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            1

         

         In the main entrance of the air terminal a young man stood beside a cigarette machine, searching in the breast pocket of his blue suit for his passport. A girl, slouching in a grey coat, as if she thought she was too tall, passively watched him.

         ‘It’s safe,’ he said, patting his jacket with relief.

         Suddenly the girl’s face, reflected in the chrome surface of the tobacco machine, changed expression. Clownishly her mouth turned down at the corners.

         ‘You should have taken me with you,’ she said. ‘You should have done.’

         2 He knew she was right, and yet how could he arrive in the States with someone who was not his wife? It wasn’t like London. The University would never stand for him living with a woman, not in quarters provided and paid for by the faculty.

         ‘I’ll send for you,’ he told her. ‘I’ll send for you very soon.’

         She thought how handsome he was, with his dark hair cut short to impress his transatlantic colleagues, his chelsea boots. There hadn’t been time for him to put on a tie, and his shirt was unbuttoned at the neck. It occurred to her how masculine he was and how unfair that she should realise it only when saying goodbye.

         ‘Jesus,’ he said. ‘Look at the clock. I’ll have to move, Ann.’

         ‘Wait,’ she pleaded. And he looked desperately at the queue forming outside the door leading to the coach park. ‘All right,’ she said bitterly. ‘Go.’

         He bent to pick up his suitcase and his white raincoat. She stood turned away from him with a bright deliberate smile on her face. He put down his case and touched her arm.

         He said uneasily, ‘I’ll miss the plane.’

         3 She relented and allowed him to embrace her. When they kissed, she felt her stomach turn over, it was probably the excitement of losing him. When they had been together she always stood outside, observing them both.

         He didn’t turn round to wave as he went through the departure door, nor did she follow to watch him boarding the coach. Acting out the fantasy that she had been betrayed, she stumbled with bowed head towards the exit. She was already feeling a little frightened at the thought of facing her mother. Maybe if she bought some fresh rolls on the Finchley Road and a bunch of flowers for her breakfast tray, Mrs Walton would be less condemning. She might even be sympathetic; after all, it had been her idea that Ann get engaged. Ann hadn’t thought she knew Gerald well enough – they had only known each other for a few weeks when he was offered the University post – but Mrs Walton said she would be a fool to think it over, particularly as Gerald was flying off to America and with such splendid prospects. She hadn’t met Gerald then, but her friend Mrs Munro, with whom she played bridge, had a daughter married to an American, and Mrs Munro 4 had made three trips to the States in four years.

         When the No. 13 bus came, Ann sat on the top deck at the front holding tightly to the chrome rail as the vehicle tore between the parked cars and the tattered trees. She closed her eyes and re-lived Gerald kissing her goodbye. The excitement was still there – the sensation in the pit of her stomach – though she couldn’t be sure it wasn’t panic at the thought of the scene to come. Mrs Walton had insisted on travelling up from Brighton to be introduced to Gerald before he departed. It was natural enough that she should want to meet him, though she could have chosen a more convenient time. She’d brought a large suitcase too, as if it was going to be a lengthy visit, although she knew Pamela was arriving the day after tomorrow and there wasn’t room for them all; there weren’t enough sheets or blankets. Ann had asked her mother to come ten days ago but Mrs Walton said she hadn’t a spare moment. She had a busy agenda; there was a bridge evening arranged. The night before, Gerald’s friends had given him a farewell party to which Mrs Walton wasn’t invited. ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ snapped Gerald when Ann hinted that perhaps they should take Mrs Walton. 5 ‘You can’t take your mother with you.’ Mrs Walton’s mouth trembled the way it always did when she was put out about something. ‘I had thought,’ she said, ‘that we’d stay in and perhaps have a nice round of cards.’ And Gerald said ‘Tough’ under his breath. But she heard. Ann worried all evening about her mother being upset, and Gerald drank too much. When he brought her home he pushed his way into the flat and tried to make her take her clothes off. She wouldn’t remove all of them, in case her mother came out of the bedroom. He bent her over the sofa and made love to her standing up. It didn’t work very well because he was too drunk; every time he lunged forward she was pressed against the upholstered arm, and dust filled her nose. They couldn’t lie down because the floor creaked. Gerald became terribly irritated by her lack of co-operation, but there was nothing she could do. Mrs Walton started moving about in the other room and coughing and calling out for cups of water. In the end Gerald swore and made a dreadful noise going downstairs – a sort of howl like a dog on the end of a chain. It was astonishing Mrs Walton didn’t come out in her white nylon nightgown and confront them both. She wasn’t a coward.

         6 The bus circled the roundabout and Ann looked down on Lord’s Cricket Ground. There was a man in a boy’s cap running towards the fence. He flung his arm high into the air as if he was going to do a handstand on the green grass. A van with a sprinkler advanced along the perimeter of the field, and the bowler plodded, bandy-legged and perspiring, back to his starting point. Ann couldn’t think what to say to her mother. She’d have to play it by ear – keep a straight bat and hope she wasn’t caught leg before wicket. Silly mid-off, she thought, and tore her bus ticket into little pieces.

         She bought the rolls and six carnations, and some fresh eggs from the health food shop. There probably wasn’t any difference between those and the ones in the supermarket, but she felt she was being nice to her mother – filling her up with goodness, nothing but the best. She made a lot of noise going up the stairs, thumping her feet at every step to give Mrs Walton time to put back any correspondence she might have found in the flat. She didn’t mind the way her mother spied on her, the detective work she felt compelled to do; there wasn’t anything sensational to find, and her father 7 was such a private man her mother had a need to discover secrets.

         However, her mother was packing.

         ‘What are you doing?’ asked Ann, though it was obvious.

         ‘I’m leaving,’ said Mrs Walton. She had been crying, and she wore her bedjacket, the one with the blue ribbons. She looked like an over-fed baby with her flushed cheeks, her diminutive mouth, and the little plump arms appearing from the beribboned sleeves of the fluffy bedjacket.

         ‘Oh,’ said Ann. ‘I thought you might stay to see Pamela.’

         ‘I know when I’m not wanted,’ said Mrs Walton, though she had never known.

         Ann realised it was too late to pretend innocence; she had to attack. ‘I can’t understand you,’ she cried fiercely. ‘You said you wanted to meet Gerald and yet you hardly spoke to him. He thought it was odd.’

