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 ‘A human life, I think, should be well rooted in some spot of a native land, where it may get the love of tender kinship for the face of the earth, for the labours of men go forth to, for the sounds and accents that haunt it, for whatever will give that early home a familiar unmistakable difference amidst the future widening of knowledge . . .’


George Eliot (from Daniel Deronda)










PART ONE


THE LIVING-ROOM










CHAPTER ONE


i


The surging sound of the wind in the trees had been so wild through the night that it had brought back childhood fears. She had slept badly and abandoned her bedroom at dawn to seek the tranquillity brought by the first light. She had soon strayed from the garden and on to the fellside and there she now stood, her eyes closed against the early morning sun, swaying voluptuously in the stillness.


Her slippers were sodden, her dressing-gown was inadequate, her guilt and anxieties lurked ready to pounce – but, for a few moments, nothing could break the spell she had cast on herself. A woman of fifty, yet youthful, slender, in some way unused, her eager pale face yearning for whatever warmth would come even from the thin autumn rays. She was at peace with herself. That was rare. She held on to the moment as if for dear life.


The storm had blown itself out. A great shower of yellow, golden-brown and russet leaves had newly fallen. They lay on her path through the garth. They had made her way soft but she had been conscious, as she trod, that she was pressing them to decay. She did not like the autumn. Year after year on this same spot she had watched the flowers die, the trees stripped by the wind, the hedges become skeletons of themselves, and after the last of the fruit, only the firs and evergreens with colour. And they were so dull, she thought. Except for the holly – and then only when it was enriched with berries. There was the famous copper beech, of course, down in the garden, but it was too heavy, too dark. No, she preferred to escape on to the bare hillside where the orange fern and last patches of purple in the heather gave evidence of life: the slow death into winter depressed her. But the hills were a comfort. On the fells, she thought, you found grandeur, not prettiness, endurance, not annual birth and death. On the fells she felt more free.


On such a morning the fells were at their best. They were in the north of the Lake District – on the peak of England – bare thin grass and large pools of bracken on the sweep and fall of the oldest rock in Europe. From where Elaine stood she saw range enfolded behind range, snow-tipped, some mist – empty land, soothingly empty to her as she tried to force out of her mind the frightening image of her husband embracing another woman. The previous afternoon. She had not been spying but she felt unclean. He had done it so tenderly – tenderness which she had long learnt to live without. He treated her as a child now – gently, not as an equal. He had simply embraced the young woman and yet the picture flared up in Elaine’s mind violently, as if he had been brutal. The memory smacked against her eyes.


She turned from the hills, from the sun, as if she had been hit in the face. She was determined to use this dawn, to draw strength from it. Before her now was the sea, the Solway, the long silver of rapid tides and treacherous sands which had had the final say in so many Border battles. As a girl she had watched it for hours, waiting for a ship, picking out the white houses on the dark Scottish hills, dreaming about the salt water on her skin, the hard dry sand coarse and hot on her body. The land dropped away so quickly to the shore; farms, fields, cattle, sheep, a few small copses, the plain, and then the glitter of water. She had often imagined herself striding down there in a few minutes in the seven-league boots of the fairy tale. When she looked at the sea she had felt like someone in a fairy tale. As if, up on the mountain, she was waiting to be rescued or released. She had made up stories of her Hero coming ashore and taking her away down the firth and into the ocean. She had been careful enough to keep such fantasies – which had lasted well into her adolescence – strictly to herself. Yet another secret to hug, perhaps to fester.


But again she turned away. Such small peace as might have been possible had come and gone. The panic and the terror were tormenting her again. She took a few steps up the hill towards the screes but discovered that she was soon out of breath. The years of pills, she thought hopelessly, they even stop you walking. Once she could all but dance up the hillside. Their poison had to be purged. She turned downhill to face the long strip of woodland, the tiny, isolated hamlet with its four hill farms, three cottages, the ruined and robbed Great House and the old vicarage, her home, massive and ugly on the sloping land, like a great galleon beached. She was afraid to express this opinion to anyone, but – she hated it.


ii


Jimmie, though in the next bedroom, had not heard his wife go out. He got up promptly as the ancient alarm clock began to gather pace. He quenched it almost immediately, concerned that it should not disturb Elaine. She was heading into another of her bad times by the look of things and she needed all the rest she could get. By now he had a reliable routine: he could, generally, gauge and pace her breakdowns to the week. They were a settled part of his life.


His bedroom was cold, big and uncomfortable like all the bedrooms in the house. There were fires but they were only used when someone was bedridden and more than averagely ill. The antiquated central heating system operated downstairs only, and even there unevenly. He dressed quickly and neatly as he had done since a boy in this same room. Then it had been to stave off the cold; now it was a habit efficiency.


He had cleared away his childish mementoes when Elaine had moved in with him after their marriage. But his mother’s death had released the adjacent bedroom and Elaine’s first serious onslaught of nervous depression had made it seem sensible that she should have a room to herself. She had not wanted his mother’s room but, as he had explained, it was next to his and he could be available whenever she wished. And so it had stayed – separate rooms. His room was anonymous. It was without the model aeroplanes, the maps and school photographs, the toys and illustrated books of boyhood; nor had it any trace of conjugality. It was like a bedroom in one of those large Victorian hotels which still exist, unmodernised, bleak, splendid dinosaurs among the fawning mammals of the contemporary motel–hotel world. Jimmie had come to like it. He thought that it enabled him to get on with more work more quickly.


