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The Blue Orchestra

The tropic day drew to its close, a full-blown rose falling into the half-melancholy sweetness of pot-pourri. On the verandah of the Hotel Miramar the Contessa Paloma and her consort, Oscar, gazed dreamily, over the opalescent sloosh of gin, the tiny sighs of lime and ice, across the bay; their intertwining fingers lay white and violet in her large and gauzy lap, while the blue orchestra conjured stars and fireflies out of the deepening sky; blue faces floated above blue instruments, blue fingers swept and plucked blue strings; while the island swayed to its rhythm, and the throb throb of the frogs from the swamp, in the mingled scents of musk and vanilla and the heavy white hiatus blossom.

The frogs’ counterpoint grew louder, blurring the intricacies of the tune; the orchestra switched tempo to a wild tango, the blue instruments struggled, submerged and drowned in the clamour of croaks and shrieks and clashing wings of alarmed birds.

A silver figure loomed against the moon. The orchestra decamped. A violin shrieked in fear. A cocktail shaker exploded. The albino octoroon quartet, waiting in the wings to vocalise, melted like ice-cream. A creature squelched towards the verandah uttering outlandish cries of ‘Pam. Pam. Pam.’

The Contessa’s habitual languor made her and Oscar the last to turn and flee after their fellow guests, the musicians and the waiter. The thing was upon them, falling to its knees, clutching the hem of the Contessa’s dress.

‘At last! It’s taken me so long to find you!’ – mangling the white material in its muddy hands. Oscar was pulling at the Contessa’s hand.

‘A revenant – Oh. The Undead. Oh. Run. Paloma,’ he moaned.

‘Get up!’

The Contessa rapped the revenant on the head with her parasol. It rose to reveal itself as a middle-aged woman streaked with silvery swamp mud, the wrecked nest of a frigate bird in a crazy garland round its neck.

‘Run before she sucks your blood!’ Oscar was gibbering desperately. ‘Come on!’

‘Calm yourself, my love. It’s just some deranged person who has strayed into the swamp.’

‘Don’t you know me, Pam?’

A small frog leaped from her mouth.

‘It’s me, you twit, Sandy. Your best friend.’ She shook the Contessa’s sleeve. ‘Sandra Sinclair that was. And is,’ she admitted muddily.

‘Take your hands off the Contessa Paloma!’ commanded Oscar.

‘Contessa Paloma my foot! That’s old Pam Partridge!’

The Contessa swayed and might have fallen but for Oscar who helped her to a chair. The revenant plonked herself down beside her. Behind them the hotel staff crossed themselves from the safety of an upstairs window. Oscar was chafing the Contessa’s wrists with gin.

‘I don’t know you. Why pick on me?’

‘Because we are bloodbrothers, Pam.’

‘No.’

‘Don’t you remember that night in the shrubbery when we pricked our fingers with my vice-hockey-captain’s badge, and we mingled our blood and swore a solemn oath that we would always be true to one another?’

‘I’ve never heard such nonsense in my life. I can only tell you that you must get back to the mainland at once. The monsoon will break any day now and the island will be marooned for weeks. The summer visitors have almost all gone – the last steamer leaves tonight – you could catch it if you ran.’

‘Not likely! Not after coming all this way! If you knew what I’ve been through….’

Even as she spoke a mournful hoot came from the jetty at the far end of the island.

The Contessa sank her head in her hands. A tendril of hair escaped and hung in a dark question mark on her white neck.

Oscar snapped his fingers for the waiter. No one came. He went into the hotel.

‘I could murder a lager and lime!’ called the revenant after him. ‘And I wouldn’t say no to a bag of crisps. Or a pie, or saveloy. Or even a ploughman’s!’

‘I must look a sight.’ She ran her fingers through her hair and a shower of dried mud fell like wormcasts to the table. ‘Lend us your bug-rake, Pam.’

‘Bug-rake?’ bleated the Contessa.

‘Your comb!’

‘No.’ The Contessa clutched her bag. ‘No. I haven’t got one.’

The revenant’s fantasies of food exploded in a dull burst of grease as Oscar returned empty-handed and trembling.

