.'
'She looked very pretty. She had lovely long dark brown hair. Lovely brown skin. She was just like a little wild animal.'
'Didn't she get cold?'
'This was summer.'
Emma nods, a little puzzled by this anomalous departure, but intrigued.
'So. In the end the prince had to go away, feeling very sad that he couldn't marry this beautiful little girl with no clothes.
And she was in tears because she couldn't marry him. So here she was, crying and crying. Then suddenly there was a hoot. ToowhitawoO. From just up there. In the tree.'
Emma cranes her head, then stares back at Catherine.
'What was it?'
'You know what it was.'
'I've forgotten.'
'An owl. An old brown owl.'
'I knew really.'
'Owls are very clever. And this was the oldest, cleverest owl of them all. He was really a magician.'
'What did he say?'
'Toowhitawoo, toowhitawoo, do-on't... yoo-ou... cry.'
Emma grins. 'Say it again. Like that.'
Catherine says it again. 'Then he flew down beside her and told her what he could do. By magic. To be a princess you also have to live in a palace? Well. He could give her pretty clothes. Or he could give her a palace. But he couldn't give her both things at the same time.'
'Why couldn't he?'
'Because magic is very difficult. And you can only do one piece of magic at a time.' Emma nods. 'All she thought about was seeing the prince again. So she begged the owl to give her the pretty clothes. One second she had nothing. The next she had a beautiful white dress and a crown of pearls and diamonds. And trunks and trunks of other clothes and hats and shoes and jewellery. Horses to carry them. Servants and maids. Just like a real princess. She was so happy that she forgot about the palace. She jumped on her horse and galloped away to the castle where the prince lived. And at first everything went marvellously. The prince took her to meet the king and queen, who thought she was very beautiful and must be very rich. With such lovely clothes and everything else. They said at once that the prince could marry her. Just as soon as they had visited her palace. She didn't know what to do. But of course she had to pretend she had a palace. So she invited them for the next day. Then they all dressed up and went out to see her palace. She told them exactly where to go. But when they got there... it was mad.'
'There wasn't any palace.'
'Just a rotten old bare field. All muddy and damp. And there she stood in the middle of it, in all her lovely clothes.'
'They thought she was silly.'
'The prince's father was very, very angry. He thought it must be some stupid joke. Especially when she curtseyed and said, Welcome to my palace, your majesty. The princess was so frightened, she didn't know what to do. But the owl had told her the magic word that would turn her clothes into a palace.'
'Tell me.'
'It was his call backwards. Woo-a-whit-too. Can you say it?' The little girl grins and shakes her head.
'She could. So she said it. And there in a flash was a beautiful palace. Orchards and gardens. But now she hadn't any clothes. Not a stitch. And you ought to have seen the faces of the king and queen. They were so shocked. Like you just now. How most terribly rude, said the queen. What a shameless girl, said the king. And the princess was in despair. She tried to hide, but she couldn't. The servants started laughing, and the king got madder and madder, and said he'd never been so insulted. The poor girl lost her head. She wished back all her clothes again. But then the palace disappeared, and they were back in the wretched old field. The king and queen had had enough. They told the prince she was a wicked witch, and he must never, never see her again. And then they all rode away, leaving her in tears.'
'Then what happened?'
The oriole whistles down in the trees by the river.
'I haven't told you the prince's name. It was Florio.'
'That's a funny name.'
'It's very old.'
'What was her name?'
'Emma.'
Emma wrinkles her nose. 'That's silly.'
'Why?'
'I'm Emma.'
'Why do you think Mummy and Daddy called you Emma?' The little girl thinks, then gives a shrug: strange aunt, strange question.
'I think it was because of a girl in a story they read.'
'The princess?'
'Someone a little like her.'
'Was she nice?'
'When you got to know her.' She prods Emma's tummy. 'And when she didn't keep asking questions.'
Emma wriggles. 'I like questions.'
'Then I'll never finish.'
Emma covers her mouth with a grubby hand. Catherine kisses a finger and sets it between the watching eyes on her lap. The oriole whistles, closer, their side of the river now.
'The princess thought of all those years in the forest, when she'd been so happy. And how unhappy she was now. So in the end she came back here, to this tree, to ask the wise old owl what she should do. There he was up there, sitting on that branch, with one eye shut and the other open. She told him what had happened. How she had lost Prince Florio for ever. Then the owl told her something very wise. That if the prince really loved her, he wouldn't care whether she was a princess or not. He wouldn't mind that she hadn't any clothes or jewels, or a palace. He would just love her for herself. And until he did that, she would never be happy. He said she mustn't go looking for him any more. She must wait till he came to find her again. And then he told her that if she was very good, and very patient, and would do what he said, then he could do one last piece of magic. Neither the prince nor she would ever grow older. They would stay seventeen for ever, until they met again.'