There was a study downstairs but his father’s old desk had been brought up to his bedroom. He was at work within a few minutes of getting out of bed. Although he would never admit it to anyone, he had been greatly influenced, as a youth, by a small volume of Arnold Bennett’s which had explained to the reader how to get full value out of twenty-four hours in a day. To Jimmie, idling but seeking a higher purpose at his middling public school, this text had appeared as the foundation on which he could build his life. He had been forced to practise in the holidays. It was not done to be ‘keen’ at that school, which was heavily weighted in favour of the sons of clergymen. Jimmie had conformed but he had not lost touch with his text.


During Elaine’s first illnesses, he had re-discovered work as an anaesthetic: now it was the only way he could be at ease with life. In Parliament and in his constituency he was noted for his hard work and for his capacity to keep many and various activities going simultaneously. Yet his political career had been undistinguished.


The problem facing him for the next hour was the matter of his campaign literature. The election was exactly three weeks away. The polls were not strikingly favourable but the Prime Minister had little room for manoeuvre. This autumn gamble had surprised the commentators, who had prophesied that he would hang on until the spring. Instantly they declared themselves unsurprised and both left and right proved that the Prime Minister had, after all, no real alternative. The explanation which the Prime Minister had given to his parliamentary colleagues was precisely that which he had given the press and the public. The parliamentary majority was too small, government by hairs-breadth voting was tiring and belittling – a clear mandate was necessary. Once upon a time Jimmie would have believed every word of this and gone to the hustings (as he could still call them) ready to defend this statement in the teeth of all contrary evidence. Now, a sadder and, as he said, a more ignorant man, he suspected that the Unions, the IMF or the CBI had threatened to cut up rough in the winter and an autumn election was the best way to spike their guns. The polls, too, though not good, were at least better than they had been for months.


Swiftly and expertly, Jimmie drew up the main points for his pamphlet. His agent would have some good ideas. Helen had produced some useful facts and figures. The hortatory missives from Transport House supplied much bulk, rather like those chunks of bread that fill out a lean meal. But he had always taken pride in speaking directly to his constituents in his own way and out of his own truest convictions. He had to temper and trim in Parliament, but not before the electors. That was his credo. To those who voted for him, he told the truth of his convictions.


Yet he knew that he was forcing himself. He had less heart for the job than ever before. What were his convictions? He knew that if he laid down his pen to think them over, he would meander into an endless and melancholy labyrinth of doubt.


When he had first become a Labour Member of Parliament, as a young gallant ex-captain, everything had been clean and clear. He had admired ‘the ordinary men’, ‘the working chaps’ in his regiment. He thought they needed a much better deal and deserved a bigger slice of the cake. He met the trade unionists like Ernie Bevin, and was deeply impressed by their authority, their sense of rightness and the utter confidence they had that they spoke for the majority of their countrymen. He admired Major Attlee and was overawed by the likes of Cripps and Dalton. When, eventually, he came to be acquainted with Nye Bevan, then he knew that he had made the right choice without question. ‘Bevan brought poetry into Labour politics’ – that was how James (Jimmie) Johnston, MC, put it unblushingly. The achievements of the 1945–51 Government made him ‘proud to belong to the Labour Party’ and ‘proud to be British’.


He had been fortunate enough to get a seat just a few miles from his father’s house. The house, in fact, overlooked much of the constituency, which mostly lay on the industrial fringe of the Solway Plain in Cumbria. He held the seat in 1951 and there was well-supported talk that, had Labour been returned, he would have been offered a junior job. He was a man to watch, they said.


In the fifties, euphoria had gradually slithered into desolation. The split in the Labour Party dismayed him. It seemed such an act of self-indulgence and such a waste of energy when there were so many things which only a Labour Government could achieve. Although he supported the Labour Party over Suez, he found the reasoning of some of his closest friends to be glib. He was enthusiastic about the Ban-The-Bomb Campaign and marched, once, from Aldermaston at Easter – only to find himself mocked and, later, even spurned by those whose cause he had taken to heart. He was bewildered by the fight over Clause Four and came into Gaitskell’s camp too lamely and too late. In the Tory-triumphant Macmillan election, he lost his seat and felt that he had let down his ideals, his colleagues and above all those who had worked and voted for him in the constituency. He was ashamed of himself and wanted to run away and start again. But when he reviewed his actions, he could not see that he might have acted otherwise except by seizing an opportunistic line which would have been a greater betrayal, he thought, than his confused blundering.


He was persuaded to stand again in 1966 by the constituency party, with whom, on principle, he had never lost touch. They had tried to find another man but failed to agree. The attempt had been half-hearted. It was Jimmie they wanted. He came back rejuvenated. A large majority, an avowedly socialist policy, he wanted it to be 1945–51 all over again. He wanted to see big changes, a more just and tolerant society, the poor raised up, the rich curbed – he had never lost his naïve, even innocent do-gooding socialism. He discovered, to his astonishment, that he was regarded with great affection by many of his old colleagues; he was seen as one of those who had endured – a fine old-fashioned middle-class Labour man. Even his Christianity was considered to be proof of his integrity. Once again he was widely tipped for a ministerial post.