‘We’ve been asked to leave,’ he said incredulously. ‘They won’t serve us. They refuse to serve the Undead.’ The Contessa gathered up her things.

‘What is all this Undead stuff?’ demanded the intruder.

‘They live in the swamp. They are zombies, the living dead. They suck your blood, and if they do, you become one of them.’

‘So the natives assume – ha ha – well, I assure you I’m very much alive and kicking.’ She lashed out with a foot.

‘To be thrown out of the Miramar!’ Oscar repeated piteously. The Contessa supported him, a black tulip broken in a sudden storm, from the verandah.

‘I’ve been barred from more pubs than you’ve had hot dinners,’ the soi-disant Sandra Sinclair assured them cheerfully as she lolloped along beside them, shedding flakes of mud and exuding a rank smell of rotting lily stems.

‘Where are we going?’

‘Oscar and I are going home,’ said the Contessa pointedly. ‘So we must bid you goodnight.’

‘Fair dos old girl. Bloodbrothers and all that!’

They arrived at the Villa Perroquet. ‘I say, are you two shacked-up together? You sly old thing, Pam. Still, I can’t say I’m surprised, looking back. Remember those coloured workmen who came to mend the drains at school? Nudge, nudge. I’ll never forget Mother Hubert’s face when….’

A passing bat drew a kindly veil over the rest of her sentence. Then she tottered in the doorway.

‘I don’t feel very well. Quick, where’s the bog?’

Oscar sidestepped delicately.

‘The bathroom,’ said the Contessa, ‘is through there. Next to it is the guest room, where, I suppose, you may sleep.’

In the morning, she thought grimly, she would get to the bottom of this bloodbrother nonsense. And squeeze the truth out of, or silence, Sandra Sinclair. Wasn’t there something called a Chinese burn?

The Contessa lay veiled in mosquito nets, her scent evaporating in the night air.

‘Oscar,’ she called softly. ‘Oscar.’ At last she sighed and lit the lamp and picked at random from the pile on the bedside table a Ladies’ Home Journal of July 1959, a relic of the brief occupation of the last missionary to visit the island.

‘Can This Marriage Be Saved?’ she read with a stab to the heart, but the page was so fretted by silverfish that it was little more than a doyley. She extinguished the lamp and lay, the Contessa Paloma or Pam Partridge, listening to the swish of the sea beyond the jalousies and was borne backwards on the tide and cast up on the shore of her dank girlhood. She had not lied when at first she denied all knowledge of Sandy Sinclair, but at the word hockey, memory like a bruise had suffused her brain. Now she was back in the art room of Belmont Towers, a small private school in Orpington, with a particularly unbecoming brown uniform, run by Anglican sisters. Beyond the window a seagull perched on a dead netball on the sleety hockey pitch, and inside, with chilblained fingers, she was dabbing blue powder-paint from a balding paint-brush onto sugar paper.

‘A thoroughly silly piece of work. The perspective is all wrong. And an orchestra cannot be blue.’ Sister Jerome had thrust her picture into the stove with a poker.

So many glass tiaras, aliases, false campaign ribbons, paste and pinchbeck baubles, forged cheques littered and glittered in the intervening years until she met and captured the heart of Oscar and sailed away with him, she had hoped forever, to the island where days were spent in dalliance and nights orchestrated by musicians whose blue instruments gave the lie to Sister Jerome, and whose heads and fingers were dyed indigo by the tropic dusk. And now Sandra Sinclair had come galumphing into Paradise out of the swamp to betray her. She saw a barren rhododendron, some blighted azaleas, but try as she might she could not dredge up any recollection of a ceremony in the shrubbery.

The Contessa woke early, pale and puffy-eyed, and stole out under the cover of unfamiliar snores to the bay, where lying on her back in the warm waves she was able to achieve for a few minutes the equanimity of a white porpoise.

‘There were two Pamelas in our class. Pamela Peacock and Pamela Partridge,’ she heard as she came up the steps. ‘They were known as the two Pams.’

‘Why?’ came Oscar’s voice.

The Contessa entered with her hair in a damp turban.

‘Where’s Eulogie?’ she asked Oscar.

