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PREFACE TO THE 2015 EDITION





New readers may feel astonished that this novel (the first of a quartet) caused shock and anxiety when it was first about to be published. The original printer, at Northumberland Press Ltd, stopped publication when he found his workforce roaring with laughter, and on discovering what had caused the amusement he announced, ‘I am not going to prison for printing pornography.’ That edition was then censored by him. That an individual member of the public could set himself up as an arbiter of taste and morals seems to us today a shocking fact, but it was a climate that allowed such people like Mrs Whitehouse to rise in fame and power.


Four years later I replaced all the offending lines in the Panther edition, which this edition reproduces. The line that caused such merriment was: ‘I want to fuck you with a flower in my arsehole.’ The eminent literary critic Raymond Mortimer also read the book in proof and took me out to lunch. He worried that the portrait of an eminent literary critic in one small scene might be a caricature of himself, and asked if it could be toned down somewhat. I scoffed at the idea and attempted to calm him – I daresay without much success, as the story I had used was based on gossip about Sir Harold Nicholson, who had been Raymond’s lover.


All of my books, whether they be fiction or not, are written because there is something I want to know: they explore a question or an aspect of reality that is somehow controversial, about which society, in my view, is confused and hypocritical. Sex, in all its complexity and ramifications, has been throughout my lifetime a topic of never-ending debate. Bisexuality, which runs throughout my life and work, has always seemed to me to be an undeniable truth about human nature – sexual fluidity, a condition that society is deeply uneasy about. But Christianity, incorporating an Hebraic horror of the hybrid, indoctrinated us into different convictions. Human nature is complicated and messy, difficult to control. To make it easier we prefer to simplify, seemingly happier to divide and rule, to believe in black or white, in exclusively one or the other. Yet in the classical world, society was relaxed on the issue and people expressed their sexuality, seemingly oblivious of what gender they chose. I have always thought that humanity does not change its nature in a mere two thousand years.


In the fifty years since the publication of Anarchists in Love society has changed radically on this very subject. I find that now people accept bisexuality in themselves and others with barely a shrug, moving from male to female and back again with relaxed glee. As such, the agonies that my fictional lovers go through in trying to reach some possible safe haven might now seem out of date. Yet loving relationships still seem unnecessarily obsessed with owning each other’s bodies, as if with love comes possession – hormonal, I suspect, as a biological instinct necessary for offspring.


In this novel I also wanted to celebrate Brighton, to sing the aesthetic praises of this seaside town (now a city) which appeared to me in my twenties to be as complicated as the human soul: full of raffish charm, seedy criminality, bizarre sex, trannies, exhibitionists and individualists rejoicing in their zany and glorious differences.


I also wanted to create a young woman who was deeply exploring her gender – and not a male writer’s idea of a woman. I began by basing her on a girlfriend, then questioned every woman I knew, certainly down to the details of the illegal abortion, which so disgusted and upset the late John Guest of Longmans that they refused to publish the book. (Leo Cooper worked for the publisher at that time, and in his 2005 memoir All My Friends Will Buy It he recalls that Guest carefully pinned those pages of my manuscript together so that other readers within Longmans would not have their sensibilities too bruised.)


I had grown up within the coils of a broken marriage, the adulterous details discovered in the midst of my puberty, while my father had treated me as if I was a mate fighting the First World War with him in the trenches (mimicking the only form of male-to-male relationship that he knew and trusted). Thus I was at the receiving end of a stream of obscene stories, jokes and garish details, and to my childish self it often felt as if there were no details omitted from, say, the activities of an overcrowded brothel. I see now that I had experienced a rich childhood growing up within the sound-range of the Second World War, living on the south coast with the Battle of Britain raging above.


But in my teens I thought the adult world was a fairly disgusting place, which revolved unremittingly around either sex or religion. John Betjeman, a fervent enthusiast of both, wrote to me of Anarchists in Love:




I’ve just finished it – enthralled. I don’t think it’s just good, I think it’s very good. Its honesty and the clarity of the characters – Sundy herself – is she partly you? – Hester with her love dimmed by self-pity, dear old extrovert generous vulgar Eddy, Reg so tortured as we all are. Oh, you’ve done the trick old boy. It is full of heart, that’s what puts you in a class above the professional literary and now rather elderly angries. I suppose that is Lee Abbey. I did not know it was so evangelical. Whatever you do next, you can always be sure you’ve done something worthwhile, as this novel. It is too kind to be shocking. It comes from experience too (except of course the abortion and that is the most agonising piece of all and I think the best).