It never came. He held his seat through the next three elections and still it did not come. The time had passed him by. His growing dislike of Harold Wilson could not be concealed – but other men were given jobs without having to swear affection for the man. Jimmie was tactless. He always pushed forward his own and, as he saw it, the Party’s principles and yet he stood for the notion that you must put country before party. He was able, amiable, eloquent, persuasive and rejected.


In a perceptive but dismissive little profile in the New Statesman, the writer half-playfully suggested that Jimmie’s fatal flaw might be his good looks. Even now, in his fifties, Jimmie was an extremely handsome and graceful man in a passé, matinée-idol manner. Thick grey hair, strong features, bold grey eyes, tall, squarely built, polished – the sort of man, the New Statesman proposed, who was guaranteed to raise the hackles of Harold (‘I can understand the man in the street and beat the intellectuals at their own game better than anybody’) Wilson. Jimmie was neither clever enough nor was he sufficiently plebeian, he was not young enough nor was he dependent enough – and besides that he had lately taken to asserting his belief in the stand taken by Gaitskell, the dead leader whom Wilson had replaced and seemed to wish to efface. The writer tactfully omitted to say that perhaps Jimmie simply was not tough enough, but he did suggest that Jimmie’s Christian and clerical background had somehow left him ‘forever just that bit out of touch with contemporary reality’.


As he covered the broad-lined pages of the blue exercise book with his appeal to the voters, Jimmie found that it was as if he were driving in neutral. The active part of his mind was not engaged. He considered turning to something else, but there was no time. His agent needed the first draft today and besides, would thought make it different? He wrote on: about the Welfare State, North Sea Oil, Nationalisation, Comprehensive Schools, Race, Inflation, Unemployment and the special problems of the area he knew so well and had represented so faithfully. Yet he felt he had let the people down. They deserved a minister. In this cut-off and historically neglected area they needed someone with pull, someone who could begin to have a positive effect on their apparently intransigent problems. Not him. Jimmie was a shy, solitary man whose heartiness and hail-fellow attitude was no more than a smokescreen to protect himself and enable him to appear to be making the ordinary contacts he found so difficult. Yet they would have no one else.


This loyalty touched him very deeply. It was because of this loyalty that he was preparing to work sixteen hours a day for the next three weeks. Because of this loyalty that he put his mind to the eternally recurring difficulties of his sick wife. Because of this loyalty that he feared to break out of the conventional life which had slowly suffocated him and grab the chance of a new life which seemed to be before him. And because of this loyalty that he dreaded the arrival of his friend Harold Ruthwaite with news which could make him a public scandal within the next week.










CHAPTER TWO


Elaine’s son, Gareth, had driven down from London the previous night and arrived in the early hours of the morning. In his nervous, almost alarmed gestures he clearly resembled his mother, although in looks he was so different that, as a boy, strangers had remarked on a likeness to Jimmie. This was embarrassing. Jimmie was his step-father, although that fact had not been admitted within or without the family for many years, not, in fact, until Gareth was in his mid-twenties.


Marianne had heard the car, got out of bed and come down to meet and be persuaded to stay to sleep with him.


Gareth reached out and touched her bare back. There was a very slight spread of hairs. He rubbed them with his thumb. He let his hand trail down the spinal cord emphatically but gently, playing his fingers on the discs. At the buttocks he paused and touched all about them as if sizing them. Then his hand went up once again to the waist, girl-slim again and as trim as it had been five years before. He knew that she was not asleep. He hesitated, to lull her, and then, quite suddenly, drove his hand down between the thighs.


She twisted violently on the makeshift bed and pulled away from him, taking most of the rough blankets with her. Gareth grinned to himself, as if he had scored an important point. He swung his legs over the edge of the chaise-longue which they had pushed against the large sofa in the early hours of the morning to make a double bed. The curtains were badly drawn. Sunlight came through the gaps. The drawing-room looked even larger than usual, heavy with inherited furniture, hungover with its ecclesiastical past in the pictures and the Gothic Window motif on the walls. There was even a lectern, brass eagle’s wings outspread, at the ready for the next lesson. Jimmie used it as a writing desk when he wanted to stand and ease the monotony of sedentary work.


Gareth glanced at her and then looked elaborately about the room, like a stage villain. He knew that he had used her and he should have felt ashamed. But he did not and took refuge in mock-theatricality. He had his back to Marianne, who again pretended to be asleep. If Gareth had an audience for the monologue which followed, then it would appear to have been his genitals. The fact that Marianne did not watch did not matter. All that he wanted was to find some way to get out of the exasperating feeling of responsibility she always put on him.


‘Arise, Cerne Abbas, and go into thy kingdom.’ He waved his hands before him like a pantomime conjuror. ‘Abracadabra – we are alone, deep in the bowels of the manse – arise.’ He glanced over his shoulder at Marianne, ‘Game’s up, love’ – the melodramatic delivery became Cockney camp – ‘don’t put on airs, dearie. Ladies want it just as much as gentlemen. Come along now, my darling, the old pecker’s peckish.’ He did not desire her, nor did it matter to him whether or not they made love again, but there was a game of domination he had always played with her and the habit had stuck. ‘Come on, gal.’ The American deep-bass-virile-cigarette-advertising tone. ‘Sometimes, a man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do. Time we hit the trail. Remember.’ He recited very slowly as a dirge. ‘Remember, gal,


 


Rip Van Winkle slept a long long time


When he woke he was old and grey.