'Was it very long?'
Catherine smiles down. 'It's still. All these years and years. They're both still seventeen. And they've never met.' The oriole calls again, going away downstream. 'Listen.'
The little girl twists her head, then looks back up at her aunt.
Once more, the strange trisyllabic flute. Catherine smiles.
'Flo-ri-o.'
'It's a bird.'
Catherine shakes her head. 'The princess. She's calling his name.'
A shaded doubt; a tiny literary critic—Reason, the worst ogre of them all—stirs.
'Mummy says it's a bird.'
'Have you ever seen it?'
Emma thinks, then shakes her head.
'She's very clever. You never see her. Because she's shy about not having any clothes. Perhaps she's been in this tree all the time. Listening to us.'
Emma casts a suspicious glance up into the thorn-tree.
'It doesn't end happily ever after.'
'You know when I went away before lunch? I met the princess. I was talking with her.'
'What did she say?'
'That she's just heard the prince is coming. That's why she's calling his name so often.'
'When will he come?'
'Any day now. Very soon.'
'Will they be happy then?'
'Of course.'
'And have babies?'
'Lots of babies.'
'It is happy really, isn't it?'
Catherine nods. The innocent eyes search the adult ones, then the little girl slowly smiles; and the body moves like a smile, she rises, a sudden affectionate little tomboy, twists and straddles across Catherine's outstretched legs, slides and clings, forces her aunt down on her back, kissing her mouth, little pressed lips then giggles wildly as Catherine rolls her away and tickles. She squeaks, squirms; then lies still, eyes brimming with suspense and mischief, the story already forgotten, or so it seems; a new small pint of energy to spend.
'Fou-ound you!' chants Candida at the top of her voice, standing beside the boulder that has masked them from the path below.
'Go away,' says Emma, clinging possessively to Catherine as she sits up. 'We hate you. Go away.'
Three o'clock. Paul has woken, he leans on his elbow beside Bel, who is now on her back, and reads The Scholar Gipsy aloud. Bel stares up into the leaves and branches of the beech-tree. Paul's voice just reaches Sally, in the sun. Peter lies beside her, in his shorts. The three children are down by the river again, their occasional voices counterpointing the quiet drone of Paul's reading. Catherine is nowhere to be seen. It has become a strange day, in which the heat and stillness seem prolonged beyond their proper zenith. In the distance, somewhere down the valley, there is the sound of a tractor, but it is hardly audible above the faint rush from the Premier Saut, the hum of insects. The beech-leaves are motionless, as if cast in translucent green wax and set under a huge bell-glass. Staring up into them, Bel has the delicious illusion that she is staring down. She thinks about Kate, or thinks she is thinking about her, as Paul reads; only occasional lines, small heightenings and shifts in his voice, impinge. It is a kind of easy guilt; to be made surer of one's own contentment. Bel believes in nature, in peace, drift, illogically in both the inevitable and a beneficent order of things; not in anything so masculine and specific as a god, but much more in some dim equivalent of herself watching gently and idiosyncratically behind all the science and the philosophy and the cleverness. Simple, poised, flowing like the river; the pool, not the leap ruffled or ruffling on occasion only to prove that life is not, or need not be... and how nice a fabric would be of those leaves, green petals of Victorian words, how little changed, only the uses of words and even then only as the years changed the beechleaves, not at all really.
'"Maidens who from the distant hamlets come To dance around the Fyfield elm in May..."'
How all coheres.
She began to listen to the great poem, one she knew almost by heart; past readings of it, sometimes she read, its private history in her life with Paul, its ramifications, memories; how one could live in it, if only Catherine, maidens in May... if only it hadn't to be all Hamlet, that wretched intellectual sob-story, all walls and winds and winter puns. Wilful flights from all simplicity. Absurd, to cast oneself as Hamlet; Ophelia perhaps, that one couldn't help at times. But the other needed such a perverse will, a deliberate choice. When Bel was at Somerville there had been an attempt at it: a female Hamlet. Absurd. One kept on thinking of pantomime principal boys, instead of Sarah Bernhardt as one was meant. Plots, drama, farfetched action: when there are lovely green poems to live by, men one suffers to read them and shall tonight perhaps, if one still feels like it, be mounted by. Absurd. If only one had cut out that thing in the Observer about how to dry leaves, glycerine was it, and keep their colour. And how to calm Candy down, that dreadful stridency.
