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The Weekend In The Country

By

W. Hagerup

"To a delightful weekend in the country"

Uncle Monty,Whitnail and I

I

“Hullow darling!”, she shouted across the lobby of the London-based insurance

company where Timothy Anthwistle worked.

“How are you?” he replied as she swayed towards him and hugged him and kissed

his cheeks. He knew immediately that she’d had a few drinks. Just as with his mother,

he could tell when Letitia Spielding had as much as smelled the cork. She looked

deeply into his eyes.

“I am sooo looking forward to this weekend, daahling,” she said. “Not least the

goose you’re going to cook for me.”

He grabbed her arm and led her out of the lobby, before Mr. Ziegnev, the Polish –

and immensely Catholic – reception manager gathered more than what’d be good

for him about the immoral goings on in Timothy’s life. He was likely to think “goose”

a euphemism for something quite different.

“A goose!” Letitia’s voice rang out and echoed across the marble foyer, as Mr.

Ziegnev eyed them disapprovingly.

Timothy was writing his first (of many, he hoped) novel, and Lettie, as she was

usually called by her friends, served as editor and guide. Lettie had worked for years



2

in a publishing company, vetting unsolicited manuscripts and prided herself on

having let through a few that had gone on to achieve artistic and commercial success

(although never both at the same time). Tim had read her his text at an earlier stage

in its development and she had immediately recognized a voice and nerve in it, and

encouraged Tim to keep writing. He had.

Tim and Lettie had met at university evening-classes in Literature and Criticism. Tim

had come to it through a thorny road of philosophy-studies that had led him

nowhere. He had never been able to know where the knowledge would take him. He

had had a few short stories published, so decided to take the course in Literary

Criticism, hoping it might spark a latent desire to write seriously. It had. Tim was gay,

but did not wear his campness on his sleeve. On the contrary, he was stiff and formal

and dressed like a tweedy small-town accountant from the fifties. His natural brown

curls were constrained in a short haircut and his eyes looked out warily from behind

heavy, horned rimmed glasses.

At this course he met Lettie, five years older, with a lightness in her laughter and big,

open eyes. Hers was a womanhood of autumnal juiciness, brimming with life and joy,

vibrating with nearness to the marrow of sensual animality. He couldn’t help to find

her attractively life-confirming, even if he never felt sexually attracted to her. Lettie

immediately fell for Tim’s fogeyish old-world style, and enjoyed the fact that she had

found the no. 1 accessory of the urban left-liberal: a gay friend! She would come out

with the most profound thoughts in class, then laugh an effervescent, pink laughter

in between her cigarettes at break-time. The other students were either earnest

teachers or teacher-students, dutifully trudging through what they had to for the

sake of the progress of their careers or education. Only Lettie and Tim were there

merely driven by their belief in the sacrality and pure joy of the written word. They

alone entered the winding path of literature with the fear and trembling that

becomes it, and they were the only ones not trembling in fear of it.

Lettie had grown up in a religious family. Unlike the comprehensively ill-educated

fellow students she knew her Bible, and had a deep understanding of the Biblical

sensitivities that lay behind the words of some of the greatest writers in the English

language. Tim was a believer who had dug into theological studies, but tired of the

lack of mystery in the dry understanding of dogma. He found the love of his fellow
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Christians an oppressive embrace, and only went to churches that were either empty

or very beautiful, or both. He also knew his Bible; another thing that bound the two

together in a shared understanding.

“Oh daahling…” she shouted over the noise of the wind and traffic, as Tim was finally

out of central London and able to give his convertible MG some speed.

“...I hope you’re not terribly disappointed that I started the weekend a bit early?”

“Of course not, my darling,” lied Tim. “That was the deal wasn’t it: I cook and you

drink?”

”Ha! Not quite, I pay, you cook and we both drink.”

Lettie opened a can of beer.

“I know many think it vulgar to drink beer out of the can, but I find it keeps me in

touch with the vulgarian in me; so essential for the understanding of what the

masses will want to read”.

“Well, just remember you need to be able to listen to me reading what I’ve been

writing lately. I really think I have some good passages, but I need your critique,

sweetie”.

“Yes, yes, ha-ha-ha-ha! Of course you do, dahling, of course you do. I will be on top

form tomorrow. Just need to relax a bit today. Get this week out of my system. It has

been a devil of a week, I can tell you”.

She proceeded to empty a can of beer in one long gulp. Tim thought it was terribly

unfeminine to down beer from a can like that. Then she burped, laughed, and fell

asleep. Tim turned on Radio 3 and listened to Composer of the Week as he drove on

until they reached the village in Suffolk where Lettie had rented a cottage. She had

been there before.

“Sweetie! We’re here. Wherever here is," he muttered to himself, "and I don’t know

where this cottage you have rented is”. Tim nudged Lettie’s shoulder until she

responded.

“Uhm, what, oh, it’s marvellous daahling, supah. Straight on, straight on.” Then she

fell asleep again.

“Lettie! Straight on is not an option. There are two roads here, one going left one

right; straight on is a bloody field.” He had stopped the car, and went outside to
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stretch his legs. He went round to the passenger side and whispered in Lettie’s ear:

“Sweetie, you need to wake up. You know where this cottage is, I don’t”.

Lettie seemed to slowly come to. She looked around.

“Oh, where are we? Ooh, it’s lovely here isn’t it. Oooh look, cows!”

She pointed to a herd of cattle.

“Yes,” said Tim. “Do you know where we are?”

Lettie threw her head back: “HA-HA-HA! We’ve gone on holiday by mistake!”, and

then with sudden urgency: “Oh gawd, I need to call the cottage people, the guys

letting the place. I was supposed to call them half an hour before we arrived, and

look now, we’re nearly there.” Then turning to Tim: “We are nearly there, aren’t

we?”

“I don’t know, I’ve never been there before. But that’s the village name,” he pointed

to a signpost, “and those houses down there is the start of a village it seems, so we

might be nearly there.”

They were.

The village was a very English village surrounded by the most English countryside. A

river zigged and zagged its way gently through it. Tim turned off the radio and they

listened to the surroundings. The birds dominated the soundscape. They drove

slowly over an old stone bridge, next to which stood a public house that looked as if

it had grown slowly out of the ground. On either side of the narrow street were old

cottages and houses, a small convenience store, a green grocer, a butcher.

“Oh my gawd, we’ve entered a time warp,” said Lettie. “Just like we’re in an Agatha

Christie story.”

“It is lovely. One always gets the feeling though, that there is something sinister

behind the pretty surface, don’t you?”

“I hope there is.”

Soon they were at the end of the village.

“Oh, it’s not here,” exclaimed Lettie. “I was sure I would recognise it. Turn back

again.”

Again they drove slowly through the narrow street and looked at the lovely houses

and cottages, the butcher, the green grocer, the convenience store and the pub.