 


‘So!’ he reverted suddenly and wildly, leaping up like a marionette, to stage queer – a wacky faggoty voice full of innuendo:


 


‘Wakey – Wakey! Give a shakey!


It’s gonna be a glorious, I say glorious, yes a glorious


Da – a – a – ay.


getting up time, campers! I mean. Mother’s waiting!’


 


He finished, half-turned to her, one hand on hip, the other patting the back of his hair, knees primly together in what Quentin Crisp had described as the classic transvestite pose. In that instant, but only for that instant, when imitating some fantasy figure, Gareth felt a rare burst of contentment.


Marianne was not looking.


‘Cock-a-doodle-do!’


‘What time is it?’ Her voice faked sleepiness. She had, once upon a time, enjoyed his mimicking and strutting. Now it wearied her.


‘I understand. Cock a doodle don’t if I’m not a good boy then.’ He clambered across to his trousers and pulled out a large pocket watch. ‘On the third stroke it will be – resist the temptation – 7.24 a.m. precisely. I wonder if God knows that. Do You?’ He looked up at the ceiling, which was the floor of his mother’s bedroom. ‘7.24 precisely. We have our own fix on the universe now – so watch it, sun.’


‘Time I was out of here,’ Marianne said. She was apprehensive and Gareth, in some callous part of him, enjoyed that.


‘First the little matter of the morning call.’ He stood up, naked, lean, dark, and ran a few steps on the spot – high knee raising. He stopped abruptly. ‘Knock knock, who’s there?’


‘Not again.’ Marianne pulled the blankets up to her neck and looked at him gravely. She had no influence on his moods these days. There was no way she could control him.


‘It’s a crime against the appetites! Don’t you realise your responsibilities as a liberated female? Lie back and take your medicine like a man.’


Marianne sat up, took a half-smoked cigarette from the ashtray, lit up, and coughed. ‘I’m sore,’ she said, fanning the smoke away from her watering eyes. ‘You’re too rough. I’m not used to it.’ Her excuses were lame but he did not see through them.


‘Let me rub your bum.’


Gareth darted forward – she loved his quick, greedy movements – lifted the blankets, levered her on to her side and then delicately patted her bottom. Then he let her sit up, replaced the blankets and once more stood before her, bristling with the desire that she join in his play.


‘What a generous thought on the part of the Great Inventor, that bum of yours – that beautiful double mould’ – his hands shaped them in the air – ‘that shapely beasty-breasty bum, all laid on to decorate nothing grander than the glum little terminus of your intestinal organs. A Henry Moore original! Genius.’


‘They’ll be up soon. I’d better get dressed.’ It was over. He had not changed. She had been weak to give in.


‘Whereas,’ he continued, watching her carefully, almost threateningly now, ‘compare and contrast the lack of craftmanship that went into the old pecker. With twice the responsibility – like a withered bit of old rhubarb – why so old? Why were you born so old? Do you hang your head in shame? Or are you exhausted by the millions of half lives which have passed through you? Or is it guilt? Alas poor prick! Hampton, Tool,’ the names came popping out, like balloons being burst by an unruly child, ‘Ding-a-ling, Member – of what? Couldn’t you inspire us a little more than that? Take penis – well, you can’t take it anywhere. Snake? No fun. And tventieth-scenchury men demends fun! “John Thomas.” “Willie.” “Dick.” Never Fred. “Little Man.” O Mother.’


Marianne stubbed out the cigarette and shivered. She was afraid of him when he got carried away in one of his moods. She saw him wilfully damaging himself, contradicting all that once had been so gentle and decent in his nature. However funny he started out to be the result was just the same as when he was nasty – once she had never known him to be nasty, but now, half stranger, she never knew how he would turn. He ignored her restlessness and went on, still addressing his groin.


‘St. Augustine said that you had a will of your own. Do you know that? Do you forget nothing and learn nothing? Cock’s the only decent word. But why does it mean rubbish at the same time? Tell me.’


It was true that in the last two or three years he had became a stranger to her, Marianne thought; although she had known him for so much of her life, all the quick strength she loved became petrified now in an argument he was having only with himself. She felt detached and saw him isolated, odd, straining – for what? She had lost him. She did not know. Now he stood, naked, holding himself, glaring at his crotch, even comical: yet she dared not laugh.


‘I want to know,’ he said, apparently in all seriousness, ‘why? – and believe me, the answer could bring peace to the world – why? – this could unify the dualities of good and evil – why? – it could release the central absurd agony of man or, better still, anaesthetise it – why? – it could staunch the wound which the ridiculous makes in the poetic, it could be the sensual splitting of the atom – it is, in short, the riddle Oedipus should have proposed to the Sphinx. Why, O little cock, must we pee out of you as well?’ He glared at her.


She put her hand to her mouth so as not to make a sound. She had experienced his anger – blown up suddenly and meaninglessly, just as seemed about to happen now. He smiled at her yet she felt alarm swoop up into her throat like nausea.


‘I’m getting up,’ she said, dry-throated, bewildered by the strength of her fear for this man she had known and loved for so long.


‘Not really.’