'"Still nursing the unconquerable hope, Still clutching the inviolable shade, With a free onward impulse brushing through, By night, the silver'd branches of the glade—Far on the forest skirts, where none pursue......
She sleeps.
A stanza or two later Peter rises, looks down at Sally, at her back, she has undone the top part of her bikini, one can see the side of a white breast. He picks up his short-sleeved shirt, his sandals, walks down barefooted to where the children are. He finds the poetry-reading distinctly pretentious, vaguely embarrassing; and is bored, the way people slump around, the way Sally lies there drugged in the sun; the slowness. A ball to chuck around, anything, any outlet for normal energy. The children also bore him. He stands and watches.
Sally best, the rest of her bikini stripped off, behind a bush: a good quick ram. But she's a conventional girl, and shyer than she looks... just mouldable, as all his girls since his departed wife have been; and with the price—not very clever, not very unexpected, not dry and percipient at all; when one came down to it, hopelessly out of her depth with Bel and her bloody sister. One should not have brought her. Just easy to have around. To lay and be seen with. Like certain programmes. One deserved, one wanted more.
At least Tom seems happy to be bossed about by the cocksure elder daughter, poor little bastard; she does for a stand-in for his mother. Peter pulls on the shirt and looks back beneath the beech. Paul's blue back, the procumbent Bel, collapsed cream dress, two pink-soled feet... let's face it, one fancied her, one didn't know why, but always had. Peter turns away upstream. He leans against the first boulder for a moment to fasten his sandals, then goes on, up into the trees, the choked ravine, above the Premier Saut, where Catherine wandered earlier. He even climbs down to where she sat and stares at the pool; thinks about swimming. Maybe a little too fast. He throws a twig into midpool. Definitely too fast. He unzips his shorts and urinates in the water.
He climbs back to the path, then up off it through the steep belt of trees towards the cliffs above. He comes out in the open. The land tilts up, patches of thorny scrub and broom, divided by long runs of stony scree. He begins to scramble up the nearest, fifty, then a hundred yards, to where he can look back over the trees and the boulders down to the clearing and the river: the small shapes of the children by the water, Sally lying as he left her, Paul and Annabel under the beech, cream and blue, doing their highly civilized thing. He feels for a cigarette, then remembers he has left them behind on the picnic-cloth; wonders why he bothered. The heat. He turns and stares up at the cliff that towers above, grey and a reddish ochre, one or two overhangs already casting shadow in the westering sun. Angles. Death. He scrambles on, another hundred yards, to where the land becomes vertical, a wall of stone.
Now he works back along the foot of the cliff, above the scrub and talus below. There is some kind of goat-track, ancient droppings. The cliff wears round, away from the river; the heat seems greater. He stares down at the children, wondering whether to call to them; some war-whoop, something to break it all up. One didn't really care what people thought, cutting through other people's crap was what one was about; getting things done, flannelling here, riding roughshod there; have the game played by one's own quick rules. The great thing about producing, the pressure, one never stayed long, one moved around; one sucked the juice, then attacked the next. Still, one was a guest. One liked old Paul, for all his going on. One envied old Paul; very nicely, as what in essence one would like one day for oneself, did Bel. Those eyes that toyed, teased, smiled; and never quite gave. She was so unobvious. The dryness, the mock simplicity that took no one in; fifty Sallys in her little finger; and a smashing pair of tits, that dress last night.
A trim-bodied man of below average height, he turned and gazed up at the cliff over his head, and wondered comfortably if he was safe from falling rock.
The erotic sun. Male sun. Apollo, and one is death. His poem once. One lies in one's underclothes, behind dark glasses and fast-closed lids, aware of process, wretched moons; hidden and waiting. It must be close. One thought of it even with Emma, since he is there, also waiting, every moment now. That is why one can't stand other people, they obscure him, they don't understand how beautiful he is, now he has taken on the mask; so far from skeleton. But smiling, alive, almost fleshed; just as intelligent, beckoning. The other side. Peace, black peace. If one didn't see Emma's eyes, if one hadn't, when she said we hate, breathed yes yes yes. We hate. Barren. Had clutched at anything but this: the cowardice, waiting, wanting-not-daring.
Death. One had lied to the ox, it wasn't at all being unable to escape the present; but being all the futures, all the pasts, being yesterday and tomorrow; which left today like a fragile grain between two implacable, immense millstones. Nothing. All was past before it happened; was words, shards, lies, oblivion.