Soon they were at the other end.
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“I had better call them again”. Lettie took her mobile out and agreed that the

landlord would stand by the side of the road outside the cottage, and wave at them.

They started across the stone bridge again. Past the pub, the green grocer, the

convenience store, and the butcher. But this time they had an impatient driver

behind them.

“Oh, let me just try to turn in to the side of the road so he can pass me,” said Tim. He

did and the car behind squeezed pass.

“Don’t know what he’s in a hurry about. Milking the cows?”

“Ha, must be. There!” Lettie pointed to a little cottage near the end of the village,

where a tall man with a Barbour coat and green wellies stood waving.

Tim backed the car into a tight, gravelled parking space next to the low entrance

door. The cottage had been built in 1687 explained the landlord as they ducked the

low cross-beams. Then extended in the 1930s with the “new” kitchen area. Just

recently they had refurbished the whole building and restored period features, put

in a modern, but traditionally styled kitchen, and added on the small conservatory

that led from the kitchen into the garden. Tim and Lettie smiled at each other. It was

perfectly tasteful in that mock country style that urbanists like when they go to the

country. The sort of look you see in magazines about country interiors. The little

sitting room had a large, soft sofa, full of oversized cushions and heavy, brocaded

throws, an antique bureau with thick writing paper, a broad leather easy chair, and

best of all: an open fireplace. Tim thought that they would probably have to keep the

windows open to use the fire, as it wasn’t really that cold outside. But use the fire,

they would. The cottage only had one bedroom. It was in the attic, up a very narrow,

winding staircase, past a perfectly charming bathroom, with a lion-legged, deep bath

tub and a toilet seat made to look like an old fashioned outdoor loo.

The landlord was a mild mannered country man in his late fifties. Thin, with a tidy

beard and kindly eyes. Goodness knows what he imagined about the couple before

him. Whatever it was it was probably more normal than the truth. He tried to smile

politely, but to Tim it looked a bit like a nudge-nudge, wink-wink smile. He nearly

wanted to tell him: it is not what you think gov’nor. I’m gay and we are only friends.

Then he thought that for an old fashioned country man it was perhaps better if they

were traditional sinners than some modern city-nonsense. ‘Friends indeed’, he
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would snort. ‘Have yourself a good fuck, see if I care, as long as you pay’, he might

say. Yet Tim somehow longed to convey that their weekend in the country was as

innocent as a Famous Five camping trip. As per standard gender role the landlord

showed Tim how all the technical bits worked, and wished them a nice weekend.

After he had gone Tim started relaxing a bit more. He unpacked their shopping and

discovered, partly as a nice surprise and partly in annoyance, that the landlord had

thoughtfully stocked their fridge with milk, bacon and ham, which Tim had also

brought along. On the table stood a wicker basket with a bread, eggs from local hens,

some fruit and vegetables.

“Oh how chaaarming of them,” cried Lettie, as she swished with all the elegance of a

frightened duck through the kitchen on her way to the garden.

As Tim stood stoopingly to fit in all their consumables that needed refrigeration into

the tiny fridge, Lettie called from the garden.

“Tim daaaarling! Oh, you must come. It’s divine!”

Tim grunted and went out.

Lettie stood with arms straight out like some New Age medium, seemingly receiving

cosmic rays from the loveliness of existence in this secret garden. As Tim went

through the tiny conservatory and into the garden, the sun peeped out from behind

a fluffy cloud and its light reflected from a thousand leaves and blades of wet grass.

Tim saw Lettie in silhouette against the brightness and he stopped to allow the

moment to last. The birds chirped and chirrupped and the smell of wet greenery

filled the air. Lettie turned, still with arms stretched out.

“There you are! Isn’t it marvellous?”

“Yes. It is lovely. Truly.”

“Now, I'm sorry I’m going to have to ruin the magic a bit, I am desperate for a fag. No

pun intended, ha!”

“Would have been a very bad pun anyway. I brought my pipe, so I will join you.”

They sat down around the wooden garden table and lit their respective smokes.

Lettie inhaled deeply.
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“Oh, that’s nice,” she said on the out-breath. “I haven’t had a smoke since we left

London, I hope you noticed. I’m cutting down. But it is still nice to have the

occasional one.”

“I’ve never liked cigarettes,” said Tim as he puffed on his pipe. “I smoke the pipe

merely for aesthetic reasons.”

“Ha-ha-ha! You’re so..peculiar. In a nice way. It’s what I like about you”.

“Mm, it’s also what I like about me.”

After unpacking the groceries Tim emptied his holdall, but as the cottage only had

one bedroom, he used the little cloak area at the base of the bedroom staircase,

where he found some hooks. Each item of clothing was neatly hung from hangers he

had brought with him.

Lettie remembered that last time she rented the cottage, it had a well stocked drinks

cabinet. She looked around the little sitting room and spotted the cabinet, half

hidden from view behind the giant sofa. She opened the wooden door to the cabinet

and behind it found gin, brandy, whisky, port. The fridge had been stocked with a

supermarket tonic, but Tim had also made sure to pack his particular favourite;

Fentiman’s traditional. Lettie hurried quietly to the kitchen where she mixed herself

a very stiff G&T using the cheap supermarket tonic, and downed it in a couple of

gulps. She then mixed another one and sauntered back into the sitting room.

“Tim daaaling...?" The cloak area where Tim was hanging his clothes was divided

from the sitting room with a curtain. Tim peeped out from behind it.

“I’m here”.

“Ah, dahling, they have – as they did last time – supplied us with various lovelies.

Fancy a G&T?”

“Oh yes, don’t mind if I do. It is still a bit early for it, but never mind. We are on a sort

of holiday, aren’t we”.

“Indeed we are,” Lettie replied as she turned around and walked slowly back to the

kitchen. She drank down the gin in her hand, then mixed another one for herself

which she also downed. Then she mixed one for Tim and another one for herself.
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She walked slowly back into the sitting room. The drinks were taking effect. Tim had

managed to get the stereo working, and put on a jazz CD he’d brought along. He was

now disappearing into the huge sofa. Lettie gave him the drink as she sank into the

sofa too. Tim was wearing his woolly cardigan and leather slippers. Lettie was still in

her high-heeled boots. Upon sitting down she decided she’d had enough of them,

and a struggle to get them off ensued.

“Would you like a hand with that?” asked Tim.

“No-no, I’m fine”, she replied breathless. “Fine!”.

And as John Coltrane’s version of My Favourite Things played on the stereo, Tim

watched the comedy Tipsy Lady Removes Tight Leather Boots. It was not a pretty

sight, but it was funny.

“Are you sure you don’t want a hand?”

Lettie laughed and leaned back in the sofa.

“Okay, what the hell…just pull the damn thing off. And try not to take the foot with

it”.