‘Yep.’ She pulled on her jeans hurriedly, hauled the sweater towards her, that would do – underclothes, shoes, tights could wait.


‘Not really.’ Still he smiled and waited for her to stop running away.


‘I’d hate to play gooseberry to you and your – thingummy there.’ She was in a panic to have the protection of her clothes.


‘You were listening! She was listening, Cerne Abbas. Monologues are for us monos, my girl.’


She was dressed. She took some deep breaths, carefully so that he would not notice. She needed to do something. She reached out to fold a blanket. Now that she was clothed, her confidence returned.


‘Still bloody anti-life.’ No play in his tone now. But she was dressed – and the bed was between them.


‘Pass my shoes. Please.’


He ignored her request and slowly began to draw on his tight jeans.


‘I’ve said I’ll marry you,’ he said calmly, his usual self now; cool. ‘I’ve said it ever since Alan was born.’


‘The way you say it makes it impossible for me to accept it – doesn’t it?’ She punched the cushions back into shape and tugged at the chaise-longue to disengage the temporary coupling of furniture. Why was he always so serious when she was least prepared for it? He made no effort to reply. Surely he ought to reply when it was so important. ‘Don’t you? Say it that way? It’s just saying it for the sake of saying it. But do you love me?’


‘No,’ he said. ‘I don’t. It’s unfortunate.’


She was never prepared for his honesty. It hurt and shocked her. She turned to check the tingling in her eyes. Gareth was well aware of the effect his words had on her but he calmly continued to dress, carefully pulling his denim shirt on, fastening the cuffs as if he were securing fine cufflinks, breathing in deeply to tuck the faded blue shirt into his trousers. He was back in himself and played her like a hooked fish.


‘I could say “I’m sorry, Marianne”, but that would be hypocritical.’


She nodded, her back still towards him. She was well trained. By him. No one else. If only they could talk it all over nicely, quietly, in a relaxed way, she thought, instead of barging into the most important issue in their life – her life anyway – like some obstacle in the dark. She had told herself to fight back a hundred times when he had been far away from her. Recently, as he had noticed, she had begun to assert herself strongly. He merely increased his pressure and watched. She had to find courage now, she thought, and she braced herself.


‘You look like a schoolgirl from the back,’ he said. ‘Having your hair cut short did it. And that grey pullover I suppose, one of Holy Jimmie’s, is it? How old are you?’ he paused. ‘Twenty-two; twenty-three just after Christmas.’


‘Why did you just make love to me then?’ she asked, facing him, trying to be fierce.


‘I like it. You know that.’


‘You’ve always thought you could – whenever you wanted. And ever since I had Alan you’ve treated me like a doormat.’


‘That’s a poor analogy,’ he said. ‘You can do better than that.’


She ignored his attempt to check her anger. ‘I don’t need you. He’ll be at school soon and I’ll get a job. I won’t need your money either.’


‘You’ll get it.’ He spoke tiredly, not out of affectation – although that tint was never quite absent from the character or characters he played with when teasing her – but because the subject of their child exhausted, he would say bored, him. ‘You always have. On the dot.’ This was the worst part of coming home: the child, the talk of the child, the final proof of his lack of all true feeling, for he sinned against all that was right by feeling so little for his child.


‘On principle,’ Marianne retorted. ‘Not because you want to give it to me. And certainly not because you want to give it to Alan. But because you want to be able to say that you’ve given it to us.’


‘Say to whom?’ She was right, he knew that, and he appreciated her acuteness.


‘Yourself, of course!’ She tugged the heavy furniture over the room, knocked her shin against the leg of the piano and felt giddy. She straightened up to clear her head. ‘You say everything to yourself, don’t you? Who else would listen? You’re the most self-centred man in the word. Your articles, your radio programmes, your ideas about everything under the sun. I’m surprised you even find time to talk to that thingummy of yours. Mind, you make a lovely couple!’


He laughed. Bullseye for another cliché, he thought. Beautiful women did become more interesting when they grew angry. Another truism rises from the dust. She was black-haired, jet, shiny: the face a small oval which would have been too pretty but for the uneven gash of mouth and the biting blue eyes. He liked to laugh at her when she was angry. It made him feel rich to control her so absolutely. It was the nearest, these days, he came to real emotion.


‘You wanted the child, Marianne,’ he said, slipping in the thrust. ‘You missed the pill.’


‘I forgot it.’


‘You forgot it?’ He replied with flat disbelief. ‘You still maintain that, do you?’


‘I loved you. You don’t understand that any more, do you?’ She rapped out the sentimental phrases urgently. Marianne was someone who always believed there was one last chance. ‘You were wonderful then. You said you loved me. And I believed it. I’d been brought up to believe in love.’ He looked the same. More tired, thinner, more tense, but he was the same man, she thought. How could he not be touched by what she said? How could he not remember? She wanted to scream at his coolness – we made love! we have a child!


‘What are you trying to tell me, Marianne?’ His battery razor worked almost silently: the buzzing cushions of mini-blades grazed safely over his jaw.


‘I want a life of my own. I want to get away from you.’


‘So why did you do it last night?’


‘When I phoned you yesterday to tell you that Elaine had had a bad turn, you were up here in no time.’ She strove to keep the envy out of her voice.


‘So I went to the top of the class. “The boy loves his mother: can’t be all bad.” ’


‘You twist everything.’