Why?
Childish. One must cling to structures, sure events. The interpretation of signs. One's own was alpha, one is precious (oh yes), rare, one sees. With all one's precious faults, one sees. One has committed a terrible crime, which proves one sees, since no one else admits its existence. One sawed the branch one was sitting on. One fouled one's own nest. One transgressed proverbs. Ergo one must prove one sees. One saw, that is.
Tenses.
Pollution, energy, population. All the Peters and all the Pauls. Won't fly away. The dying cultures, dying lands.
Europe ends.
The death of fiction; and high time too.
Yet still one lies, as in a novel by an author one no longer admires, in an art that has become obsolete, feeling erotic and self-defiled; as if one had done it before one had, knowing it planned, proven, inevitable. As he took one once, in a churchyard; and wrote Having among graves. One did not like: the poem, not the having.
Ilfaut philosopher pour vivre. That is, one must not love.
Tears of self-pity, hand hidden in the furtive hair. The transfer of epithets. Burn dry and extirpate; ban; annul; annihilate. I will not return. Not as I am.
And Catherine lies, composing and decomposed, writing and written, here and tomorrow, in the deep grass of the other hidden place she has found. Young dark-haired corpse with a bitter mouth; her hands by her sides, she does by thinking of doing; in her unmatched underclothes, black-shuttered eyes.
Where all is reversed; once entered, where nothing leaves. The black hole, the black hole.
To feel so static, without will; inviolable shade; and yet so potent and so poised.
There was still not the merest breath of wind, as Peter, now as bored with his half-hour sojourn in the wilderness as he had been when driven to seek it, made his way back down towards the others. They and the river dropped out of sight as he descended a slope of loose stones towards the herd of elephantine boulders, which reached back some way towards the cliffs. One didn't realize how large they were until one was down among them. Here and there the spaces between were choked with scrub. One had to go back, find easier passages. It was like a natural maze, though the cliffs behind meant one knew roughly what direction to take. He had misjudged the distance, the goat-path must have angled further away from the river than he realized. Then he nearly trod on a snake.
It was gone almost before he saw it. But some sort of pattern on its back? He was almost sure. It must have been an adder. It would certainly be an adder when he got back to tell them. He managed to tear a sideshoot off a straggling shrub, and went more cautiously, rustling the green besom ahead of him as if geigering for mines. Then suddenly his little five-minute ordeal was at an end. He came on a path that led downhill towards the river; it was faint and sinuous, but it had purpose. He saw the top of Annabel's beech some two or three hundred yards below. The path flattened, wound through the massive boulders, which glittered faintly, they held mica, in the sun. Then, through a shadowed space between two of the megaliths, downhill, some forty feet away, he saw Catherine.
She lay on her back, beside another huge boulder. Her body was almost hidden in the long early summer grass; so nearly hidden he might have missed her. What had caught his eye were her red espadrilles, perched up on a stone behind her head.
'Kate?'
Her head turns and rises very quickly over the grass, to see him standing between the two boulders and smiling down. Accusing, craned, like some startled bird. He raises a pacifying hand.
'Sorry. Thought I'd better warn you. I've just seen an adder.' He nods. 'Just back there.'
Still the dark glasses stare, then she sits up on one arm, looks briefly round, then looks back at him with a little shrug. None here. He sees she is not in the bikini of that morning, but her underclothes, which do not match: a white bra, dark maroon lower down; not as she would wish to be seen. The dark glasses say it is his fault that there ace adders. He is eternally an intruder; a subtractor.
'Suppose you haven't got a cigarette on you?'
She hesitates, then reluctantly reaches sideways and raises a packet of Kent from the grass. He throws away the branch and comes down to where she is. She stays propped on one arm, her legs curled away. He sees the folded Levis and pink shirt she has been using as a pillow. She offers the packet up, then reaches again towards the red Greek shoulder-bag and hands up a lighter; both, small white box and orange polythene cylinder, without looking at him.
'Thanks. You?'
She shakes her head. He lights the cigarette.
'Sorry if I was tactless after lunch. I honestly didn't mean it to sound like charity.'
She shakes her head again, looking at his feet. It doesn't matter; please go away now.
'I can imagine how... 'but imagination apparently fails him in mid-sentence. He passes back the lighter and the cigarettes. She takes them silently. And he gives up, a little helpless gesture of the hands.
'Didn't mean to disturb you. Just the adder.'