Tim pulled, the boot gave, and after a few seconds circulation was returning to

Lettie’s feet.

Tim finished his gin. He pulled a face.

"Lettie, did you use that supermarket tonic?"

"Oh sorry, didn't find a bottle opener. Didn't think you'd notice, ha-ha".

"You ought to have known better than that dearie. Right, well I had better get the

dough going. I did say I’d make a pizza tonight. We must also decant the wine and

give it a chance to breath. Makes such a difference”.

And with that Tim bounced into the kitchen. Lettie remained sprawled out in the

sofa.

“You go on daahling. Oh, how wonderful to be pampered. I’m just gonna lie here and

be a diva! I can’t tell you how stressful these last few months have been. The office

needs to size down, or downsize, or whatever they call it. Fire people basically. Now,

they can’t fire me really. Not with my time with the company, and the portfolio of

work I have under my belt. No way. But, they can pile unto me all the shitty work

that heretofore were given to the new guys.”
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“Yes, I suppose that’s the way it is,” shouted Tim from the kitchen.

“I’m not gonna sit here on my own,” mumbled Lettie to herself. She cursed herself

for forgetting to move the gin bottle from the kitchen to the sitting room. Her glass

was empty.

“Daaahling, didn’t we bring some champagne?” she called, as she clambered out of

the sofa.

“We certainly did.”

“Well why don’t we open one now?” asked Lettie as she made her way to the

kitchen and plumped herself on a kitchen chair.

“Why not indeed? Although I did just open a red for the pizza later…”

“Never mind, we have enough.”

“We sure do,” Tim said, in an ironic American accent, and fished out a bottle from

the fridge, immediately replenishing it with one from the cupboard. Lettie shook her

head and smiled at this little efficient bottle management. He held the bottle at a 45°

angle, removing the security cap, then carefully warming the glass around the cork,

then carefully twisting the cork until out it popped in a controlled fashion. Lettie

normally preferred to let it shoot across the room. She handed Tim her gin glass.

“Here, just use this.”

Tim looked at her with a horrified expression on his face.

“Lettie, mon cherie! What on earth are you thinking…?”

He went over to the cupboard and found two flutes, filled them according to the

correct procedure for effervescent wine and handed Lettie her glass.

“Haha, you are such a…oh well, cheers,” she lifted her glass.

Tim lifted his.

“Cheers, sweetie.”

II

After the pizza they sat around talking for a while, when Lettie said she was feeling a

little unwell.
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“I am just so exhausted. It has been such a trying last few months. I think I need to

go to bed a bit early, and be all the better in the morning.”

She was quite drunk, and knew it. She hoped that as the drunkness passed, she

would feel better.

“Yes, well remember you are listening to the new chapter of my book tomorrow.”

Lettie made sure Tim wasn’t looking, then she crawled up the steep, winding

staircase to the attic, holding the gin bottle and a glass in one hand whilst steadying

herself with the other. The attic bedroom was almost as big as the sitting room, and

had a large, antique wardrobe. There wasn’t a single garment hanging in it. Lettie’s

suitcase lay opened on the floor next to the four post bed and clothing was spilling

out of it. Lettie didn’t mind that she stepped on the clothes. She removed what she

had been wearing that day, and tried to make it land on a chair that she had marked

out as bearer of clothes that needed washing, but the chair was rather farther from

her than she at first thought, and the clothes fell on the floor and mixed with the

other garments. She put on a large t-shirt, and crept into the big bed. She listened

for Tim making noises downstairs as he tidied up the kitchen, and it reassured her.

Then she listened for creaking over the slightly wonky floor. She thought she heard it.

She knew they were more than two in that building. There was another presence.

Damn it, she thought. I need peace. She rummaged through her handbag until she

found a pack of sleeping pills her doctor had prescribed for her. She swallowed two

with some gin. But she didn’t fall properly asleep. Every time she fell into a sleep-like

condition she thought she heard the creaking.

Tim took off his clothes and hung them up on the hangers he had brought with him.

Then he dressed in his Derek Rose pyjama that he had carefully ironed along with his

shirts, and put on his dressing gown, before he rearranged the giant sofa to enable

him to sleep there.

He hadn’t slept for long before Lettie manoeuvred herself down the steep and

winding staircase from the attic, and sat down on the edge of the big sofa.

“Tim,” she whispered. “Tim, are you awake?”
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Tim awoke. “Huh? Well, I am now.”

“Tim, he is here.”

“ He?” Tim thought for a moment Lettie meant the landlord.

“Who, exactly?”

“The man. The man who walks across the creaking floor. Oh!” she clasped her hand

against her mouth to stop her from screaming.

“There!” she pointed to the opening between the sitting room and the kitchen. Tim

turned his head and saw nothing but a dark kitchen through the empty opening.

“Lettie, I think you’re dreaming. Do you sleepwalk?”

“No, no! I’m awake. It is he. The man. The last time I was here I saw him too. I came

with Jennifer, my friend. But I couldn’t sleep. I had to ask her to come into bed with

me before I could sleep. Tim, won’t you be a darling and come and sleep together

with me. I know, no sex, of course not. You’re gay, and that’s just fine, but I need

someone with me.” She looked at him with big, pleading eyes.

“Please Tim…”

Tim thought it would be indulgent of him to make himself costly on the issue,

although he had his reservations. And anyway, the bed was likely to be more

comfortable than the very big and far too soft sofa.

“Yes, of course Lettie. I’ll come.”

“Thank you darling,” she said, as she staggered up the narrow, winding staircase to

the attic. Tim came after, just waiting long enough to not have to look at Lettie’s

large, pants-clad bottom as she ascended, then he followed. As his head rose above

floor level he noticed that there was not a single garment in the attic’s wardrobe.

This troubled him. He carefully stepped so as not to tread on any clothes. Then laid

down on the south side of the bed. Lettie was already half asleep.

“Thank you my sweetie,” she mumbled and started snoring almost immediately. Tim

lay awake for a few minutes before he too fell asleep.

The morning sun shone through the narrow strip of window on the south facing wall

next to Tim. He felt immediately fully awake. He got out of bed and stood on tiptoes

to look out of the rectangular opening, which was curiously placed right under the
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ceiling. It was a glorious morning. The garden was bathed in bright light, and damp

leaves glistened. Tim hurried down the narrow, winding staircase, put on his dressing

gown, and took his pipe with him to the garden. The morning air was still cold, so he

fetched a woolly blanket from the living room. Then he sat down in a garden chair

and smoked his pipe and listened to the beautiful cacophony of birds hailing the

arrival of day. After sitting thus for long enough to feel cold and impatient, he went

in and made coffee, got dressed, and took his notepads and coffee with him back out

into the garden. There he sat and wrote until he started feeling hungry. A couple of

hours had passed.