‘Everything’s twisted.’


‘You do love her, don’t you?’


Gareth winced as if he had cut himself and did not answer. Marianne had said what she wanted to say but felt no better for it. Two forces struggled inside her: one which knew it was hopeless and degrading to beg for his love and saw strength and sanity only in breaking free: the other which feared to leave what had once been strong and still hoped desperately for a happy ending. But that was out, she could see: the ending was behind her.


‘I’m going to have to do it all by myself, aren’t I?’ she said quietly – suddenly aware of this. ‘You’ll give me no help at all. You’ll come, you’ll want me to go to bed with you, then you’ll go away for weeks and months on end and our only communication will be the monthly cheque at the bank. I’m on my own, aren’t I?’ The force of this final realisation made her want to sit down, to have time to absorb it, to reassure herself that she could face up to it. She had not owned up to it in front of him before now.


‘You always were,’ he said thinly, even, she sensed, kindly. ‘That was clear from the start. Those were the terms.’


‘You can’t have terms when people fall in love.’


He shrugged.


‘Nobody’s free of other people,’ she said. ‘Are they?’


Again he gave no answer and she made herself fold up one of the blankets, feeling that she had done something important, unsure exactly what it implied, wanting to stay until the instinct was confirmed. ‘Do you know what you want, Gareth?’ she asked him finally. He was only seven years older than she was, but his education, his position as the son of this big house, his strange ways of talking had always made him appear to her as much a teacher, even a guru, as a lover.


‘I know exactly what I want, Marianne,’ he said. He had finished shaving. He rubbed the nectarine smoothness of his skin with an approving thumb and forefinger. And indeed, when he was with Marianne he was confident of his role. Had he followed this through, he would have been surprised to discover how much he looked forward to their meetings for this very reason – the relaxation of knowing where he was. With her, he did know exactly what he wanted.


‘I thought I did,’ she replied sadly.


‘You do. You want to be free from me. Remember?’


‘Yes.’ Not even her sorrow could reach him now. She was chilled by how completely he had cut her out of his feelings: for her self-respect, she fought to disguise it.


‘That’s a start.’ He smiled at her. She could have been his secretary, he thought, or a young student a bit down-in-the-mouth – in need of that little bit of extra personal encouragement. ‘We are all free. That’s the message. That’s all the message.’


‘You keep saying that.’ Her response was weary. She had to take on the burden of living without hoping for anything from him and this first intimation tired her.


‘Thank you for last night,’ he said, enjoying the switch to this tone of genuine gratitude, enjoying her puzzled expression. ‘You’re very good in bed. Muchas gracias.’


She shook her head and further folded the already folded blanket.


‘Stop behaving as if we’re due for kit inspection,’ Gareth said gently. He leaned across and twitched the blanket away from her. She let it fall on to the carpet. ‘If you want to pretend that I slept here alone – for reasons of propriety which must be as curious as can be imagined all things considered – then, please leave the bed scruffy as I would. A little social realism. Never let it be said the fifties lived in vain. Nice and untidy.’ He threw a cushion to join the blanket. ‘There.’


‘You’d make a good criminal.’


‘I’ve often thought that.’


‘I’m going.’ She began to walk to the door which led to the back stairs. It was clear that she wanted to be called to stop. He waited until the very last second.


‘Marianne.’


‘Yes?’


‘Stay loose. Take care. Good morning.’


He nodded and she had no reason to stay.


Gareth took out a crumpled Disque Bleu from his breast pocket and wandered around the large room. He remembered how in Jane Austen’s novels people had ‘taken a turn’ around the drawing-room. It was not such a bad idea. He looked at the books, well bound, complete sets, leather and gilt; the three bronze statuettes Jimmie had bought just after the war from a sculptor friend who since had become famous, thus making these writhing headless almost shapeless hermaphrodite bodies quite valuable – each little piece worth about six months’ average wage, he calculated: madness. There were just two jardinières which Gareth liked for their absurdity and a nineteenth-century miniature tapestry on the theme of the Crucifixion which always mesmerised him by its bloodless implausibility and bad taste. ‘Elaine’s piano’, always so called although it had been there, she said, before her arrival, formerly subject to a weekly pounding from Canon Johnston as he had ground through the Friday-night friends-and-family sing-song ritual with the same joyless relentlessness as appeared to have characterised his attitude towards all other rituals, sacred, secular and sexual. Canon Johnston had existed in the district much as the old parson-squire of eighteenth-century novels. Now he seemed further away than the Tudors. A valuable vase, often caused to wobble, never yet to crash, stood on a massive mahogany side-table. Heavy, comfortable, now very chic and expensive, Victorian furniture. A Georgian bookcase, two Adam mirrors slung high on the walls to avoid all but the tallest human eye. A civilised, settled place, crammed with some of the achievements of an imperial past: to Gareth’s eye it looked like so much debris.


Several times in his recent past Gareth had felt like smashing this room to pieces with a poker. Now he regarded it with calm contempt.


He whistled a ragtime tune and stubbed his cigarette on a Wedgwood dish. He had no desire to look out of the window. He put the light on, took out a pad and made some notes for his next article. He sipped gently from the hip flask of malt whisky.