         ‘Don’t talk to me,’ said Mrs Walton, pushing a blue taffeta dress into the suitcase.

         Ann watched her in silence for a moment. ‘I bought you some flowers.’ She laid the carnations on the coverlet.

         8 ‘I did not come here,’ her mother explained, ‘to put up with you running all over London with that person, and carrying on half the night.’

         ‘That person,’ said Ann, feeling on safer ground, ‘is the one you told me to get engaged to. He’s going to be your son-in-law.’

         Mrs Walton made a contemptuous sound. Her eyes registered disbelief.

         ‘Never,’ she said. ‘Not after last night. You and him … the noises … the grunting.’

         It did seem disgusting the way she described it. Ann remembered a holiday she had spent as a child on a farm in Wiltshire. Four days, bed and breakfast, and the rain sloping down across the fields. Her mother, in gumboots and headscarf, took her to see the cows in their shed. The animals coughed in the dark stalls and rattled their chains. ‘Look darling,’ cried Mrs Walton, wrinkling her sensitive nose at the smell of the dung, ‘Aren’t they sweet?’ At the end of the cobbled yard was a sty. They could hear the sounds of slaughter as they came out of the cow shed. ‘Wait,’ called Mrs Walton as Ann ran to look. There was a pink pig straddling another. She thought they were fighting. The rain dripped from the brim of her velour hat. ‘Come away,’ 9 shouted Mrs Walton, face white with excitement. The larger pig scrabbled on hind legs, its trotters, like high-heeled shoes, jigging up and down among the potato peelings and the mud. Mrs Walton caught Ann by the belt of her mackintosh and tugged her back from the wall. She said pigs were absolutely animal in their behaviour. She said they were disgusting.

         ‘You didn’t even attempt to disguise what you were up to with Gerald,’ Mrs Walton said.

         ‘It’s not unusual,’ Ann retorted, ‘to enjoy making love to one’s fiancé. We’re not living in the Middle Ages. Everyone does it now.’

         ‘Rubbish,’ cried Mrs Walton. ‘Not everyone. There’s such a thing as self-control.’

         At the thought of the self-control she had been forced to exercise the night before, Ann was filled with rage. ‘I do have self-control,’ she shouted. ‘I do. What do you think it was like for us with you calling out all the time?’

         ‘You’re nothing but a prostitute,’ said Mrs Walton.

         The fight went out of Ann. She was gazing at her mother’s head bent over the suitcase, at the clean grey hairs beginning to show at the roots, at the dyed red curls quivering about her cheeks.

         10 ‘I don’t take money for it,’ she said forlornly, and she tried to touch her mother’s arm to reassure her that she was loved, but Mrs Walton sprang away from her with dilated eyes.

         ‘Don’t touch me,’ she cried out, running into the sitting room and snatching up her stockings, her handbag and the packet of humbugs she had bought for the train.

         O Hell, thought Ann, I’ll have to beg now, and she looked at her mother standing there in the centre of the room, her bare feet planted on the carpet, her toenails painted raspberry red.

         ‘Don’t go Mummy, please don’t go.’ She couldn’t bear the guilt that would follow if Mrs Walton left abruptly: the sniffing in the bedroom as she snapped the catches on the suitcase, the pathetic sighings as she dressed for the journey, the disgruntled face in the doorway as she departed for Brighton and the clean sea-air. Ann felt very sad and tired suddenly. She sank to her knees on the floor and tears spilled from her eyes.

         Neither of them heard Mrs Kershaw come into the flat. She wore sandals summer and winter and she padded about the house like a cat. With her 11 gypsy earrings and her peasant blouse, she bounced into the room. She stopped, appalled.

         ‘The door was open,’ she began. ‘Do excuse me.’

         She fled out onto the landing at once, leaving Ann still on her knees and her mother clutching her bedjacket to her breast.

         ‘You foolish girl,’ said Mrs Walton, recovering. ‘Whatever will Mrs Kershaw think. Get up and behave yourself. I’m sick to death of your dramatics.’ And she went angrily into the bedroom.

         ‘Mrs Kershaw won’t mind,’ said Ann, following her. She stood there dejectedly, her face sullen.

         In the end Mrs Walton said she must go back to Brighton. She couldn’t possibly stay as there was a dance at the Wine Society and she needed to go to the hairdresser’s. She touched the pale roots of her hair and struggled into her girdle. The carnations fell to the floor. Ann thought she was probably telling the truth. Her mother had never intended to stay; she was just getting her own back for not being taken to the party.

         Ann made breakfast and they talked about Gerald’s job in the States and about Mrs Munro’s daughter. Throughout, Mrs Walton shifted on her chair as 12 though aching from fatigue. ‘I’m so tired,’ she complained, and they both knew why but refrained from mentioning the farmyard noises that had kept her awake.

         Ann took her in a taxi to the station and Mrs Walton allowed herself to be kissed on the cheek.

         ‘Give my love to Father,’ said Ann.

         There was the expected moment on the platform as the train began to crawl away with the little displeased face, lonely at the carriage window.

         When she returned home Ann knocked at Mrs Kershaw’s door. Mrs Kershaw was preparing food in the kitchen. Though she was a vegetarian, she wore a butcher’s apron over her black skirt.

         ‘Ah, Ann,’ she said. ‘I’m so glad you’ve come. I’ve a favour to ask.’ She wanted Ann to go up to the school tomorrow for a religious service. She herself worked irregular hours for a newspaper and wouldn’t be able to go. ‘You have got two weeks’ holiday,’ she observed, ‘and the children are terribly fond of you.’

         Ann couldn’t refuse her. Mrs Kershaw never said a word about people coming to stay – not like some landladies – and she must have known that sometimes Gerald had stayed all night. It was a nuisance 13 though, having to put off all the jobs she’d intended doing: there were the sheets to collect from the laundry, the smears of soap and dried-up toothpaste to be removed from the glass shelf in the bathroom, the cooker to clean – Ann had meant to take the whole thing apart and scrub round the gas jets. Not that Pamela was all that fussy – she spent most of her time away in Clapham – but she might mention at home that the flat looked untidy, and that was bound to get back to Mrs Walton, who would then ring up and say Ann had made her feel ashamed. Mrs Walton herself was short-sighted; she’d boiled coffee the night before and the milk had spilled over.