He went up to Lettie and tried to ask her if she would be ready for some breakfast

soon.

“Sorry daaahling. Of course. Sorry, but I don’t feel quite up to helping you.”

“No, don’t worry about that. You paid for the food, I cook it.”

“Looking forward to the goose. Goose…” she mumbled and fell back asleep.

Tim went downstairs and cooked a full breakfast. Sausages, bacon, egg, toast,

tomatoes, beans. A large pot of tea was brewed from loose leaf tea – Assam – that

he had brought along.

Lettie managed to come down to breakfast, wearing pyjama bottoms and a jumper.

Her hair was in distress. Tim served breakfast. They ate without saying very much.

Lettie apologised or not feeling quite well.

“I didn’t sleep very well you see. If only I get a few more hours, I should be on top

form.”

“OK, well why don’t you go back to the attic, and I will probably go for a walk, do

some more writing, and then wake you up with fresh scones and tea a little later.”

“Oh, you are a daaahling,” Lettie said, as she managed her way back up to the bed in

the attic. She was feeling weird. It was hard to breath. Her heart was pumping a little

too noisily.

I shan’t be able to sleep without some help, she thought, and filled her glass with gin.

She took another two sleeping pills and washed them down with the spirit.



13

Tim bathed in the deep, bathtub with the lion feet, and dressed himself in a light

beige linen suit, put on his Panama hat and went up to Lettie to tell her he was going

for a walk.

He admired himself in the full-size looking-glass.

“Lettie, I’ll be going for a little walk. Will you be OK?”

She managed to grunt that she’d be OK. Needed just a bit more sleep.

Tim went on his way.

He thought he might have a pint of ale at the old pub by the river. As he walked

down the narrow road, past the grocery store, a butch young farm worker looked at

him a second time. Tim smiled, the farm-worker nodded. Oh, wouldn’t mind a bit of

rough, thought Tim. But the farm-worker walked on. I guess he wasn’t ‘thus inclined’,

thought Tim and popped into the newsagent cum post office. Better not appear too

gay here in the country he thought, and bought the Daily Telegraph. Armed with that

he set out for the pub, but found it was closed for refurbishment. How dare they

refurbish such an old, lovely place, he thought. He meandered without a plan down

to the river, where he stood for a while listening to the almost soundless water and

the birds. A couple of boys came running along the river-bank on the other side.

Some distance behind them a man in green wellies with a large Labrador came

striding the same route. Tim went back up to the road and tried to find the side

street that led to the church, whose tower he could see above the low roofs of the

village houses. He found an ancient wrought iron gate entwined with wisteria, from

which led a paved path to the side entrance of the church. The church was open. He

entered. It was a sparse stone church, with beautiful, stained glass windows and an

altar piece depicting Jesus looking sorrowful to the heavens, perhaps at the moment

when he prays, ‘If possible Father, let this cup pass’.

Tim looked at the sad eyes of Jesus and went up to the altar. He knelt and stayed in

that position simply feeling and not trying to express the gratitude he felt to his Lord,

because he didn’t feel he should. He thought that God knew he was a writer, and

that articulate linguistic formulations was something he could easily perform. But he

didn’t want God to have his phrases; he wanted God to have his gratitude. God could

surely read his heart. It was more honest to keep quiet, thought Tim. Perhaps for a
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non-writer it means something to struggle to find the words to express what they

feel. I can do that easily, he thought. For me, the struggle is to shut up. Not to say.

Keep still. Be still and know that I am God. To simply meditate. To simply be. ‘I am’,

Jesus said as the soldiers came to arrest him. The name of God: I am. The God of the

personal pronoun. Not ‘he is’ but ‘I am’. To be, or not. The ultimate being. Existence.

People ask the wrong question when they ask ‘is there a God?’. The right question is

‘is God the Is?’

After sitting thus for a while he rose feeling cleansed and light. He went back out into

the spring sunlight and walked through some very narrow side streets, before he

found the main road again, and made his way back to the cottage. He returned from

his walk to find Lettie still asleep. He brewed a big pot of tea (Earl Grey this time),

and laid the garden table with a table cloth he found in a cupboard drawer, cups,

saucers, Devon clotted cream, English country butter, Tiptree strawberry jam with

champagne, full cream milk, and not least: quail eggs. Then he sat out a couple of

champagne flutes and opened another bottle. He cast a glance at the upstairs

window. He remembered his sister, the alcoholic pill-abuser. She had been sixteen

years his senior, two years ago she had died suddenly in the night of a heart failure

no-one knew she had. The first reaction when Tim received the call at four o’clock in

the morning informing him of his sister’s demise had been relief. He wasn’t glad she

was dead, but somehow the sadness was more to do with a life wasted than its

untimely stop. He remembered being a young boy staying over at his sister’s flat. As

Saturday afternoon became evening, she would quietly change her demeanour. It

was the look in her eyes Tim remembered best. Her eyes becoming slightly dazed, an

artificially induced peacefulness with a hint of guilt. The slowness of motion. She

would put on nicer clothes, apply make-up, and then say that as he, Tim, was soon

going to bed anyway, she’d just visit some friends for a little while and be back soon.

Then he was left alone. It had its advantages. He would put on her make-up, then get

dressed up in her clothes, until he looked like younger version of Boy George.

Eventually Tim began to invite a friend along. They waited for the sister to go, then

they put on her make-up and dressed up in her clothes, and pretended to be a

boy-band. With one in particular Tim had his first sex. Somehow talking his friend
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into allowing Tim to fellate him. “But, we are two boys,” the friend had interjected.

“Precisely”, Tim had returned lawyer-like and carried on regardless. His sister would

return in the morning, noisily trying to be silent. As Tim rose she slept deeply. She

looked indecorous as she lay seemingly unconscious, hair dishevelled, old make-up

smudged, like a sad clown. Tim would make himself breakfast, watch a film (normally

re-watch the VHS they had rented the evening before) then eventually try to wake

his sister to tell her he wanted to go home. She’d smile through closed eyes, face like

a deflated football.

“I’ll be up presently” she’d mumble. Tim would then go into the hall and telephone

his father. This she heard and it always had the effect of stirring her. As he retreated

to the living room, he heard her shuffling groaningly into the bathroom. Sometimes

there’d be retching. Water would be splashed. Then she’d make herself a cup of

instant coffee and come into the living room in her dressing gown, sans make-up

with an apologetic smile, looking tired and puffed, but hair brushed, clutching the

cup that steamed like a little chimney. The father would arrive with a hint of urgency,

stemming from the fact that he’d been pulled away from his Sunday hobby: his boat,

and he wanted to return to it as soon as possible. By the time he arrived the pills had

taken effect and Tim’s sister looked fresh and awake. She’d ignore the father’s look

of horror that she was still in her dressing gown at noon, make some filter coffee －

he wouldn’t drink ‘that rubbish’ as he called he instant variant － make polite

conversation for a while, until the father remembered his boat. Sometimes she

wouldn’t bother to make the filter coffee. The father would smell the instant coffee

and pull a face, as if he’d stepped in a turd. He wouldn’t stay for polite conversation,

and when they came home and his wife asked “How was she, did you get a cup of

coffee?” and he answered “No”, she’d say “really? Oh, I wander what’s wrong”.