‘It seems that she has deserted us. I’ve been trying to make coffee for ages,’ he added plaintively, ‘but the beans won’t dissolve.’

‘Darling, did you sleep in the hammock?’ cried the Contessa tenderly. ‘You’re all criss-crossed like a string vest.’

He scowled and fiddled with his ear-ring. How she longed to cradle his cross head, the neat ears so closely set, the tiny chip of lapis lazuli glittering in one lobe.

Later as she sipped her bitter coffee she reflected on the defection of her little, her charming, her pretty little maid.

‘Eulogie, of all people! It just goes to show you can’t trust anyone.’

‘Huh!’

Oscar leaped from the verandah and disappeared.

Sandy, evidently restored to health, was poking at the rind of a melon. ‘Isn’t there anything more substantial? One thing I learned in rep was always to start the day with a decent breakfast – porridge, toast, bacon and egg.’

A small black pig ran squealing past and a guinea fowl flew into a tree as if in negation of her wish.

‘Are you an actress then?’

‘For my sins, as Mother Hubert would say. After you ran away the school put on a series of Morality plays and yours truly was cast in the lead. I caught the acting bug then and I’ve had the smell of grease-paint in my nostrils ever since! I’ve just been touring my one woman show in the States.’

‘Aren’t those Oscar’s trousers? And his shirt?’ interrupted the Contessa.

‘I suppose so. I tried on a dress of yours and it just fell off me! I say, Pam, he’s rather dishy, your Oscar, but isn’t he – well – a little young for you?’

‘How did you find me?’

Sandra Sinclair thrust her freckled knuckles into her eyes. ‘You won’t send me away, will you? I can’t take any more, Pam. I’ve come to the end of the line. My tour was a disaster – I was booed from coast to coast – I had to pawn all my props and costumes – I was working my passage home when one day I saw you at the helm of a yacht. I knew you at once. I shouted and shouted, but you didn’t hear me. I jumped overboard, but I couldn’t swim fast enough. I managed to climb onto a dolphin’s back, but it bit me. I was picked up by pirates – such brutes Pam, but so charming, too, they could be – I was forced to sail with them for months. Eventually they cast me adrift and I floated ashore. You can’t imagine how I felt when I saw the self-same yacht I had seen you on lying on the beach – then I fell into the swamp. The rest you know.’

‘That’s all very well,’ said the Contessa, ‘but now, thanks to you, it is I who am likely to be cast adrift.’ The dire warning, accompanied if necessary by a Chinese burn, which she was about to deliver died on her lips.

She caught sight of her erstwhile maid sneaking past with a bundle of her possessions which she had returned silently, through the kitchen door, to reclaim.

‘Eulogie! Wait!’

The Contessa caught up with her. The girl smelled faintly of trampled herbs from the kitchen garden, garlic and lemon balm.

‘Dear, dear Eulogie, please don’t go. She isn’t a revenant, I promise. I swear.’

‘That zombie goes, I come back.’

‘I’m trying to get rid of her. She won’t go. I don’t want her here, I hate her!’

‘That your hard cheddar.’

‘But Eulogie, how shall we manage without you?’

Eulogie shrugged. ‘It’s her or me.’

‘But she – she says she’s my bloodbrother!’

Eulogie screamed and fled.

‘Eu – log – eee…!’

Oscar lashed out miserably with a stick as he walked. He had spent a hideous night in the hammock. Some little children squatting by the roadside threading blossoms on a stem squealed and ran gibbering away. He threw a lime after them. It fell short and split in the dust. Like my heart, he thought. His eyes filled with tears. Lies. All lies. The false Contessa.

He passed an ancient shrine to the tortoise God, once the supreme deity of the islands – the mint and melon and cucumber floating in a votive glass of Pimm’s set on the worn stone were already looking limp, the wreath of melon flowers wilting and jaded – the island had been converted to Christianity in 1857, but there were still irregular outbreaks of tortoise worship in the remoter parts.