Lionel popped his bald brown and crinkled old head around the door. With its flying wisps of grey hair skewered out above the ears, it looked like some puppet’s face swivelling about half-way up the door.


‘I go, I come back?’


‘Come in.’


The head withdrew, the door was pushed open, and Lionel hobbled in, legs bowed as if from riding (though it was from mining), black waistcoat and trousers, white collarless shirt, sleeves rolled up above his elbows revealing tight biceps which made a mockery of his seventy-four years, at the end of one arm a bucket of coal, in the other hand a bucket of newspaper and twigs.


‘Phew!’ He paused dramatically. ‘O dear me.’


‘Good morning.’


‘Good night by the smell of it.’ He put down the coal bucket, licked his finger and held it up. ‘Fresh, very. O yes.’


Gareth was irritated by the old man’s intimacy and homeliness. Once upon a time he had made a great fuss over Lionel. Now he was glad to be out of his company although he took great care that no one should notice, least of all Lionel himself. ‘Keep the home fires burning.’ Gareth was vexed that he should descend to such a fatuous mandarin-matey remark. He could do better than that. ‘I need some air,’ he said. Not much better.


‘I bet. Did it end up on t’floor then? A fight to the finish?’ The old man grinned and stubbed his toe on the hectic pile of blankets.


Again Gareth felt the kick of irritation.


‘You are the occupying power, clearly. I’ll be gone.’


He jumped up, scarcely able to control the fierce surge of anger he felt for this amiable cheerful old man whom he had once idealised as an ‘unsung working-class hero’ – the best friend of his mother’s legendary (in her eyes) father – someone who had helped to raise him. Yet Gareth could not bear to be in the same room as him. He made for the door.


‘Hey! Just a minute. I want to take you up on something you said on that daft programme of yours last Thursday – no, Friday – no, wait a minute – Thursday – Thursday.’ Gareth was forced to stop: Lionel was making a point of it.


‘Later. Please, Lionel. We can have a talk later.’


‘I turned it off anyway. I can’t listen to all those squawkin’ records you put between the interviews and the political stuff. Why do you mix it all up? Irritatin’ everybody.’ Still the old man’s insistence held him. Then he wrenched himself free.


‘Life, Lionel! Life! Good morning. Draw the curtains. Reveal the french windows. Set the stage for the usual Victorian farce.’


He was gone.


Lionel nodded. Recently he had pestered Gareth deliberately in order to test his conclusion about him. There was no doubt. Gareth had lost himself, he thought.


The old man drew the curtains very slowly, afraid to disturb the rather rickety curtain rail which he had meant to attend to for months.


 


There were two sets of stairs in the house and it was the servants’ stairs Gareth chose to use to take him to the attics. That way, he was less likely to meet anyone and he wanted some time alone before he met Elaine and took on Jimmie.


He chose the attic in which Lionel had laid out the apples. They covered the floor, wall to wall, safely stored, already filling the room with a rich cidery fug. Gareth pushed them aside gently, his feet wading through them so that they scattered and bunched untidily, breaking the neat pattern which Lionel’s careful work had given them. He sat on the floor, his back against the wall. The effect of the journey, the false alarm about Elaine (Marianne had been apologetic when he arrived: she had thought Elaine was about to enter one of her very bad times whereas it now appeared that she was still within the limits of her own ‘normal’ behaviour), the love-making with Marianne . . . he could make up lists of reasons for his feeling of utter emptiness . . . lists that would reach back into childhood.


It was odd that in the room below was his son, being brought up in the same house as he had known as a child. Elaine and Jimmie had urged Marianne to come and live with them. The advantages for Alan and the temptation to be in contact with Gareth had easily persuaded her to accept their offer. Her mother, down in the town a few miles away, saw it as yet another betrayal. Gareth avoided thinking about the troubles Marianne must have faced in that small community: pregnant, unmarried, whisked out to the house of the widely known and respected Member of Parliament, and all because of that Gareth Johnston who had done so well for himself in the papers and on the radio. He could not burn for her.


Since he had found out the truth about his father he had been so self-consumed that he could scarcely reach out to anyone. Sometimes he thought that it was simply a question of energy: the amount of thought, of re-consideration, anger, self-pity, reorganisation, misery, regret and confusion thrown up by the over-late discovery that he was not the son of his apparent father – of Jimmie, whom he had called ‘father’ innocently for years – this had given him so much preoccupation that there was nothing left for anyone else.


But it was too straightforward and too infantile to blame it on that. For years before then, since his adolescence, Gareth had felt a split in himself, a division which he could heal only by play-acting at being someone he was expected to be, or, alternatively, someone he was not expected to be. For, since his adolescence, he had experienced an acute sense of bleakness and an insoluble sense of loss. He would wake up to the crushing thought that yet another day had to be got through. He would see the prospect of years before him as an appallingly, unnecessarily vast acreage of time which yawned emptily, greedy for things to fill it – but what had he to offer? In those moments of stillness, when you sink to the root of yourself like a diver going down to the bottom of the ocean in a bell-jar, he felt only nothingness, meaninglessness, a despair which he could not describe or understand but which was there, however much he might mock or blame himself for it, it was there, like a black hole in the heart of his life relentlessly sucking into itself all that he constructed. To escape this he ran: he ran to work, to women, to drink, to different jobs, different places, different creeds; he took risks, he was reckless rather than bold, and he found that, as if some inevitable process were at work, one thing after another lost its savour until now he was at the most extreme point possible from where he had started.