He is already turning away when she moves; her arm, almost with the rapidity of the snake. The fingers catch him just above the bare ankle, the briefest clutch, but enough to stop him. Then the hand reaches beside the pile of clothes and picks up a tube of sun-cream. She holds it up towards him, then tips it towards her back. It is a change of attitude so sudden, so unexpected, so banal, so implicitly friendly despite the expressionlessness of her face, that he grins.
'Of course. My forte.'
She turns on her stomach and lies on her elbows. He sits beside her, well well well, and unscrews the cap from the tube; a little protruding tongue of café-au-lait. She shakes her dark hair forward, then raises a hand to make sure it is free of her shoulders; lies there, staring down at her pile of clothes, waiting. He eyes her averted face and smiles to himself. Then he squeezes a small worm of the cream on to his left palm.
'How much per square foot?'
But her only answer is a minute shrug. He reaches across and begins to rub the cream on her left shoulder, then down towards the blade. There are faint impressions of grass, from when she was lying on her back. The skin is warm, drinks the cream. He takes away his hand and levels the palm for another worm. As if she has been waiting for his momentary loss of contact, she sinks forward, flat, then twists back her hands and unfastens the bra. He sits arrested, halfway through the squeeze; as if he has come to an unexpected fork in a road; as someone arguing will suddenly see a concealed refutation of his own case in his previous statement. He squeezes. Silence. She leans up on her elbows again, her chin propped on her hands, staring away.
He murmurs, 'You've got very smooth skin.'
But now he understands, he knows she won't answer. He begins to massage cream into the shoulder nearest him, more this time, then down to where the skin has been puckered, slightly wealed, by the straps of the bra. She shows not the least response to his circling palm, though he rubs more firmly, more slowly, down each side, down the centre to the small of the back. When he stops to press out more cream, a sweet scent, faintly of roses, patchouli, she sinks forward and flat again, her face turned away, cushioned on her hands, elbows out. He rubs backwards and forwards above the dark purple band that divides her body.
'Good?'
She says nothing; not the slightest sign. The heat, the supine body. He hesitates, swallows, then speaks in an even lower voice.
'Legs?'
She lies absolutely still.
Below, out of sight, a child's scream, like a stab, of mixed rage and complaint; it sounds like Emma. A fainter wail, imminent tears. Then a screamed 'I hate you!'
It is Emma.
There is a calming voice. Then silence.
Peter's hand has stopped in the hollow of Catherine's back; now it continues, touching slowly up and down, the fingers creeping further and further down the sides, in some pretence of indifferent thoroughness; when all is erect, cocked, wild, in all senses wild; the bloody nerve, the savage tamed; the knowing one will; and somehow outrageously funny as well as erotic. He lets his fingers caress along her hidden left side and smooth on the brink of the armpit. She moves the left arm from under her face, reaches a hand back to her hip and pushes down on the side of the briefs. Then replaces her hand beneath her cheek. Peter hesitates, then throws his cigarette away; reaches and takes the fabric where she touched it. She pivots her body to one side, then to the other, so that he can bare her. He presses more cream out and begins to smoothe it over the cheeks, over the curve of the waist, then up and back. He leans and kisses her right shoulder, bites it gently; sweet-scented grease. She makes no response at all. He leans on his elbow alongside her and his left hand caresses, caresses, a little lower, the soft skin at the top of the thighs, the cheeks, the line of the crack.
He strips off his shirt. Then he kneels up, a quick look round. He bends over her and pulls at the twisted strand of purple. When it comes to her knees, she raises the bottom of her legs for it to be freed. But that is all. She lies naked, head averted, waiting. He kneels up and looks round again; then sits, balances back and pushes off his shorts. He comes on all fours across her back, his hands by her armpits. She moves her head so that it is pressed straight down on the backs of her hands and to the ground. He pulls gently on the left shoulder, to make her turn. She lies inert. He pulls with more strength, she gives a little, her body half turns, though her face stays twisted, hidden, down to the ground. He forces her round, more roughly, on her back. Now the exposed face twists away to the left. Profile. The bare throat, the mouth. He reaches and takes the dark glasses away. The eyes are closed. He moves a strand of dark hair from the cheek. Then he crawls and crouches back, kisses the pubic hair, then the navel, then each breast. She is excited, whatever she pretends. He lowers himself on her, searching for the averted mouth. But as if the weight of him is a trigger, she twists her face further away. He insists, and she jerks the head wildly to the other side; a sudden wilfulness, her nails in his shoulders, frantic pushing him away, writhing, struggling, shaking her head violently from left to right. He kneels up again, on all fours. Her hands drop. She lies still, head twisted away.