At the sound of a bell he looked up at the monastery, set on the highest pinnacle of the island, home of the monks of St Onan, an enclosed order rarely seen outside its walls, where the blind old Abbot, guided by a boy, was leading the purple-robed brothers to the chapel. Oscar wondered if he should apply for a novitiate. He skirted the swamp, crossing himself, and found himself at the bay where his little motor yacht, The Faithful Dove, rode prettily at anchor on the green waves. Perhaps he should rename her ‘The Perfidious Partridge’. He gazed for some minutes at the distant opal, shimmering in the haze, that was his native island, then pitched a pebble at the boat’s white bows, and his tears fell into the silver sand as he walked back up the beach to the Villa Perroquet.

‘What do you two do with yourselves all day?’ Sandra demanded during their silent and exiguous lunch – the Contessa had felt strong enough only to open a tin of Dead Sea fruit. ‘Well, what do you do in the evenings then?’ she persisted.

‘We used to go to the Miramar,’ replied Oscar heavily, refilling his glass and taking it onto the verandah. Sandy followed him.

‘Such exotic blooms,’ she murmured. ‘What’s this flower called?’

‘Noli me tangere.’

‘That’s Latin isn’t it? Ouch!’

‘I say, Pam,’ she said to the Contessa who had emerged hopefully at the sound of her shriek, ‘do you remember that time when you crept into Sister Anselm’s room with a bottle of red ink and in the morning she thought she had received the Stigmata? That was a real hoot!’

‘No.’

‘We had respect for the Sisters who taught us,’ said Oscar, visibly shocked. ‘They beat us with palm fronds for the slightest misdemeanour.’

Sandy gazed doubtfully at the droopy leaves susurrating softly in the breeze.

‘It was the principle of the thing.’

‘Oh well, Sister Jerome …,’ she began, but her friend lashed her with her eyes.

‘Would you like me to do a comic monologue?’ offered Sandy that evening.

Oscar appeared to be asleep. The Contessa did not look up from her jigsaw which depicted a map of England.

‘Damn,’ she said. ‘Surrey’s missing. Oh well, I never did feel at home in the Home Counties.’

‘Don’t ever mention the Dorking Halls to me!’ Sandy shuddered at the memory of some fiasco. Neither of them should have thought of doing so.

‘You told me you were educated in a convent outside Bilbao,’ Oscar spoke to the Contessa for the first time that day. His speech was slightly slurred.

‘Si Señor,’ she countered, flourishing an invisible castanet. ‘That was – plus tard.’ She laughed gaily, grinding her teeth.

‘Huh.’

‘Don’t grimace like that, darling,’ she begged. ‘The wind might change.’

‘It has,’ he said. ‘They’re putting up the shutters at the Miramar.’

Sandy could not sleep. She thrashed like a netted fish under her mosquito net, listening to an uneasy wind lifting the jalousies and dropping them again. Something was troubling her, nibbling like a silverfish at the edge of her brain. Then she stifled a scream. It was Pam Peacock not Pam Partridge she had met in the shrubbery, mingled her blood with and sworn eternal friendship to. She lay prickled by cold sweat in the sweltering bed with the dreadful realisation throbbing in her brain. Then she clamped her pillow firmly over her head to suffocate it.

The Contessa woke from such a pleasant and vivid dream of sailing round the bay that she could still hear the chug chug of the boat’s engine as she lay in the darkness. Suddenly she sat upright in bed.

‘Oscar,’ she shouted, ‘Oscar, she’s gone! She’s taken the boat!’ The sound of the motor was lost in the swell of the sea. An explosion of thunder shook the villa, the wind wrenched off the shutters and flung great drops of rain at the windows. A blue flash of lightning blazed for a second like magnesium, then in the black aftermath the Contessa felt the side of the bed sag.

‘Darling,’ she cried holding out her arms.

‘Budge up, Pam,’ said a little girlish voice. I’m scared!’


Bananas

‘Gin? You want cheap gin?’

In vain had she oiled her basket on wheels. The dreadful young man leaped from his doorway and was standing on the opposite pavement shouting at her.

Imogen Lemon’s face swelled into one of the gross, foreign, beefsteak tomatoes sunning themselves outside his shop and such a headache hit her brow that she felt her skin would split and spill hot seeds onto her white sundress. She hurried to the safety of the supermarket, thirsting for one of the discreet little English tomatoes that had graced the shop before it fell into the hirsute hands of its present owner. The wicker basket followed at her heels like a faithful stiff old Airedale.