         ‘It’s a Harvest Festival Service,’ said Mrs Kershaw. ‘You’ll enjoy the singing.’

         It amazed Ann that Mrs Kershaw, who held such strong views, should send her children to a Parochial school with a vicar coming in twice a week to take morning prayers. You’d have thought she might have preferred one of those progressive places where the teachers were called by their Christian names and told to shut up. Perhaps it was a question of money. Ann didn’t think Mrs Kershaw was right in saying that the children liked her. ‘Tolerated’ would have 14 been a better word. Ann didn’t care much for them either; she thought them tiresome and opinionated. Mrs Walton said she could never understand how a well-spoken woman like Mrs Kershaw had produced such dreadful offspring. ‘Their language,’ she said. ‘You’d think they were in the Merchant Navy.’

         Not to mention the second-hand clothing they wore.

         ‘Do make certain,’ said Mrs Kershaw, ‘that my jar of chutney is on display.’ She had made 14 lbs of chutney several months before, but neither Roddy nor the children would touch it. ‘If it isn’t, go and see if Jasper has left the bloody thing in the cloakroom.’

         Ann said she would. She hovered at the table and wondered whether to mention the scene with her mother. She stared at a small painting on the wall, in an elaborate frame, depicting a man and woman making love on a railway line. There was no sign of a train.

         ‘My mother’s gone,’ she said. ‘To Brighton. We had a row … about Gerald.’

         Mrs Kershaw listened attentively; beneath the embroidered roses her heart beat with sympathy. She chopped some French beans and sprinkled them 15 with salt. She said, ‘You mustn’t be too hard on her, Ann dear. She’s a very ordinary woman. How can she understand the way we all live? We inhabit a different world.’ And she gave a small satisfied smile.

         Ann felt it was funny that anyone should call Mrs Walton ordinary. It wasn’t an adequate word. She thought of her mother’s piano playing, her scheming, her ability to read French, the strength of her convictions, the inflexibility of her dreadful will. The way she advised Ann to wear makeup – ‘Exploit yourself more,’ she was given to saying; ‘paint your face.’ As if Ann were a Red Indian. The way she referred to men as ‘persons’. Her use of the possessive pronoun. The subjectivity of her every thought. However, she said, ‘You’re right, Mrs Kershaw.’ She went upstairs yawning and found the carnations lying under the bed. Perhaps she had been a little hard on her mother. She could have just apologised for keeping her awake and denied that Gerald had been in the flat. She could have said a stray dog had got into the house and run up and down the stairs barking. Her mother wouldn’t have believed it, but the lie would have been appreciated.

         
             

         

         16 Her first impression was that she had been mistaken for someone else. She looked behind her but there was no one in the open doorway. The stranger was beckoning and indicating the empty chair beside his own. His eyes held such an expression of certainty and recognition that she began to smile apologetically. It was as if he had been watching the door for a long time and Ann had kept him waiting. She did notice, as she excused herself along the row of seated mothers, that he had yellow curls and a flattish nose like a prize fighter. He was dressed appallingly in some sort of sweater with writing on the chest. On his feet he wore very soiled tennis pumps without laces.

         He spoke when she sat down, though she couldn’t catch what he said. Ann remembered seeing him before, one day last summer when she had fetched the children. She had noticed him at the time because she thought how foolish he looked – a large overgrown boy with rounded buttocks kicking a ball about the playground.

         She could feel the blood rushing to her cheeks; everyone was watching them, thinking she was a Mummy come straight from the office and he a 17 Daddy devotedly snatching a moment away from the building site. Mrs Kershaw’s Jasper was grinning at her; he had an army cap pulled down over his eyes and he was unravelling the braid from a crumpled school blazer. All through the singing of ‘We Plough the Fields and Scatter’ the stranger was fingering the material of her green suit jacket: the shoulder, the pocket flap, the edge of the lapel.

         ‘That’s a lovely bit of cloth,’ he hissed. And then a question – ‘Is it Donegal tweed?’

         She didn’t know; but it seemed hardly possible, looking the way he did, that he was an expert from the clothing industry, so she nodded and fixed her eyes on the row of children sitting cross-legged on the stage.

         Though it was October, the sun shone through the high windows of the hall; the children tilted their heads to avoid the glare. Blurred and golden, they played idly with glittering strands of hair, located their parents, nudged each other and giggled silently. After the second verse the smaller children gave up singing altogether and watched the dust spiralling to the roof. They gazed dreamily upward, sucking their thumbs.

         18 ‘That’s flesh of my flesh,’ said the stranger, tugging at her elbow.

         Try as she might she could not see which infant resembled him. Or rather, which did not. They were all beginning to look the same, flaxen-haired and snub-nosed, rocking now from side to side, eyes turned up to heaven. She felt slightly unwell. How else to explain the particular degree of agitation and palpitation that she was experiencing? Perhaps she had the beginnings of a temperature. Even when they hunched over their knees for the prayers, he still plucked little pieces of fluff from her sleeve.

         ‘Please,’ she whispered. ‘I’m praying.’

         ‘I’m all in favour of that,’ he said, sliding from the metal chair onto his knees. The yellow ringlets bounced, exposing a white neck and a small brown mole just visible above the ragged curve of his jumper.

         One of those dramatic-looking Hampstead parents, enveloped in a black coat, was staring at Ann. She was winding a lock of hair round and round her finger. Ann didn’t know whether to smile or not. It could have been somebody she’d met at Mrs Kershaw’s – all her friends looked very intelligent and did things in the theatre or made pottery – but 19 she couldn’t be sure. She started to tremble. There on the stage squatted the identical rows of children, flesh of his flesh, caught in a sunbeam. She had felt rather like this five years ago after an inoculation for polio before going to Spain with a girl from the office. At the time she’d expected to die. In the end she didn’t go away because Mrs Walton took her to Hastings, but she’d had splitting headaches and a temperature of 104, so it was probably a good thing she’d stayed in England.

         The vicar was saying how nice it had been that they’d come along. His face was out of focus. She had to clench her hands in her lap to stop her fingers fluttering up and down. He thanked them for their offerings; he pointed proudly at the trestle table, the pyramid of tinned soup, the home-made cake, the polythene bag dewy with condensation, containing potatoes. A father, dressed as a life-boatman in a PVC jacket, stamped his waders on the wooden floor and shouted ‘Bravo’. Ann couldn’t identify Mrs Kershaw’s offering of chutney amongst so many others.