From this Tim learned the importance of proper coffee.

He looked up at Lettie’s bedroom window and felt a dull ache in his belly, shrug it off

and took another sip of the champagne.

He ascended the staircase. The suitcase lay in the same place as it had done on

previous visits. The wardrobe was still empty, but it now looked as if the suitcase,
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like a geyser, had spewed out the clothes with great force, and that they had landed

across the room, on furniture, the floor, anywhere but where they ought to be,

thought Tim. On top of what might have been a jumper next to the bed lay the

empty gin bottle. Ah, that’s where that disappeared to, he thought. On the

nightstand was an opened pill-box and pills strewn. At least she hasn’t swallowed all

of them, he thought, slightly relieved.

In the bed Lettie lay crunched up. Tim sat down on the edge of the mattress.

“Lettie dear. Darling, I’ve made some tea and scones. And we have champagne.”

“Mmm, champagne…” groaned Lettie. She opened her eyes slightly, then shut them.

“Mmm, sorry, I’m a bit…what time is it?”

“One o’clock.”

“Oh, bloody…can you hear the creaking?”

“Creaking?”

“There’s a man…”

“Right. Well, will you be able to come down d’you think?”

“Yes, yes! I will. Oh I’m sorry darling. I’ll be right down.”

“Okay, well, let me know if you need something,” Tim said as he climbed back down.

If I need something… thought Lettie. What I need is a big, black cock, and you can’t

help me there, you poofter! Lettie knew things were sliding slowly out of her control.

And to top it all the cottage was haunted. This man. He comes, he walks across the

creaking floor, and he screams. He’s waiting, thought Lettie. Better make the effort.

Had Tim come to her room earlier that day? Had he worn a beige linen suit and a

Panama hat? Had he said he was going for a walk? And had she said ‘If I were a man

and thus inclined I would have been damn attracted to you?’ Had she meant it as a

compliment or as an insult? She couldn’t remember. And how had he taken it? Was

that why he seemed a bit curt with her just now? Had she offended him? On the

other hand, perhaps I dreamed it, in which case he cannot react to it, one way or the

other.

“Right, make the effort!” she told herself. She sort of rolled out of bed, and stood

swaying unsteadily for a few seconds. There seemed to be a kind of fog about her,

and on the edges of the fog the man lurked. She wanted to turn to dispel him, but
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daren’t in case he was there. She put on a jumper looking straight in front of herself.

She stepped slowly down the narrow staircase, the man probably right behind her.

She felt fear, wanted to hurry but couldn’t. It was as in a bad dream. The light

outside was overwhelmingly bright. She squinted and sat down opposite Tim. He had

laid out one of the throws from the sofa as rug for her, which she covered herself in,

making her look, Tim thought, like a survivor of a car crash.

Tim poured the tea. He had managed to find a tea strainer after much searching. He

directed Lettie’s attention to the spread: Devon clotted cream, English country

butter, Tiptree strawberry jam with champagne, full cream milk, and not least: quail

eggs. Tim poured the champagne, which made Lettie sit up slightly in anticipation.

“Oh, I need this,” she said and gulped down the entire glass’ content. Tim refilled.

“Thank you dahlii…” Lettie tried but it sort of just fizzled out. She took a large sip,

then sort of jerked, as she looked around.

“I brought some beer. Did you see where I put it?"

The question made Tim’s heart sink a little. He had placed the Tesco-bag with beer

outside the door that led from the kitchen to the garden under the pretext of

keeping it cool, but really hoping that Lettie would forget about it.

“It’s by the door,” he said defeated.

Lettie struggled to her feet and like a bumblebee following the scent of pollen

zigzagged her way to the plastic bag.

Tim winced a little when the garish plastic bag was introduced to his perfect

mise-en-scene.

Lettie was tired of apologizing so didn’t. All the days of the week, all the weeks of the

year, year in-year out she had to keep up the cultured front, the pretence of being a

sophisticated London urbanite. Yet there was reality in it. She was a cultured and

sophisticated London urbanite － even if she did live in Surrey － just not all the

bloody time. She had wanted to relax this weekend. But now she was spilling out all

over the place. She had lost all form but hadn’t the energy to care. It all swam inside

her in vague shadowy feelings. She opened a can of beer and downed it in a

prolonged series of gulps.

“So…what have we got,” she asked concealing a burp.
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“Devon clotted cream, English country butter, Tiptree strawberry jam with

champagne, and full cream milk, and not least: quail eggs.”

“Oh lovely.”

Tim took a scone. Divided it neatly with a knife, spread it with butter, cream, jam.

Lettie took a scone, dug her thumb into it and tore it apart.

Tim took a quails egg and put it in his white fabric napkin, rolling it back and fort until

the shell came off.

Lettie took a quail egg and not noticing it had the shell on put it in her mouth and

crunched it.

“Oi!” she spluttered the egg out again. The next one she tried to shell but succeeded

only in picking the poor little egg into small, pathetic pieces. She ate a scone with

nothing on it, eyes half-open staring into the middle distance.

“You’re so…clever with hospitality Tim dear. You must excuse me. I’m still not feeling

terribly well.” She finished her wine.

“Don’t worry Lettie. This is the weekend. Relax and sleep if that is what you need.

But I would like to have you on good form tonight. I have begun preparations for the

goose!” He waited for the reaction to the word ‘goose’. Nothing.

Then, delayed, Lettie remembered she ought to give a response. “Ooh, the goose…”

she mumbled not quite convincingly. She sighed heavily, “I just need a couple of

hours of proper sleep. This man…”

“Man? What man?”

“Do you hear the creaking noise?”

“Only when I bend my back, why?”

“Oh just…” Lettie started laughing slowly, which turned into a cough.

“Well, I’m going to make a start on that goose so it’s ready for tonight”.

Lettie felt a slight relief as it gave her license to retreat to bed. She still felt an

oppressive tiredness, a heaviness about the heart which stubbornly refused to lift

and made breathing a conscious effort.