Two tiny veiled women in black passed in a cloud of patchouli. Imogen Lemon was a tall, slender divorcée with long hands and feet which had been much admired. Once her boss, coming upon her unexpectedly, typing in the gloaming, had momentarily mistaken her for a young girl seated at the virginals. Now she felt suddenly huge and white and freakish and half-naked in her summer frock against these scented bolts of black silk, and resented it.

On these warm evenings, after her supper and the nine o’clock news, Imogen would pour a tiny amount of gin into a tall glass and carry it, with slimline tonic brimming big rocks of ice, onto her balcony where she smoked two slow cigarettes and read the paper, the noise of the traffic blurred by the darkening leaves, and would sit in her iron garden in the sky until the leaves were black and the roses white and the glass an insubstantial rind floating at her foot.

Now, with him shouting out to the street like that about cheap gin, she felt as though his prickly face had thrust through the perfumed air, dirtying the roses.

She should never have bought gin in his shop.

The trouble was, she reflected gloomily as she trailed round the supermarket, his shop was so handy. She would often pop in after work for something quick for supper or, when Claud, her cat, declared that his breakfast smelled and was unfit for feline consumption, she could dash through the traffic for a packet of frozen fish and be back in five minutes. Lately, however, the young man’s stock seemed to have deteriorated. Of course it was not his fault that they were demolishing the buildings opposite and brick dust drifted through the open door and settled in a reddish haze on everything, although she supposed that he could employ one of his mothy feather dusters to remove it, instead of lounging about exchanging gibberish with his cronies in the back of the shop. And, of course, if she should need a card of rusty hair grips or a dented tin of chick peas, a pair of tights with one leg shorter than the other, or a tub of gangrenous yogurt at midnight, a Christmas pudding in July or Easter eggs at Christmas, it was nice to know that he was there.

She would not touch his meat, however; and always avoided looking at the strange red glossy animals, peeled heads and foreshortened limbs that hinted at barbarism under their sweaty perspex cover. She left the supermarket and went into the butcher’s, shouldering the English beasts of honest yeoman stock that hung in the doorway.

As she emerged, a troupe of goblins flurried round her, banging her knees, and one trod heavily on her toe. As she gasped and disengaged herself, clutching at the wall with one hand and her spinning basket on wheels with the other, she realised it was only the little girls from the preparatory school, in their distinctive red caps and lethal sandals, on their way to the swimming baths. She limped home.

That evening a storm broke on West Kensington and Imogen was quite pleased to give in to her headache and sore toe and retire early, conjuring up, as usual, an angel, in a long white nightdress not dissimilar to her own, at each corner of her bed.

In the morning, as she passed on her way to the tube, he was outside the shop unpacking a crate of bananas. He straightened and stood grinning at her through the very small white pointed teeth that glittered in his stubbly muzzle. The sun struck a gold medallion lying in the black curls that gushed from his chest and eddied round his throat, and turned the stiff fans of hair at the armholes of his blue singlet to a rusty coral. He thrust a bunch of bananas in her face.

‘You want bananas? Very good today.’

‘No, thank you. I’m on my way to work. Perhaps later.’

She forgot about him but on her way home she saw him, from the corner of her eye, on the other side of the road waving a banana at her. She steadfastly, if painfully walked on. She did not know his name, so Bananas was what she came to call him to herself.

Later that evening she slipped out in sunglasses and plastic mac to the Victoria Wine for a bottle of tonic. Her toe was still swollen, so as well as enjoying the comfort of them, she felt that her pink slippers added the finishing touch to her disguise. On her return Claud leaped at her as if congratulating her on her cunning, and she was laughing’ into his fur when the telephone rang.

‘Mum?’

‘Hello, Jenny darling.’

‘You sound very cheerful.’

‘Yes, well….’

‘We thought we might come to see you on Sunday….’

As she shook hands with Father Smillie on the church path and shook the scent of incense and a drifting lime flower from her hair, it came to Imogen that she should buy some limes for their pre-luncheon drinks.
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