'Kay-ate! Pee-ter!'
The children's, Paul's, perhaps Sally's and Bel's as well; voices in chorus, concerted, as if conducted. There is a faint echo from the cliff. Then inevitably, Candida's alone.
'We're going!'
Going.
Catherine turns her head and opens her eyes and stares up into Peter's face. It is strange, as if she can't really see him, as if she is looking through his knowing, faintly mocking smile. He has, will always have, the idea that it was something beyond him; not Peter. It is a pose, of course; just the sick game of a screwed-up little neurotic on heat. Very sick; and very sexy. To have it like this, just once; to have those pale and splintered eyes.
'Ka-ate! Pee-ter!'
She stares up at him for three or four seconds more, then she twists round quietly and submissively, as if it is his will, between his straddled legs and arms; on her stomach again, face buried in the ground, and waits.
Sally had dressed and Bel was standing and talking to her about children's clothes by the three repacked picnic baskets under the beech. Paul and the three children were still in the water, trying to find more crayfish while they waited. It was Bel, who happened to be facing that way, who first saw Peter, his wave, as he reappeared along the path from downstream. She raised an indolent hand in reply, and Sally turned. He came smiling.
'Sorry. Rough country in them thar hills.'
'We've been shouting our heads off.'
'It's stiff with adders. I was scared the kids would try and meet me.'
Sally flinches. 'Adders!'
'Damn near put my foot on one.'
'Oh Peter!'
Bel says, 'I should have warned you. There are a few.'
'It's okay. It beat a swift retreat.'
'Ugh.' Sally turns away.
Bel smiles. 'You didn't see Kate by any chance?'
He looks past her, searching. 'No. Isn't she...?'
'Never mind. She may have started home.' She turns and calls down to the others. 'Come on. Peter's back.'
'Oh mummy! We haven't got nearly enough yet.'
Bel walks down towards the water. Sally eyes Peter.
'Where did you go?'
'Just up there.' He waves vaguely towards the cliffs.
'I wish you wouldn't go off like that. I was frightened.'
He looks round at the grass. 'I got bored. Old Paul and his reading. How's Tom been?'
'All right.'
'Seen my ciggies?'
She bends over one of the baskets, rummages, hands them to him. Candida comes up, accusing.
'We shouted and shouted!'
He tells her about the adders. They are safely plural now.
Down by the water, Bel stands facing Paul, staring past him up towards the gorge.
'It really is too bad. I just don't know what to do about her.'
'She may have gone on.'
'Then at least she could have told us.' She speaks to Emma, still dabbling with little Tom around the dam they have built. 'Darling, we're going now. Take Tom and put your clothes on.' Emma takes no notice. Bel looks at Paul. 'I decided this afternoon. We worry too much. It plays into her hands.'
'Do you want me to look?'
'No.' She speaks more sharply. 'Emma!'
Then to Paul: 'I thought you wanted to work with Peter, anyway.'
'That was the general idea.'
'I don't know what she's trying to prove.'
'I doubt if she does herself.' He turns towards Emma. 'Emma, you're quite sure Auntie Kate didn't say she was going home when you left her?'
'Is she lost again?'
Bel holds her hand out. 'No, darling. It doesn't matter. Do come on. And Tom.'
Paul says, 'I don't mind.'
Bel gives him a sideways look. 'No.'
She takes Emma's hand, then little Tom's, and starts back to the beech-tree. Sally comes to meet them, and relieves her of Tom. Paul follows, rubbing his beard.
Under the tree, Candida says they can't go home without Kate. Bel says she's probably gone home to make tea. Peter asks which way she went. Sally kneels, drying Tom's legs and feet on a dark green towel. Candida suggests Kate has been bitten by an adder. Bel smiles.
'They don't kill you, darling. We'd have heard her. She's probably just wandered on.'
Playing Hamlet to an asp.
Sally passes the towel to Bel.
'It's all wet,' complains Emma, squirming away.
'Baby,' says Candida.
Paul turns away, smiles wrily at Peter.
'What the good picnic really needs is an old-fashioned regimental sergeant-major.'
Peter grins. 'Super day. Smashing place. Be nice to use it somehow.'
'Sorry about Kate. She's being very difficult.'
'Hope it isn't us.'
'Good God no. Just... Bel worries.'
Bel's firm voice. 'Emma, if you don't shut up, I shall smack you.'