She rubbed her chest, I’m still feeling anxious, she thought. As Lettie stumbled back

to bed, Tim tidied. She hadn’t touched her tea. He then washed and prepared the

goose. Lettie had expressed a wish for the goose to be cooked with a smaller bird

inside it, and a still smaller one inside that. Seeing the three birds they had acquired
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for the purpose made Tim realise that it wouldn’t work. He tried to shove the

mallard into the duck which was physically impossible. Then he tried to shove the

duck into the goose with the same result. He then decided to shove the mallard into

the goose, and do something else with the duck. Once the goose was in the oven he

took the duck down to the bottom of the garden where he had noticed an old rusty

barbecue. He found fuel and got the fire going. Grilled duck, he thought. Excellent

snack, or perhaps picnic food for tomorrow. The barbecue smoked like hell, and Tim

worried what the neighbours might say, but eventually it calmed down, and the duck,

wrapped in foil, was placed on the heat. He then set down by the garden table

sipping champagne and reading The Telegraph.

III

Lettie had taken another sleeping pill. The anxiety over this man, lurking, screaming,

it made her uneasy. Her heart was beating loudly. It was hard to breath. Finally the

pills worked and she slid into sleep.

She drifted out of the fog – there was someone in the room! Oh, it was Tim. He was

wearing his dinner jacket, complete with a marcella shirt and black tie.

“Hello sweetie. Dinner is just about ready. The goose is resting, the veg is roasted

and the sauce is thickening.”

She smiled weakly. “Oh, how absolutely…” Seeing Tim in his black-tie getup

reminded Lettie of an agreement they’d made: they would dress for dinner, as for a

formal dinner party. Noël Coward would be on the stereo. He was. The tones of

‘Something To Do With Spring’ wafted up. Yes, they both liked that sort of thing.

“Will you be able to get ready when I lay the table?” Tim tried to sound casual, but

revealed a hint of concern in his face. Lettie stretched out her hand towards him and

smiled an apologetic smile, a guilty smile, but also the smile of a suffering martyr.

“Daahling…”
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Tim sat down on the bedside, taking care not to crease his dinner suit. She pulled

him towards her to give him a hug. She smelled of booze, bed and sweat.

“Oh, you smell lovely,” she said.

Tim had put on his expensive after-shave scent.

“Thank you dear. I’d better go and check on the sauce. See you down soon then.”

“Yes,” she whispered, knowing it to be a lie.

A little while passed.

“Timothy!” Lettie cried. “Timmy!”

“Yes Lettie, what’s the matter?” he called back up, imagining hopefully that Lettie

was simply struggling to zip up her little black dress, but fearing something else.

“Oh Tim, you need to call an ambulance!”

A cold wave went through him. He hurried up the winding, narrow, creaking

staircase. Lettie lay, half propped up by pillows, arms outstretched on top of the

quilt, hair more disarrayed than ever, face pallid and shiny, eyes glassy and pleading,

clothes scattered with enraged intensity.

Oh no!, thought Tim, now she really has turned into the mad woman in the attic.

Lettie stretched an arm towards him.

“Tim!” she said in a weak, hoarse voice.

“Oh Tim, it’s my heart.”

Tim shot over in a bounce. “What d’you mean?”

“A pain…here,” she pointed with the palm of her hand to the left of her chest and

down the arm.

“Oh!…hard to…breathe”.

“Right,” Tim said in an officious voice, he grabbed the mobile and dialled nine, nine,

nine, realising at the same time that he hadn’t a clue what the address of the place

was. He ran downstairs, just as he was put through to ambulance, to find the guest

book in the bureau.

“Oh Timothy, don’t leave me,” he heard behind him.

“Won’t be a mo Lettie dear!”.
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He just had time to take the dinner suit off and put on normal clothes (he thought it

would be embarrassing to prance around in a dinner suit when dinner clearly was

only set for two) and scoop up some of the scattered clothes in the bedroom, before

the medics arrived and knocked on the door. Tim ran downstairs to let them in.

A woman entered, skinny, with short brown hair and large probing eyes, and a mildly

determined manner, and following her a young man, tall, blue eyed, light brown hair,

with a healthy sweetness of face Tim thought only certain good-looking country boys

get, and a respectful, if slightly impatient, manner. He lugged a large bag full of

mystical medical equipment.

“So, where’s the patient,” asked the efficient woman.

“She’s in the attic. Bedroom. Pain in chest and left arm.”

Tim had taken a first-aid course at work where they learned to stick to describing

symptoms and let the medics decide what’s the matter. He ventured to add, “She’s

had rather a lot to drink”. The woman smiled slightly with one side of her mouth and

without raising her eyebrows simply said, “Ah!”. The good looking youth was already

at Lettie’s ‘side connecting her to his wondrous apparatus. It became clear that he

was a nurser and she was a doctoresse. As soon as the doctoresse entered the

bedroom the atmosphere changed. The politely efficient nurser didn’t have the

power to dispel tension and nerves that hung vibrating in the air, but she had. She

strode resolutely over to Lettie, who lay face wet with tears and sweat, hair messy,

fingers connected to wires, voice slightly hoarse, and grabbed her hand. Lettie had

been answering the nurser’s routine questions with rambling explanations as to how

it had come to this. But now she stopped. Her eyes locked in with the doctoresse’s,

and as they looked into each other's eyes the doctoresse sat down on the bedside.

“Now, how are you, my dear?”

“Oh, he-he, I’m better now. I really am. But I had this pain. Very scary you know.”

“Yes, I know. Tell me what happened.”

“We came yesterday, he put his dinner jacket on, he! We were going to have goose!”

Tim winched. He hadn’t wanted them to know that he had dressed up formally with

only the two of them having dinner.
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“Then I had this pain. Here. A sort of pressure. Hard to breathe. Oh, and we came

yesterday. At least I think it was... What day is it? He’s a good writer, you know. Well,

you don’t know, not yet, do you? I think it’s anxiety. This house is haunted…”

“OK, listen my dear,” interrupted the doctoresse. She proceeded to ask Lettie some

routine questions about name and abode. Tim recognised them from his first-aid

course as the sort of questions one asks to find out whether the patient is confused

or not.

“He already asked me that,” Lettie snapped, reassuringly showing her sharp side. The

doctoresse smiled. The nurser looked up from his many dials and declared that Lettie

was perfectly fine.

“You’re in very good shape, madame,” he said, not adding ‘for your age’.

“What does it mean?” Lettie looked at the doctoresse.

“What it means is that at least it was not a coronary. Tell me more about what

you’ve been up to this weekend.”

“Oh, I’ve not slept very well. He put on a dinner suit.”

The doctoresse turned and looked at Tim curiously, as if to say ‘I bet you did’. Then

looking back at Lettie: “You were about to have dinner?”

“Yes, yes, I’ve had so much pressure at work of late… and then he puts on a dinner

suit…a dinner suit! Such pressure!”

The nurser had packed his huge bag, but not without inexplicably producing a long

ream of paper with some incomprehensible medical print-outs that apparently

proved black on white that Lettie was at least physically well. I guess she needs to

assess mental wellness now, thought Tim. Well good luck with that.