As a schoolboy and undergraduate and at first with Marianne, with his friends in London, he had been able to appear warm-hearted, interested in everything about him, even a little naïve. Now he saw himself as a cynical man, bitter, without decent feelings, prepared to be cruel as he had been with Marianne that morning, not even prepared to be polite to old and faithful friends such as Lionel. ‘Saw himself’ was the correct expression of his state, for to escape the bleak, draining despair within himself he had begun to act more than one part. That was the division, between the centre of him which did not change but drew him in endless circles around some grave of faith, and the face he put on to the world which was so animated and various that people would say he was ‘full of life’. And so to blame his sudden access to the knowledge of his past for what he was feeling now was unfair. But he felt like being unfair. He had come back to be unfair. That was his present rôle.


He felt sleepy and took up one of the smaller green apples. It was pocked and misshapen and hard but he bit into it and relished the sourness, ‘His present rôle’: it was uncanny now how he ‘saw’ himself as if his body existed apart from some central and guiding spirit. He laughed: perhaps there was a soul after all! That would be a joke, he thought, and wonderfully ironic and absurd if he should discover such a thing here, in an ex-Anglican vicarage of all places! An unlikely place for religion: his contempt for Jimmie’s quiet Christianity was intense.


But if it was not a good place for souls, it was certainly a fine place for acting out a part. Long ago, Gareth had noticed how the vicarage was organised about that main room as about a stage. The basic reason for this was that as it was the only reliably warm room in the entire vicarage, it was naturally the spot where everyone came together for warmth: this primitive huddle was still part of the life-style of a house geared to austere Edwardian notions of domestic fortitude. There was always a fire on in the living-room and the ancient radiators were allowed to function.


More had been added to that. Elaine’s illnesses had meant that she was often convalescing, and for quite long periods of time. It was much more companionable for her to be allowed down into the big room – a bed made up for her rather in the way Gareth had made up the bed for himself and Marianne – and there she could at least seem to be part of the life of the house. Jimmie had got into the habit of doing the less taxing work – many of the letters, some of the reading – there in the big room in order to spend some time with his wife: otherwise he could have moved from Westminster to the train, to his local committee-rooms, to the various functions and to his study-bedroom without seeing her for weeks on end. Elaine’s mother had always liked the room and she, too, like Jimmie, saw that it was the only focus they had. Gareth could extend the similarity to a stage much further. For as they tended to arrive from such different worlds – Jimmie from Parliament, Elaine from the private concentration of her illness and loneliness, himself from the loose and corrupting metropolitan mixture of extremist politics and jaded hedonism – they tended to make announcements to each other, statements from their worlds which were so different it seemed to Gareth a wonder they met at all. Add to that the long-rooted home-binding local certainty of Elaine’s mother, who acted as unacknowledged housekeeper (a rôle she had held officially for Jimmie’s father), and the straightforward, as he saw them, difficulties of Marianne, and the room became a little theatre for them all. All the better, he thought viciously, for him to play his final part before he pulled down the curtain on Jimmie.


Gareth bit again into the sour green apple. The acid spurted stingingly inside his mouth and began its trickle down his throat, bitterly. Tears came to his eyes. He felt invigorated.










CHAPTER THREE


i


The walk usually cheered Jimmie up. It was the same walk. Every morning that he was in the vicarage he would set off right after the eight o’clock news and pound the two-and-a-half miles around the lanes which linked the hamlet with other small farming outcrops in that sparsely populated region. He kept off the fell. It was too strenuous and too spectacular for the purpose he required. He liked these undulating lanes. He passed by farmyards and nodded to neighbours he had known all his life, he would meet the mail van, the Milk Marketing lorry overtook him on the way back, he felt part of the place and that mattered increasingly to him.


The wind was getting up again. The clouds were on the move, scudding across the tops, pouchy with rain. It was cold. Jimmie liked all weathers. He used to say that those who lived under perfect blue skies and clear hot sun did not know what they missed. He would be bored stiff, he declared, just gazing at a bare blazing disc of flame all day long. He enjoyed rain in all its varieties, snow, hail, sleet, mist – above all, the wind, the stronger the better. To fight to keep his foothold made him feel firm in his sense of being alive.


There was so little time left. A few years and then senility. He walked briskly, as if to beat back the grim reaper.


Though his head turned this way and that looking at familiar landmarks and features, Jimmie was no countryman. He knew only the most common flowers, birds and trees by name. What he liked, he would say, was the feeling of it all, the sweep and space, the drama of the landscape, not the minutiae of a garden. And yet he admired Lionel’s skill and knowledge in the garden and envied him his erudition on these matters. Close learning of nature had been neglected in his education; just as he had never learned how to be practical – brought up, indeed, to despise the man who worked with his hands or was mechanical as someone inferior to those, like himself, who would think. He regretted the snobbery and stupidity which had brought that about, but it was too late to change now. So many things he did not know. The workings of his own body, for example, were as unknown to him as the latest laws of physics. The best in his own literature remained but scantily read, and yet he gutted three or four newspapers a day and as many magazines a week. Whatever he thought of he thought of with regret. However quickly he walked he could not shake that off. So much was coming to a head.
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