         They had to stay exactly where they were until the children had filed back to their classrooms. Emily 20 wouldn’t look at her, but Jasper punched her on the shoulder as he passed. When they rose from their seats the stranger was close behind. She felt his hand on her shoulder, then her waist. She half turned her head, and his mouth brushed her hair. There was cinnamon on his breath.

         Outside in the playground, he ran ahead. Hands in his pockets and shoulders hunched about his ears, he stood at the gate and barred the way.

         ‘We’ll have a cup of coffee,’ he said. ‘Down the road.’

         He wouldn’t let her through. There was a confusion of women pushing prams, and a dog that ran in and out trailing a lead.

         ‘There’s things I have to do,’ she told him.

         He was jogging up and down now on the tips of his toes – people were forced to squeeze past them. He had rosy cheeks and pale blue eyes that watched her face.

         ‘Never,’ he said, and he took her arm and walked her away.

         She couldn’t eat the chocolate éclair he ordered. She was wondering how she could possibly be ill with Pamela coming to stay.

         21 ‘I don’t feel awfully well,’ she said. ‘It feels like the flu.’

         ‘Forget it,’ he advised. He was cramming cake between his slightly swollen lips, bending his head low over the plate. Even so there were crumbs all over the cloth.

         ‘My fiancé,’ she told him, ‘is a great believer in honey and lemon.’

         It wasn’t true – she had never known Gerald when ill – but she wanted him to know that she was engaged and wasn’t the sort of girl who allowed herself to be picked up by strange men. He didn’t seem to have heard; he was looking down at his plate thoughtfully. He wasn’t handsome like Gerald; he was soft and rounded, and he irritated her because she wanted to go home and clean the cooker. She knew she was watching him in a calculating way; she could feel how hard her face had become. Her knees had stiffened. She was staring at him quite rudely, one eyebrow raised in the manner of Mrs Walton when expressing contempt. She put her hand to her brow in case he glanced upwards. But he didn’t. After a moment he said, ‘Do you remember the vegetables?’

         ‘Vegetables?’

         22 ‘The cauliflowers on the altar steps … those purple cabbages.’

         ‘Purple?’

         ‘Do you not remember the loaves plaited to look like sheaves of corn?’

         ‘Bread’s not a vegetable,’ she said, though she had begun to remember the Harvest Festivals of her childhood – the choir in cassocks frilled at the neck, the lighted candles, D-Day dahlias in the pulpit, the smell of earth and wax, the whole church garlanded with fruit and flowers.

         ‘Swedes,’ he said. ‘Parsnips, onions, marrow—’

         ‘Carrots—’

         ‘Ah,’ he said. ‘Those tender carrots with the leaves like young ferns.’

         Once she’d been to a Wordsworth evening at work, organised by the Poetry Society. Her friend Olive said she would enjoy it. When they wandered lonely as a cloud she wanted to scream with embarrassment. But he said things properly.

         ‘Chrysanthemums,’ she told him. ‘Michaelmas daisies.’

         ‘Michaelmas daisies?’ he repeated wonderingly.

         ‘Don’t you remember?’

         23 ‘Michaelmas daisies,’ he said again. ‘You’ve got a lovely turn of phrase.’

         She’d stopped trembling. It wasn’t like talking to somebody at work or to Mrs Kershaw; she didn’t have to keep nodding and watching mouths to know when it was her turn. She told him she’d been living in London for two years, that she worked for the BBC. She was slightly breathless and spoke as if she were running at the same time. People came in and out, chairs were moved, dishes gathered up on trays, but it was happening at a great distance; she concentrated entirely on his pink face crowned with foppish curls. It wasn’t that he asked her questions – he hardly said a word for several minutes – rather that she felt compelled to talk. She didn’t say anything particularly memorable, that was the funny part of it. Nothing to compare with the Michaelmas daisies. She said she didn’t really know she was living in London, it could have been anywhere – she moved around on public transport to places that were names on maps, she travelled the underground system, she went up in lifts at Bush House, she ate in sandwich bars; at the weekend she sometimes walked on the Heath with Olive.

         24 He might have been a doctor listening to the symptoms of some obvious disease, sitting there with eyes half-closed, nodding, murmuring an assent, rubbing the side of his snub nose with the edge of his finger. She told him Mrs Kershaw went out to work; she implied that she herself would never neglect her children for the sake of a career. She was going to take Jasper and Emily to the swimming baths at Swiss Cottage after school tomorrow. She didn’t swim herself because she grew hysterical every time the water drew level with her heart. Wasn’t that odd, considering she had been brought up beside the sea?

         He ate her éclair, ordered more coffee. Now and then he wiped his lips on his torn sleeve. Once he repeated her name – ‘Ann’ – as if he was biting on something, and when his mouth widened there were spaces between his teeth. She told him about her cousin coming to stay, how she had to fetch the clean sheets from the laundry. She started to describe Pamela’s character, certain mannerisms that were irritating. ‘When she eats something … like a piece of cheese … that sort of thing … she holds it in both hands and nibbles on it. Of course, there’s 25 no reason why she shouldn’t … we’re all different … but all the same …’

         He looked up then, unsmiling, and she saw reflected in his eye the microscopic image of the tea-urn on the counter. In the middle of a sentence she detected the note of malice in her voice. She actually began to stutter; she couldn’t continue. She had never before experienced such a feeling of unworthiness. All the things she had told him, the boring trivia that had bubbled up from her mind, the stupid assertion that there was a right and a wrong way to eat a piece of cheese. Whatever was the matter with her? He wasn’t watching her critically; he was looking down at the table again, sweeping his fingers back and forth across the cloth, pushing a small wall of crumbs. She had to put her hand over her mouth to stop the other words coming out, the vulgar resentments – Gerald leaving her, the flowers her mother hadn’t wanted, Pamela and her visits to Clapham – all the confidential details of her life that suddenly sickened her. She wanted to be good.

         They sat for a moment in silence. Then he told her his name – William McClusky. He was a playwright. Both statements for some reason caused her 26 distress. His voice was light in pitch, thin and brutal-sounding on occasions, but she hadn’t realised he was Scottish. He said he was ‘West Coast’, whatever that might mean. Eventually, she supposed, with that accent it would mean her mother and father would find him common. Not officer class. She was puzzled that she should think her parents might meet him; she couldn’t understand why she was upset at the idea of his being a writer of plays. What did it matter what he did? It was none of her business. And yet she was suffering. She stared at him in bewilderment.