He followed the nurser downstairs.

“So…had a lot to drink then?” he said knowingly, with a less efficient, almost friendly,

expression.

“Yes, I think she's had rather a lot. Plus sleeping pills.”

The youth raised his eyebrows and nodded.

“Yeah, not a good combo,” he didn’t add ‘especially at her age’.

Tim felt a question hanging in the air that the young man was too well-bred to ask:

what were they doing there together? Were they a pair? Tim sensed the questions
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and said laughingly, “It was supposed to be a working weekend. She’s my…editor

you see. I’m a writer. Well, working on the first novel, so…”

“You’re OK though?”

At this show of concern from the big, blue eyes, Tim wanted to say to him, ‘We are

not a couple, I am gay and I love you’. Not that he actually loved him, but he wanted

to say it. To sit by the fire, to have the young man’s head in his lap, to be near him,

to cuddle him. He was so…cuddly. Now he smiled and Tim looked at his lips and

thought of kissing them. Then he thought of his naked body, his penis, buttocks and

felt disgusted. The thought of bodily fluids and smells repelled him, nauseated by the

idea of a touch from this person with his dog-breath, who had been to the toilet and

made a stink, who had vomit inside him. Tim retracted into his mail of formal

politeness, drew up the draw-bridge of correct form of address and said, “Thank you,

I am fine. Have been cooking goose, you know”.

“Oh yeah? Well it smells nice.”

“Thank you very much. You are of course welcome to have a taste, but I guess…”

“Yeah, thanks, that’s very kind, but I gotta get on my way”

“Of course”

“John!” it was the doctoresse calling from the bedroom.

“Yeah?”

“I am going to stay with the patient a little while longer. See you back at base, OK?”

“Yeah, OK!”

“Well, that’s that, I’d better be off, you take care”.

For some reason he put his hand forward. Tim didn’t particularly want to shake his

hand. What if it was sweaty! He hated sweaty palms. His friend, the one he had

fellated, he had sweaty palms. Sweaty palms made him think of the smell of his

erected penis, and it was not a pleasant association. As per etiquette he put his hand

into the nurser’s and shook it. He had dry palms, thank God. The nurser left. Tim

drank down a glass of bubbly wine that had stood waiting on the kitchen table. He

felt tired. The deep sofa tempted.
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When John the nurser-boy had gone down, Dr. Mary looked Lettie deep into her

eyes.

“I think you’re a frustrated lady,” she put her hand on Lettie’s hand. Lettie stared

back wide-eyed and replied with a childlike naïveté: “do you think so?”

“I think what you need…”

…is a big, black cock, thought Lettie.

“…is some proper relaxation,” continued the doctor. She took Lettie’s hand and

placed it slowly on her own breast. She took her other hand and placed it on Lettie’s

breast. Lettie sighed and squirmed, spreading her legs. Dr. Mary bent forward and

they kissed warmly, wetly, deeply. She then called out to John the nurser-boy that

she’d be staying with the patient. Then she looked with her intense, ice-blue eyes

into the big, pleading eyes of Lettie.

“What you need is this,” she said and took out from her doctor-bag a big, black dildo.

As Tim came up the narrow, dark staircase, he stopped when he heard from the attic

Lettie groaning, grunting and moaning. His curiosity got the better of his breeding

and he continued soundlessly until he saw the doctor administering the large, black

item into Lettie’s vaginal area. They were kissing and Lettie’s fingers were inserted

into the doctor’s finer parts. Tim felt sick. He remembered opening the door to his

parents’ bedroom and seeing them in the act. They were like animals, grunting and

puffing, they didn’t even notice him. Their faces were contorted, the whole scene

stood in Tim’s mind like an ugly, pornographic detail from Guernica.

“Why is sex so disgusting?” Tim asked himself as he went down to the kitchen and

ate some dry bread to settle his stomach. He sat back down in the big sofa.

Tim awoke. The skinny doctor stood before him, vixen-like smile on her face.

“The patient is better now”. She looked at Tim with no trace of shame or

embarrassment.

“She ought to eat something, though. You had made some soup hadn’t you?”

Tim resented his five hour cooking being reduced to “some soup”.

“Yes, well it’s roasted goose, with roasted vegetables and a cream-sauce.”

The doc was not interested. “Just make sure she eats and drinks something other

than alcohol”. At this last word she glanced up at Tim and he fancied she winked at
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him, as if to indicate that he was the one who had served Lettie alcohol. Tim strained

a smile.

“Of course doctor, I’ll try to make sure she’s nourished.”

Lettie lay in bed looking calm, a faint smile on her lips.

“Oh Tim, I’m feeling much better. That doctor, she must have been a psychologist or

psychiatrist or something. She just looked me straight in the soul, thus,” at this point

she made a forward thrusting pointing movement with her index finger. Tim

wondered if that was the finger.

“How good. The doctor told me to feed you. Would you like me to bring it up for

you?”

Lettie lifted her face determinately.

“No, I will come down. Just let me have a quick bath and I’ll be there, all fab and

smelling good, daahling!”

They warmed the goose-dinner in the microwave and ate in the large sofa. Lettie

was still in a peculiar state after the intake of sleeping pills and alcohol. She felt not

quite in touch with the world around her, and at the same time an almost raw

immediacy. She suddenly laughed.

“I didn’t tell you of the man on the train, did I?”

“I don’t think so”

“Well, yesterday, when I came up on the train to meet you, the trains are sometimes

almost empty at that time. When I went to get my ticket, the assistant at the ticket

office was a very good looking, young, (then mouthing) blackman. Beautiful guy! I

must have been a bit flirty with him ‘cos he said ‘You’re a very good looking lady,

madam’. ‘Oh thank you’, said I. ‘You’re not so bad yourself’. Anyway, I bought The

Guardian and sat down in an empty carriage, waiting for the train to leave. Suddenly

I feel this warm breath upon my neck. I nearly screamed, and had to conjure up all

my feminist empowerment to simply turn and stare. And there I looked into the two,

big, brown eyes of the guy from the ticket office!”

Tim sat impassioned, but made a worried face at this information.
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“Big, fat, (mouthing) negro lips! ‘You remind me of my mother and I want to fuck

you’, he said. Ha-ha-ha, can you believe it? I nearly hit him. Such cheek!”

“How very Freudian.”

“Ha-ha! Indeed! He was very good looking. Could have had him in the train toilet,

but…not exactly the High-mile club, or whatever it’s called when you fuck someone

in an aeroplane loo”

“Mile High Club, yes…”.

“Yes…”

Lettie leaned back in the very big sofa and lifted her legs up and put them on his lap.

“Would you be a darling and just rub them for a little while? You know I’m not

coming on to you or anything, so don’t look so shell-shocked. I’ve just had a bath so

I’m clean”.