The two men turn, Emma stands with tight-pressed lips, on the brink, as her mother briskly rubs her legs. Candida does a cartwheel, to show that she isn't tired at all, and quite grown-up. Bel pulls up Emma's brick-pink trousers, then hooks them and kisses her head.
'Well,' says Paul. 'Onward, Christian soldiers?'
He leads the way, with Candida beside him, back along the path. Peter follows, holding his son's hand.
'Smashing day, Tom, wasn't it?'
Then Bel and Sally with Emma between them, asking about the crayfish.
A minute, the voices fade, the picnic place is empty; the old beech, the grass, the lengthening shadows, the boulders, the murmuring water. A hoopoe, cinnamon, black and white, swoops down across the water and lands on one of the lower boughs of the beech. After a pause, it flits down on to the grass where they sat; stands, flicks up the fan of its crest. Then it darts down with its curved bill, and an ant dies.
One of Emma's sandals has become undone, and Bel kneels. Sally walks on to catch up with Peter and Tom. Behind, as they move on again, Emma begins to tell her mother, if she swears she won't tell Candy, not forgiven for treading on a lovely twig house beside the dam, Princess Emma's forest-house that the animals helped her build, Aunt Kate's fairy story; or her already revised version of it, which will end without ambiguity. Ahead, Sally comes beside Peter, who still holds his son's hand. He reaches an absent-minded arm around her back. She sniffs at his shoulder.
'Whose sun-tan have you been using?'
He sniffs as well. 'God knows. It was just lying around.' He winks and grimaces. 'Tom wants to live here now.'
She cranes forward. 'Do you, Tom? Do you like it?'
The little boy nods. They have to walk in single file where the path narrows between the lush growth of the underwood. Peter pushes Tom ahead. Sally comes last, staring at Peter's back. The path broadens out again. Tom asks if they will have another picnic tomorrow.
'Probably, old man. I don't know. We'll have fun, anyway.'
Sally walks a little behind Peter's shoulder, untouching, watching the side of his face.
'Are you sure you didn't see her?'
He gives her a sharp look. She stares at the path.
She says, 'You smell like she did this morning.'
He is amused and incredulous. 'Darling. For God's sake.' Then: 'Don't be a twit. It was probably hers. I just picked it up after lunch.'
Still she stares at the path. 'I didn't notice it when we packed up.'
'Then she must have taken it when she went off. And for God's sake stop being such a...'
He looks away.
'Thanks very much.'
'Well you are.'
'At least I know I'm a bore.'
He jerks on his son's arm.
'Come on, Tom. Let's have a race. To that tree. Ready? Go!'
He races ahead for a few steps, but lets the four-year-old catch up and pass him.
'You won!' He takes his son's hand again and they face Sally as she walks slowly on to where they are. 'Tom won.'
She gives the child a thin, token smile. Peter reaches and takes the basket she is carrying, pulls her briefly to him with his other arm, whispers in her ear. 'Actually I fancy her like mad. But I'm saving necrophilia for my old age.'
She pulls away, only partly mollified.
'You make me feel insecure.'
'Come on, Tom. Take Sally's hand.'
They walk on, the little boy between them. He murmurs across the child's head.
'You'll have to find a better reason than that.'
'You've just said one.'
'Match drawn.'
'You don't make any allowances.'
'Look who's talking.'
'You'd just like to leave me with your pyjamas. During the day. Forget I exist.'
He takes a breath; and is saved from answering. Ahead, where the trees give way to the first meadow, they see Paul and Candida standing in the open, turned, looking back into the sky. Candida sees them coming, and points excitedly. The foliage prevents them from realizing what she means. But once they are themselves out in the meadow, they see.
A cloud, but a mysterious cloud, the kind of cloud one will always remember because it is so anomalous, so uncorresponding with the weather knowledge that even the most unobservant acquire. It comes from the south, from behind the cliffs where Peter climbed, and whose closeness, at the picnic place, must have hidden what on a plain would have been obvious long before; so that it seems to have crept up; feral and ominous, a great whiteedged grey billow beginning to tower over the rocky wall, unmistakable bearer of heavy storm. Always predicated by the day's stillness and heat... yet still it shocks. And the still peaceful and windless afternoon sunshine about them seems suddenly eery, false, sardonic, the claws of a brilliantly disguised trap.
Peter says, 'Christ. Where did that come from?'
Paul stands with folded arms, watching the cloud. 'Happens sometimes. Too much heat too suddenly. Then cold air off the Pyrenees.'
Candy looks at Sally. 'It'll thunder-and-lightning all night.' Then, 'We're worried about Kate.'
Paul smiles and ruffles her head.