         ‘Are you?’ she said.

         Maybe he was lying to her. He didn’t seem educated enough to be a writer. The few people she had met in the canteen of Bush House, who worked for Talks Programmes, had all come down from Oxford with degrees in Economics.

         ‘I’ve a play in rehearsal at the moment. If it goes well when we take it to the provinces, there’ll be a space at the Haymarket.’

         ‘How lovely.’

         She spoke flatly to disguise what she was feeling. She had only just met him and yet she didn’t want 27 him to go away into the provinces, away on trains, away from her. She was becoming confused. It must have something to do with Gerald leaving for America and her mother going back to Brighton – everyone going on journeys. Or she was ill.

         ‘I’m on television tonight. Sort of an interview. Asking what it means to be a writer.’

         ‘My fiancé,’ she began, ‘is a lecturer in—’

         ‘Will you watch me, then?’ he asked.

         ‘I haven’t got a television set.’

         ‘I’ll get you one. Tell me where you live and I’ll have a friend of mine bring one round.’

         He wrote her address on the back of his hand. She was appalled that she had given it to him. She didn’t want anyone bringing her a television, not with Pamela arriving and all the things she had to do before tomorrow. Not that she imagined he meant it.

         He walked with her to the corner of the road. She was shaking so much she kept knocking her ankles together and stumbling. He didn’t seem to notice. He walked at the edge of the pavement, scuffing at the leaves with his tennis pumps.

         ‘I’m away to the churchyard,’ he said. ‘To look at the graves.’

         28 She wondered if someone close to him had died recently. She didn’t know what to say.

         ‘That man of yours,’ he suddenly asked. ‘Is he out of work?’

         ‘Out of work?’

         ‘Could he not afford to buy a ring for your finger?’

         They had come to the top of the hill and he began to dart round her in a circle, dribbling an imaginary ball.

         ‘He had to go away to America,’ she protested. ‘There wasn’t time.’ It hurt that it wasn’t only her mother who thought Gerald hadn’t come up to scratch.

         ‘If you were my woman,’ he said, ‘you’d have a ring for your finger.’ And in broad daylight he took her left hand in both of his – her address tattooed in ink on his wrist – and kissed her at the edge of her mouth.

         
             

         

         He did send a television set. Two young men carried it up the stairs and put it on the window ledge. They didn’t pass on a message or anything, which meant she spent all evening trying to find the right programme, and she hardly had a moment to tidy 29 the flat for Pamela. The picture kept sliding out of view and coming up at the bottom again, and she saw so many bits out of so many films that she was exhausted and her eyes ached. Just when she feared she had missed him altogether and she’d switched from some cowboys shooting each other to death, there was quite a clear image of two men seated at a table. One of them was William. He wore a collar and tie and his hair was brushed back from his forehead. The other man was asking a question about contemporary British drama and William said, ‘Are you referring to that Look Back in Anger stuff?’ At least, Ann thought those were his words, and she was in a position to understand him more than most, because she could still hear his voice in her head from earlier that day. She couldn’t think anyone else understood; his accent had broadened incredibly. At any rate, the interviewer never answered; he leant forward in his chair, and there was a pause, and then he thanked William for coming along. William gave an abrupt little nod, and there was a close-up of him sitting there with his lower lip thrust out aggressively, more like a boxer than a writer. Then he faded out to loud background music.

         30 She switched off the set and the picture folded inward; for a second there was a little white hole in the centre and then there was nothing but greyness and the outline of the kitchen door reflected in the screen. She knelt on the carpet and rocked backwards and forwards. Now that he had gone she couldn’t remember what he looked like. She could see Gerald in her mind: the way he screwed up one eye when he blew out smoke, the slightly hooked nose, the two fingers he placed flat against his puckered mouth when he was thinking about something. She could see her mother, all of her, at one of her bridge evenings, holding the cards to her breast like a fan, and the watch-strap too tight on her plump arm. She even remembered the crumpled face of the woman at the laundry when she collected the sheets. But she couldn’t see William at all.

         She must have knelt in front of the television for ages, because when she heard Mrs Kershaw calling, her knees hurt as she got up from the floor. She was so stiff she nearly fell over.

         Mrs Kershaw was standing halfway up the stairs, wearing a flowered dressing-gown tied round the waist with string.

         31 ‘Telephone,’ she said.

         Ann dreaded lest it was her mother; she was not in the mood to be reproached. Her mother would say ‘Hello stranger’, regardless of the fact that Ann had seen her two days previously. ‘Daddy thought I looked very peaky when I came home from you.’ And Ann would say ‘Hello Mummy’. Then Mrs Walton would ask with dreadful perception, ‘What’s wrong with you? What’s going on?’

         She picked up the phone and said carefully, ‘Hello.’

         ‘Did you watch, then?’

         ‘Oh I did … I did.’

         ‘I’m glad. I wanted you to.’

         ‘Oh I did … I did.’

         The wall was painted dark green like a public convenience. There was a card with the number of a taxi service and a typed notice saying that foreign coins should not be used. She could hear her breath echoing round and round the mouthpiece of the telephone.

         ‘Well then,’ he said. ‘That’s all right.’ And he rang off.

         
             

         

         32 Her cousin Pamela arrived the next day in time for lunch. She stood inside the porch with her lips slightly parted, as if she was bothered about something and was thinking of the right question. She had thin, perfectly straight eyebrows that almost met in the middle, and delicately tinted cheeks. Ann never thought of her as being pretty until she saw her, and always it took her by surprise.

         ‘My God,’ said Pamela as soon as Ann opened the door. ‘You look worn out. Whatever have you been up to?’

         She carried a suitcase and two carrier bags and she said the stairs would kill her. She made an awful racket in the hall and Ann was worried about Mrs Kershaw’s friend, Roddy, coming out and complaining. He had once, a year ago, when Olive tripped over the mat, and he’d appeared, practically naked, waving his arms about. Olive had nearly died laughing. When Ann apologised later to Mrs Kershaw, she said Roddy had a damn nerve and not to take any notice. Still, she didn’t want to draw attention to herself, or to Pamela for that matter.