Tim found it slightly irritating that she kept saying she wasn’t ‘coming on’. It was the

last thing on his mind. He just had no wish for Lettie’s feet to be on his lap, no wish

to touch them or any other part of Lettie. On the other hand he had no particular

reason for not wanting to touch her. She was not repulsive. At least not after her

bath. He rubbed. He used to scratch his sister’s back when he was still little enough

to come into her bed and sleep together with her. In the morning she would always

ask him to scratch her back. He'd scratch the upper left, the upper right, the lower

left, the lower right, the middle up and the middle down. Then it was her turn to

scratch his. But she had long, talon-like nails and it wasn’t pleasant for long. He

would always scratch her for longer than she him and he resented it. He finished

rubbing Lettie’s feet, she stretched her legs and rested them on Tim’s lap. He felt

claustrophobic. The weight of the feet pushed him down into the giant, soft sofa,

and the huge, pliant cushions closed in around him and threatened to swallow him

and leave him like a long-forgotten toy, only to be found when someone decides to

have a spring-clean.

“I…I’m sorry Lettie, I…” he pushed her legs off his lap and sprang up. She nearly

rolled off the sofa.

“What the f…!” She looked at him, slightly hurt, with unassertive curiosity.

Tim sat down in the easy-chair and felt a relieved peace.
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“It’s nothing wrong with you at all, Lettie,” he said in answer to the look on her face.

“I just need…some space. I mean…I can’t be too…close”, he pleaded understanding

and she felt guilty for having been such bad company and granted him it, even if she

wanted to probe and be the sympathetic girl-friend that she didn’t feel she had

earned the right to be that weekend, so she let it go. She was content at that

moment with just still being friends. Perhaps she had been a bit too forward,

perhaps he felt hurt. The effects of the alcohol and the pills hadn’t worn off. She felt

like talking. Talking of childhood, pain, memories. She talked, she opened herself up

and shared. He sat closed and listened and took her in. He wasn’t hurt. He was the

boy. The boy who had to wrestle an hysterically drunk sister to the floor after she

tried to knife a man, who sat praying silently as she drank with her “friends” who

exploited her. He was the boy who looked on with no betrayal of emotion when his

sister went off for the weekend with another man much younger than her. He was

the boy who, like his father, stood solidly, dependably, inflexibly whilst the torrents

of life rushed over them. He was boy. And now he was man.

Lettie had thought she’d found herself a male girl-friend, but Tim wasn’t like that at

all. He wasn’t a very gay homosexual. He wasn’t very sexual at all. Just grimly

homophile. He liked Lettie despite her being a female. He needed her perhaps

because she was a very gay heterosexual. She liked things with a child-like intensity –

life-affirming things. And the life she affirmed was not simply biological existence,

but human life. There are those who call themselves pro-life. But it is life in the sense

of a primeval pool of organic slush. Lettie loved those un-necessities that humans

infuse with their spirit: a beautifully crafted silver knife, a leaf-thin china cup, carved

wood ornaments on a piece of old furniture, a well laid out garden, the light coming

through stained-glass windows, the potent poetry of language, life as art. Art as life.

Life that is the Is.

With all that had passed that day, it felt like they were going to bed late, although it

wasn’t very. Lettie retired to her attic, and Tim allowed the sofa to swallow him once

more.
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Tim awoke by the soft shuffling of feet in the room. Pale light was just coming

through the small, leaded windows above the sofa. Lettie was now fully sober and

awake after a long night of sound sleep. She sat with her back to him on the step

between the living room and kitchen and groaned. “Oh my gawd. Oh my…I am so

ashamed of myself”.

Tim sat up. “Good morning,” he croaked after clearing his throat.

“I don’t know if I can look you in the face, Timmy dear. I am so ashamed after my

behaviour this weekend. I mean, oh my gawd.” She put her face in her hands, still

with her back to Tim. “I mean, I am an independent, strong-willed, career-woman, in

control of my life, of myself. Yet this weekend I have completely let go. I’ve just

spilled out all over the place”.

Tim looked at her. He felt sorry – almost pity – for her. But he didn’t want to feel

that, and he certainly didn’t want to tell her he felt that. She was all those things

she’d said, and more: talented, gifted, an inspiration to him. A muse, perhaps.

“Listen Lettie, my father had a breakdown when he was, I think, around fifty. He sold

his business and simply retreated into himself so far no-one could really reach him. I

remember one day I came home from school and he was lying in his favourite

reclining chair by the fire-place, and he stayed there for weeks. Just sleeping,

sleeping, sleeping. Seeing no-one, talking to no-one, except my mother and me.

Afterwards he didn’t seem much outwardly changed. He’d grown a beard. I was

only…twelve or fourteen, thereabouts. I thought perhaps he’d had a bad bout of flu

or something. It was only years later, when looking back, that I realised: he had

imploded silently under the pressure of being the Man. The man who kept the

business running, who kept my mother protected and happy, who had to deal with

my sister and all the…goings-on there. He imploded, Lettie. You exploded – noisily.

That is probably a lot healthier. I think you needed a bit of a blast, I think it was a

kind of catharsis for you, and do you know what?”

“What?” she said, turning to look at him for the first time that morning, here eyes

wet.

“I am honoured, I truly feel it as a special privilege that you trusted me enough to let

go so totally in my presence. Somehow you knew, or thought you knew, or simply

believed, that I would stand by you and not just jump in my car and say ‘so long,
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crazy lady’. You trusted me, to watch over you, to hold your hand, to dial nine, nine,

nine for you”. At this point Lettie threw her head back and laughed one of her

effervescent, pink laughters.

“Oh gawd, Tim daaaahling!”, she plumped down in the sofa and put her arms around

him. They looked at each other.

Tim smiled, “As Jesus said: let’s have breakfast”.

After breakfast and the morning-toilet they walked hand-in-hand through the village.

Past the butcher, the green grocer and the small convenience store down to the

river. Tim pointed out the folly of refurbishing the old pub. She agreed. From there

Tim led the way to the old stone church, which they entered with reverence and

moved about silently aware of the hopes and fears and prayers of men that

permeated those walls. Lettie’s face was lifted and shone like Raphael’s St. Catherine

whilst Tim took off his Panama and beheld the image of Jesus.

As they stepped out of the church to walk back, the blue sky was impertinently

interrupted by spring rain-clouds.

“See! You laughed when I took the umbrella, but now we need it”, Tim declared

triumphantly. It rained big, clear, friendly drops until they got back indoors when it

stopped as suddenly as it had started, and the sky cleared up.

The rest of the Sunday was spent in the garden. Tim read his new chapter, Lettie

listened, enthused and criticised constructively. They took tea, and when they left,

the remains of the goose lay bathed in coagulated fat in the oven.

They had forgotten about the goose.


