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‘The Egg’ and try to pick out the little

bits of truth that inspired the fiction.
As Daphne du Maurier once said about
short stories, ‘something observed would
sink into the hidden places of my mind
and later a story would form,” and for me
too these shards are often deeply buried
for a long time before they work their
way back to the surface.

Many years ago I was returning with
two friends from a twenty-first birthday
party. Our heads were muzzy from the
previous evening’s celebrations and
the six a.m. alarm call of the morning
sun streaming through the thin orange
canvas of our tent hadn’t helped
much either. We’d planned to cook
our breakfast over a campfire and had
brought bacon and eggs and a frying pan,
but by then the thought of fried food
made us nauseous.

We trundled along in my old Mini,
washing down Emergen-C’s with warm,
flat Aqua-Libra. Stopping at a service
station for coffee and the Sunday papers,
one of us remembered that it was Father’s
Day and two out of the three of us bought
silly, over-sentimental cards to present to
our fathers later that day. The friend who
had not bought a card had been brought
up by her mother and had not seen her
father since she was a baby. She was
unusually quiet on the journey and when
we reached the old tin-mining town of
— she asked if we could take a detour
up the hill to an area known locally

I t’s a strange sensation to return to

as ‘The Peak’.

‘It’s not because you want to admire
the view, is it?” we asked, knowing
something of her history, and she shook
her head. There was no need to question
her so we just drove. She was very
quiet as we wound our way up the steep
incline with rows of grim brick cottages
lining the way. Eventually she asked us
to pull over. ‘I have a pen but do you
have any paper?’ she asked. My other
friend and I scrabbled around. ‘Oh, it
doesn’t matter,” she said impatiently,
taking an egg from the box we’d brought
with us. In large black letters she
scribbled ‘Happy Father’s Day’ on its shell
and then ducked out of the mini and
dropped it through the letterbox of No. 8.
‘Quick,” she said, diving back in. ‘Drive!’

This episode came back to me when
I started to think about the character of
Celia Idlewild. I first wrote about Celia in
the story ‘Barcarolle’ and I knew when I
bequeathed to her in that story a lovely
house with sea views and fancy cornicing,
a 1922 Bosendorfer piano, a handsome
husband and a brace of healthy children
(one of each, naturally) that everything
was not as perfect as it might have
appeared. I sensed that she was uptight
about something, that she was brittle
and trying to keep everything in. I kept
thinking about the perfectly smooth shell
of an egg, about what it contains.

Around that time there were many
stories flying around of straying men
fathering children. I was struck by

the wives who took these men back,
appearing to all the world to both love
and forgive them, but how cruel they
often were regarding the offspring they
saw as living proof of their husband’s
infidelity.

Shortly after my friend threw the egg
through the letterbox of No. 8 The Peak
she decided to write a letter to her father.
I remember her mortification when she
looked up his address to find that he
didn’t live at No.8 but at No.11. I kept
imagining the possible repercussions of
an egg landing through a letterbox with
the words ‘Happy Father’s Day’ written
on it. I saw a woman coming down the
stairs on a sunny morning to make coffee
for a husband innocently still asleep
upstairs. I begged my friend to write to
whoever lived at No. 8 The Peak but I'm
not sure that she ever did. I think it was
her mistake, more than the episode itself,
that made it lodge in my head. W

Find out more about Polly Samson at
www.pollysamson.com

‘The Egg'is one of the stories in
Perfect Lives by Polly Samson
which is one of this issue’s
featured books and you can
sample it on the facing page.
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- FREE. See page 43.
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An excerpt from The Egg

on the wrong hand, but usually not. Celia

Idlewild in her long chocolate dressing gown,
stepping lightly down the stairs, belt tightly wound
several times at the waist in the Japanese style. The
coolness of stone slabs beneath her feet and faded
rose damask parting with a satisfying swish on both
landings, the wooden curve of the banister like
silk. In the kitchen everything as it should be: black
lacquer tray, two white porcelain cups, ginger thins,
the Sunday morning worship just starting on the
radio; gathering cereal boxes and setting them out
for Ed and Laura while celestial voices soared.

Breakfast: an act of faith, for Ed and Laura rarely
got up before lunch at weekends. She couldn’t
remember needing that much sleep when she was
a teenager. She never wanted to waste the time.
Fallow fields grow weeds, she says, and sets the
table for them, regardless.

Bowls. Jam. Italian coffee pot on to a sputtering
flame, herself on to her mat with one of her cold
rosewater flannels fresh from the fridge, sliding
it out of its polythene, unrolling it, lying with it

S ometimes she woke to find her wedding ring

In an English seaside town, lovers and
children, young men and middle-aged
women weave in and out of each
other’s lives and stories.

A mother is tormented by her
daughter’s tattoo; another only
pretends to love her baby. A wife
stalks her husband and his new lover;
a broken egg through a letterbox
tells a story that will not go away; the
cat thinks he knows best. Threaded
throughout are longings for love and
poignant disappointments, surprising
pleasures and temptations.

This is a collection of stories that
are rueful, knowing, witty, poignant,
bashful, bold. Here we showcase an
excerpt from one of them ...

cooling her eyes, fading the bruises of her dreams,
and precisely twenty-five abdominal crunches, the
same every day, remembering to pull up her pelvic
floor with each one, taut as elastic, before her coffee  of faith, for Ed and
percolated.

Breakfast: an act

She heard the rattle of the letter box. Checked Laura rarely got
her watch. Too early for the newspaper. Glanced to up before lunch at
the window but didn't see anyone; through the slats
of the blind only great waves of grey sea reaching weekends.

for the sky, curling over, collapsing, still a while to go
before high tide, patches of sand still visible beyond
the shingle. An empty promenade, not many gulls.
She tightened the belt on her dressing gown and
added the coffee pot to the tray.

Espresso coffee, ginger thins and upstairs
Graham asleep beneath the eiderdown, oblivious
to the sea’s comings and goings, curled into his
pillow, contented as the biggest brown bear should
be. His back smooth, speckled across the shoulders
from a summer at home, working right there at the
beach with the aid of a dongle and his computer on
a board across his lap, an old straw hat with a faded
air-force blue band to keep the sun from giving him
headaches.

Graham had done nothing to offend her from