         Pamela only came to visit when she wanted somewhere cheap to stay. Usually she went out every night 33 and on occasions hadn’t returned till the afternoon. She told the most hair-raising stories about the friends she had in Clapham. Ann never understood why she couldn’t stay with them, seeing they were so friendly. They had a living room painted completely black, and they slept on cushions on the floor, so it wasn’t a question of there not being enough beds. Ann had never really liked her, which was strange as she was rather like Mrs Walton in a way – vivacious and full of fun when she was in a good mood. She made Ann feel clumsy. All the photographs in the family album showed them together at the seaside with bucket and spade – Pamela, small and dark, smiling into the camera, and Ann, tall and fair, staring down at the sand with her bony toes curled inwards. Pamela was always hinting that things were not as they seemed. When she was fifteen she had said that Ann’s father had put his arm round her in the greenhouse. Ann thought she was disgusting and told her so. Pamela had laughed and said, ‘What’s disgusting about it? It’s normal.’ If she hadn’t meant there was something odd about Captain Walton’s gesture of affection among the geraniums, why bother to mention it at all? Ann wasn’t close to her father. He had been in 34 the regular army – her mother had married him on the rebound from an airman she met on the Isle of Wight – and he was twenty years older than she. He’d enjoyed the war and Mrs Walton said he wasn’t the same man once it was won. They’d lived in married quarters up and down the country – a succession of brick bungalows with concrete garages stained by the rain, and newly planted bushes withering beside concrete paths. They sent Ann away to school; and when that was over and Captain Walton had retired, Ann scarcely knew him. He was now erect and frail. He often didn’t answer when spoken to. Mrs Walton was fond of saying his mind had gone on manoeuvres. Ann wondered what she might have been like had her father been that rear-gunner – reckless, in her mother’s memory – and not the elderly man walking the pier at Brighton. Old soldiers, she knew, never died; in her father’s case she felt it was not so much that he was fading away, as that he had never been there in the first place. She did watch him at Christmas, after being told of the incident in the greenhouse, but he didn’t seem to notice Pamela. He sat straight-backed in his armchair by the electric fire and read his book on Rommel.

         35 ‘Oh,’ said Pamela, as soon as she entered the sitting room. ‘I see you’ve got a television set.’

         ‘It’s on loan,’ said Ann. She started to prepare the lunch, peeling the cooked beetroot and putting hot water and vinegar into a bowl. There wasn’t any sugar. She’d taken a list out shopping, but when she went into the supermarket she hadn’t been able to concentrate on what she was doing; she’d forgotten all sorts of things.

         Pamela told her she was thinking of applying for a job in London – it was time she broke new ground: her friend in Clapham thought she was a fool to bury herself at the seaside. She wanted to find something more suited to her talents … she fancied herself as an amateur psychologist … maybe she could get an opening in criminal records.

         Ann looked down at her hands, stained crimson from the beetroot; she began to feel ill again. She’d been perfectly normal when she woke in the morning; the peculiar emotions of the night before had abated; she had eaten breakfast and passed to and fro in front of the television, and it was simply an object. She had even put the phone call from her mind. But now, with Pamela prattling on about finding herself, she 36 could see the television protruding from the window ledge, its aerial pointing at the ceiling. It seemed to fill the room, blotting out her books, the glass of dying carnations, the photograph of her mother and father in its silver frame. Behind the curved eyeball of the screen was William. She had only to turn the switch and he’d be sitting there in a collar and tie, talking about drama. She wanted him back. She wanted to know what he looked like. She had to mention him.

         ‘A man gave it to me,’ she said.

         ‘Gave you what?’ said Pamela. She was turning over a lettuce leaf as if to make sure Ann had washed it properly.

         ‘He’s a playwright … he was on a programme last night.’

         ‘On the television?’

         ‘Yes.’

         She was watching Ann’s face intently; she was very astute. ‘What sort of a man?’

         ‘I’ve told you. A writer. He was waiting for me when I went into the church hall. He took me for coffee and we talked about his work and then—’

         ‘Church hall! You were picked up in a church hall?’

         Ann reddened. ‘Not picked up. He knew me.’

         37 ‘Oh.’

         Pamela impaled a slice of cold ham on the prong of her fork. She looked at it distastefully and rolled it into a heap under the lettuce leaf. She was like that; no matter what Ann did for her she never seemed to appreciate it.

         ‘I thought,’ said Pamela, ‘you were engaged to an American.’

         Ann had forgotten about Gerald. Not once throughout a disturbed night had there been images of him.

         ‘Gerald isn’t American,’ she said.

         Pamela knew perfectly well he was English, because Mrs Walton, at the first opportunity, had told Auntie Bea everything about him. In the telling, Gerald had been promoted from lecturer to professor, but her mother hadn’t altered his nationality.

         ‘Where does this man live?’ asked Pamela. ‘This playwright.’ As if she didn’t believe he existed.

         Ann said she didn’t know.

         ‘And he gave you a television set? Do you know how much they cost?’

         She had a way of looking at Ann, assessing the price of the clothes she wore – she had always done 38 so, even as a child – the kind of shoes she bought. Her scrutiny, Ann felt, like Mrs Walton’s, was tinged with hostility. She thought Ann too tall, too ungainly – that her hair needed shaping. She herself was five foot one. She went to a dressmaker in Lewes and had her clothes copied from up-to-the-minute magazines. She was wearing a dress like a gym-slip, and she had black knee-socks over her stockings. It was disconcerting for both of them, being related by blood. It was all right when Ann was with people at work, with Mrs Kershaw, Olive. She could be herself, her away-from-home self. She could talk about sleeping with men and being left-wing. But with Pamela she was constrained. They had both been brought up within the same area of experience. Both had fled from their environment. They each listened with sharpened hearing to the note of affectation in the other’s voice. Ann could go home to Brighton for the weekend and look at the women with their out-of-date dresses and beehive hair styles, and feel superior. She could listen to the sound of lawn mowers on a Sunday morning, seated on a deck-chair in the garden; to the buzz of wasps, the clatter of car bonnets, a radio somewhere over the trellis 39 fence. She was there, but she was only visiting. She could bear it for the moment – the torment of being related to her mother and father, the wounding. She was waiting to go back to London, where she had no enemies – waiting for the retreat to be sounded. And it was the same for Pamela, even though she had not yet left home; it wasn’t anything to do with geography. So it was no use putting on a show. They could never be friends.