'She'll see it. Anyway, she may be home already. Worrying about us.'
'I bet she isn't.' Candy, not to be condescended to, looks up at her father. 'I bet you two francs, daddy.'
He ignores her and picks up his basket, then moves back beside Peter and Sally. 'Look, why don't you go on. I'll just wait for Bel.' He feels in his pocket. 'Here's the key, Peter.' He turns; 'Candy, you take them home, will you, and—, Candida points. 'There they are. Dawdling as usual.'
They all turn. Be! and Emma come slowly through the trees. Emma talking, in front, walking backwards, so that she can watch her mother's face. But when she sees the face look up beyond her, she turns, then runs on to join the group in the meadow. Paul walks back towards Be!.
Avoiding Peter's eyes, Sally says, 'Hadn't you better go and look for her too?'
He pulls a face. 'I think they'd rather deal with it themselves.' He looks down at his son. 'Want a piggy-back, Tom?'
Sally stares at him as he hoists the child up astride his neck, then runs a little circle in the grass, jolting the small and nervous face up and down. Tom clutches fast, too frightened to speak.
'I'd better come with you,' says Candida to Sally. 'You'll probably get lost if I don't.'
Emma reaches them.
'Peter, can I have a piggy-back? Please!'
Candida holds out an authoritarian arm to. bar her way. 'No you can't. We're going home.'
'I want a piggy-back.'
Peter begins trotting on across the meadow, bouncing Tom up and down. Sally looks back to where Paul and Bel are now standing and talking; Paul with his hands on his hips, facing upstream.
Candida stares at her sister. 'Just you try.'
Then suddenly she makes a dash and catches Emma as she turns to run back towards her parents. Emma screams. Paul turns and bellows.
'Candy! Stop that!'
'Emma's being naughty!'
'I'm not!'
'Leave her alone. Go on home with Peter and Sally.'
Sally says, 'Come on, Candy.'
Candida hesitates, then pinches her sister's arm; but lets go immediately and walks away. Another scream.
'You beast!'
Candida looks up at Sally, a shrug. 'She's such a baby.'
Emma dashes behind her, thumps her wildly on the back as she passes, then races on towards where Peter and Tom are jogging away across the meadow. Candida chases after her. Emma starts screaming. Then she falls. Her sister pounces on her. The screams are continuous, but not of real pain. Don't, don't, don't. Sally looks back to the wood. They seem to have given up with the children, now both backs are turned, as if they are waiting for Kate to appear on the path beyond them. Sally picks up the basket Peter has left on the grass and begins to walk to where Candida kneels over Emma, who is quieter, it seems after all it is a game now, more tickling than pinching. I promise, says Emma. I promise. Beyond them Peter and Tom disappear into the poplars on the far side of the meadow. Sally looks round at the cloud.
These people she did not know till yesterday; this strange country and countryside; this role she has to play, this no one female close she can turn to, this being vaguely exploited, despised, suspicious, unwanted, tired, sunburnt, so far from home; pre-period, but it can't be; this wanting to cry, but not daring to. She walks on past the two children, ignoring them, though they look up, triumphant and mischievous, to be looked at. She begins to riffle, as she walks, through the children's spare clothes and the picnic-cloth and scatter of things in the bottom of the basket she is carrying; as if she has lost something.
It happened? It happens?
It happened. She stopped searching when Candida ran up and started to walk beside her. The child said nothing, but kept glancing back. In the end Sally did the same: Emma in midfield, sprawled on her back, only her pink knees visible, shamming dead.
'She's only pretending,' said Candida dismissively.
It happens.
After a few steps she says, 'Why aren't you married to Peter?' From across the river, if one had been a watching bird in the leaves, one would have seen them disappear; then Paul and Bel appear on the other side of the meadow, walking more quickly, towards where Emma now sits up, waiting for them. Paul points back towards the cloud and Bel glances round, no more, as she walks. They come to the little girl, who holds up her arms. They take one each and hoist her to her feet. Then on: after a little while she begins to skip and jump, supporting herself momentarily in mid-air between them, lifted by their hands. Each time she jumps her long fair hair tosses and flows back a second with the movement. They make little whooing cries as she rides between them, in which she joins. But then they stop a moment. Paul picks his daughter up and she sets a small arm round his neck. The three walk on, less quickly, yet not idly; as if there is something to be caught up or, perhaps, to escape from.
They disappear among the poplars. The meadow is empty. The river, the meadow, the cliff and cloud.
The princess calls, but there is no one, now, to hear her.




The End
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