         ‘I didn’t say he’d given it to me,’ Ann protested. ‘It’s loaned.’

         ‘It’s a very odd thing to do.’ Pamela was stabbing at the mess on her plate. ‘He must have got a funny impression of you. What was he doing in a church hall?’

         ‘It was a school service. Mrs Kershaw was at work and I went in her place. Somebody had to go. Her Roddy always stays in bed.’

         ‘But what about him? That man. What was he there for?’

         ‘He was there for his children, of course.’

         The moment Ann said it, she realised he must be married. It hadn’t occurred to her before. She’d forgotten about the flesh of his flesh and all that went 40 with it. She looked down at her plate, and the pattern of flowers was blurred. She was crying.

         ‘Oh crumbs,’ said Pamela, and she jumped up and pulled Ann’s head to her gym-slip and stroked her hair. She was terribly kind and gentle. She stood crooning to her, ‘Don’t cry … there … there.’

         ‘I’m sorry, Pamela,’ Ann said. ‘Ever since yesterday I’ve felt so ill. I must be due for the curse. Or I’ve got the flu.’ And she sniffed to prove it.

         Pamela wiped her face with the tea-towel and made her a cup of coffee. There was no sugar, so neither of them could drink it.

         Ann told her about William watching the door when she went into the school. She described his curls, the pinkness of his cheeks, the paleness of his eyes.

         ‘Oh,’ said Pamela, ‘he sounds sweet.’ And she gave a wistful smile as if they were talking about a baby.

         ‘He’s got spaces between his teeth … you know … gaps.’

         ‘Spaces?’ said Pamela. ‘Do you mean he’s got teeth missing?’

         They both began to laugh then. Ann cried at the same time.

         41 ‘I don’t really like men with curly hair,’ she confessed. ‘Do you?’

         ‘Only if they’ve got all their teeth,’ said Pamela. And they lolled on their chairs at the kitchen table and snorted with laughter.

         Ann felt weakened and relaxed; her voice became deeper and full of meaning. She told Pamela about William dancing round her at the top of the hill, the cars going downwards, the plane trees growing smaller in perspective as they reached the Finchley Road. ‘Almost bare of leaves,’ she said, ‘and when the cars drove by, people looked at us, and he began to circle round and round me … you know … tripping … like a prize-fighter. Like somebody on the cinema.’

         ‘How do you mean?’ Pamela said.

         ‘Just before I went down the hill, he kissed me. On the side of my mouth.’

         ‘Where?’

         ‘Then he rang me up and said he was glad I’d watched him.’

         ‘How do you mean?’ Pamela said again, but Ann was talking about Gerald now, re-living the farewell party and pushing him out of the flat.

         42 ‘He wanted me to take all my clothes off, but how could I? The smell of his breath too … it was awful.’

         ‘There’s something I ought to tell you,’ said Pamela. ‘I’ve come down for a reason.’

         ‘I didn’t like the way he was so rough with me. I mean, we’ve been to bed several times, but I don’t know how I feel. He should have taken me with him to America.’

         ‘I’m late with my period,’ said Pamela. ‘Two months.’

         But Ann didn’t hear her. She was thinking of Mrs Walton shouting from the bedroom.

         ‘How would you feel,’ she asked, ‘if your mother started calling out?’

         Pamela was drumming the tips of her fingers on the table and staring out of the window. She seemed to have lost interest.

         ‘She came down to meet Gerald,’ continued Ann. ‘She kept calling out for water. When we went to the airport the next day, there wasn’t time to say goodbye properly. I just tried to make him feel guilty. In the future I’ll only have letters to go on. They’re so impersonal. I’m supposed to fly out to him in February, but how can I? I don’t really know him.’

         43 She didn’t like Pamela knowing her engagement wasn’t all moonlight and roses, but she had to tell someone. Pamela was looking at her now with contempt.

         ‘The old bastard,’ she said.

         ‘He’s not old,’ said Ann. ‘He’s only twenty-six.’

         ‘Your mother,’ Pamela said. ‘Fancy landing on you the week he was leaving.’

         Ann was shocked that Pamela could be so brutal. She regretted instantly that she’d told her so much. Pamela had obviously missed the point and maybe she would repeat the entire conversation to her mother, who would then telephone Mrs Walton.

         ‘You won’t tell Auntie Bea anything, will you?’ she begged. She hadn’t meant to whine but she dreaded lest her mother hear about the television set.

         Pamela didn’t reply. She sat there scraping her thumb nail on the tablecloth.

         ‘Please,’ Ann pleaded. All at once her mouth started to tremble – she bit her lip and her cheeks wobbled – she was actually crying again.

         This time Pamela wasn’t sympathetic. She said coldly, ‘You know what’s wrong with you, don’t you? It’s nothing to do with the flu or getting a 44 period.’ She thumped her fist on the table as if it was obvious, and the cold coffee leapt in the cups.

         Ann stared at her with moist eyes. ‘What’s wrong with me?’ she asked.

         ‘You’ve fallen in love with that toothless wonder you met at the church hall,’ said Pamela. ‘That’s what’s the matter with you.’ And she glared at Ann with her eyebrows set in one straight line.

         She didn’t help Ann to wash up; she went and sat in the sitting room and watched the television. First there was a story for the under-fives, then a programme in Welsh.

         When Mrs Kershaw’s children came home from school, Pamela said she would come to the swimming baths. Usually she spent ages in the bathroom before dashing off to Clapham. She thought the children were very original; she admired their cast-off clothing and gave each of them a two shilling piece. The little girl was all over her. Ann had noticed before that Emily had a tendency to play-act; Mrs Kershaw’s Roddy was supposed to be an actor, and he often took the children to the theatre. Emily stroked Pamela’s coat and fiddled with her necklace. She said she was pretty. She borrowed a bathing 45 costume of her mother’s for Pamela and they went into the changing room together. Ann sat upstairs in the onlookers’ gallery.

         The swimming coach was covered in a rash; he was so busy scratching he’d never have noticed anyone going down for the third time. He padded up and down with his feet turned out and his chest inflamed. It was probably something to do with the chlorine, Ann thought: everyone spent a penny in the water and they overdid the chemical to kill the germs. There was a pregnant lady teaching her two-year-old to be afraid of nothing. She had long red hair that turned black in the water and trailed out behind her like seaweed; the child kept screaming and scrabbling upwards in her arms to be out of the wet. Ann wondered if they put dye in the pool, until she saw it was a reflection of the tiled floor: it was blue like the sky in a picture postcard. The roof was set with great panes of glass – everything shimmered with light: the tiled walls, the surface of the pool, the white arches leading to the changing cubicles.

         Pamela looked nice in Mrs Kershaw’s costume. She had a very pale skin and heavy sloping shoulders and she’d left on her necklace, the one from Turkey, 46 hung with little silver coins. She sat down on the edge of the bath, Emily and Jasper dragging at her elbows, and searched for Ann in the gallery. She waved. She nudged the children and pointed, but they didn’t look in the right direction. While they were squinting upwards, a boy ran out of a cubicle and jumped clean over them, with knees raised, and landed in the pool. The water bounced straight up into the air and curved over. Pamela shifted on her haunches and wiped her face with her hands. She stretched one foot out and flopped clumsily downwards. The children dog-paddled in a circle. After a few moments Pamela struck out towards the deep end, head turning from side to side, as if she couldn’t get comfortable, shoulders rolling, her pale arms lifting. When she reached the rail she heaved herself onto the tiles and lay on her belly, stranded, water streaming away from her white legs. She sat upright and blew her nose in her fingers.

         It was then Ann saw William. He was standing with his hands on his hips, looking up at her. He wore a pair of black swimming trunks and his hair was flat to his head. For one moment Ann stopped breathing and the next she wanted to hide. She 47 thought everyone else was free and undressed, while she was cumbersome and conspicuous in her grey coat and her court shoes. She was even holding a bag; it was dangling over the rail, bulky with her documents and Emily’s head-band. She almost let go of it. She had never really liked nudity – all that expanse of flesh touched by the grave – unless you’d been away on holiday and become less obscene. But he looked beautiful, outlined in light that seemed to waver and coalesce, though she knew it was only the reflection of the glass roof on the water. There was so much noise and movement: the screaming, the splashing, the mouths opening in one great shout, the putty-coloured bodies plunging from the diving board. A wave of sound and light rose up and engulfed her. She felt she was drowning.

         He took them to have tea in a café on the Finchley Road. Ann didn’t remember how they got there; it was quite a long walk and there was a lot of traffic. The children chattered and Pamela carried the wet towels. When they sat down at the table he just stared at Ann. She didn’t mind him staring, as she would have done had it been Gerald or some stranger. She was so happy she couldn’t stop smiling. 48 His eyes were bloodshot and his hair was drying and beginning to curl again. Pamela had found a piece of wool in her pocket and she played cat’s cradle with the children.

         ‘Pamela’s come to stay,’ Ann told him.

         ‘Aye, I know,’ he said. He knew she wanted him to include Pamela just for a moment. ‘I hope you have a pleasant stay.’

         ‘Thank you,’ said Pamela in a subdued voice. Ann wondered where all her social ease had gone. Her face was blotchy and her fashionable clothes looked rather silly. Her gloves, lying on the table, had a row of holes across the knuckles.

         After Ann had drunk her tea he reached forward and dropped something into her cup.

         ‘For you,’ he said. ‘From my pinkie.’

         She didn’t know what he meant. There was a silver ring, perfectly plain, at the bottom of the cup.

         ‘Whatever is it?’ she asked, and she lifted it up, sticky at the edge with sugar.

         He took it from her and held up her left hand and slid the ring down her finger.

         Pamela was crouched over the web of wool with her hair crumpled on her collar. She was looking at 49 Ann with her mouth open, and her eyes were bloodshot too, stained with pink, and watering. And for the first time in all their lives she was watching Ann timidly.

         ‘Isn’t that beautiful,’ Ann said, twisting her hand about to show the silver ring. Under the table he was stroking her knee and smiling – smiling, just as she was.

         She didn’t remember leaving the café. She knew he hailed a taxi and they sat on the two tip-down seats. Pamela was there, wedged opposite with her hands still trapped in the cat’s cradle of wool, and the children, one on either side of her, limp on the leather seating, with towels in their arms and pale knees bunched together. It was dark in the sky and there were pockets of light in the busy streets. Shadows ran across William’s face. The taxi stopped and jolted and crawled forward amidst the line of cars going out of the city to Golders Green. Shut outside in the October night the people swarmed over the crossings and ran dementedly for buses; they leapt towards the moving platforms and swung like rag dolls from the glittering rails. It felt like Christmas – the lighted windows, the extravagant 50 journey, the silver ring encircling her finger. William didn’t come into the house; she didn’t invite him because she knew if he wanted to he would have said.

         ‘I’ll see you very soon,’ he told her.

         The children ran over the gravel. Beyond the privet hedge she could hear the taxi with him inside change gear as it climbed the hill.

         ‘Hang your coat up,’ she said to Pamela, when they were in the flat. Pamela had flung it onto the sofa with the wet towels and her gloves.

         There wasn’t an atom of tenderness in Ann at this first moment of love. Now that he had gone she wasn’t happy or grateful or bewildered. If anything, she felt anger. Until now it was as if she had been wrapped in strips of cloth like an Egyptian mummy. Every year, time had unwound another layer. At the very end of her life she would have lain exposed in the air and fallen away to dust. But William had cut through the bandages with one stroke, and she’d tumbled out perfectly preserved and ready to live. And he should have been with her. She didn’t care if he was married or wore scruffy clothes. Pamela was right; she loved him.

         Pamela was staring at her too. She was unwinding a thread of blue wool from her thumb.

         51 ‘What’s the matter?’ Ann asked. ‘Cat got your tongue?’

         She couldn’t help being nasty. She went to the window and looked down into the shadowy garden. Last month Mrs Kershaw had cut off the heads of the roses; she’d taken down the badminton net, and nobody went onto the grass. There was a model living on the ground floor in the flat behind Mrs Kershaw. In the summer she had come out among the rose bushes to be photographed by the press – drawing in her breath and striking poses, head back, chin tilted upward to the branches of the sycamore tree. Ann had been jealous of her – of the abundance of her black hair and of the attention she received. But she wasn’t jealous now. She had William.
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‘Cunningly clever, wry,
dry, sharply pointed.’
Evening Standard