I knew when I had finished the novel that it was the beginning of a sequence, continuing with the lives of the same characters and others whom I would live through and know. I also knew that I could at least begin to write the next, as there was still so much unsaid and unexplored.


 


Colin Spencer
















ANARCHISTS IN LOVE




















CHAPTER ONE





SUNDY breathed a sigh of relief as she slammed the door shut. It was her house, but it had been invaded this weekend, of all weekends, by part of her family; her sister, Julie, and Julie’s two children. Brighton was beautiful, especially on Whit Saturday night with the sun just cooling off in the sky and the sea vividly green beneath the sun’s orange glow. Brighton was gay, Brighton was something, on a night like this and she’d got away, right away, well almost. The small terrace house that her grandmother Rosie had left her sat beside the brewery and the hospital in Kemp Town, so that now she ran down towards the front and quickly walked along, high up, above the sea, and the pier, towards the pubs. She felt happy. She’d put on her pink trousers that were, well a little tight over the seat, and of course her seat could have been smaller, and her purple shirt which was really Eddy’s, her father’s, but she’d pinched it from home and then dyed it; she was tanned and feeling wild, with a kind of frenzied happiness which would make her dance on the pink sun-spotted pavement, just wild, because she loved Brighton and the sun had shone for a week now and she’d bathed and sunbathed and then gone home and painted like mad that old harpist. There he sat in the upper room of the house which she used for her studio, a little mournful, a little amused, and played his harp as she painted. The background, the streets and houses of Brighton were all deliciously orange, pink, and red, and she’d painted them like that because she felt full of sun and it had all somehow spilt out into the town over the gold of the harp and the harpist’s mobile hands.


She saw the crowds about her, strolling below her, towards the silver pointed pier and she smelt the sea and the slight warm wind that came down from the south-west and she thought, Julie’s a fool. Fancy having a sister like that; no soul, that’s the matter with her. What had she said?


“Sundy, let’s have a party. Why don’t you go out and get some people in? I’m bored.” Sundy adored parties but hated giving them because she was always nearly broke; besides, the kind of people Sundy liked Julie wouldn’t. Julie was smart, she was sophisticated. She was kind of colonial, just back from Singapore, left her husband there too, been there for four years and knew nobody in England; well she was all right but they hadn’t got anything in common. When Julie looked at her paintings, she wrinkled up her well-powdered nose and made the usual remarks, like, “Which way up?” That’s the trouble with philistines, Sundy thought, they’re not even original. You could have forgiven them if they were; one bright witty remark might even illuminate something. She remembered their mother, Hester, had rung Sundy a few weeks ago and said, “You know what Eddy’s like over the children, he can’t bear them in the house. I can’t tell Julie that when she’s been away for four years and when she’s so worried over the divorce and everything. I know a few days at Brighton over Whitsun would do her the world of good.”


“Oh, Mother,” Sundy cried, “how can I work with all them in the house?”


There was a pause and then Hester had said, her voice clipped and rather bitter. “Well then, I shall pay for them to go to a hotel.”


“You know you can’t afford that.” For Eddy kept her short of money.


“I’ve got a little in the bank.” She made Sundy feel mean and selfish so that she had to say,


“No, of course it will be all right. I’d love to have them. As long as they bring some food because I haven’t got any.”


Hester clucked her tongue disapprovingly. “I don’t know what my girl lives on. Well anyway you don’t look bad on it.” She added, “Now are you quite sure that’s all right?”


“Yes. You can say I suggested it.” She knew in fact that that was exactly what Hester would do.


So they had arrived yesterday and Julie had taken them down on to the beach immediately, for Sundy was working on the painting of the harpist. Then in the evening they’d all eaten spaghetti and Sundy had tried her best to be aunt-like to David, who was very pale and only five and Angela, who was seven, tall with rather stick-like limbs which seemed to work mechanically. They thought her very odd, and she tended to react from this picture of her by being even more odd. She wore her loudest clothes and all her wooden beads at once and made out that they weighed so much that she had to sink to the floor and move around on her stomach like a serpent. Angela had hysterics thinking it was so funny, but David kept on hopefully insisting that she was pretending, that her beads weren’t that heavy at all. It began to worry him. “Auntie Sundy. Auntie Sundy,” he cried mournfully, “Mummy, Auntie Sundy’s on the floor and she can’t get up. No, she can’t get up because the beads, the beads, what she’s got on. is so heavy.”


“It’s only a game, silly,” Angela said.


Sundy with her nose in the dust thought, I shall have to get to a pub tomorrow or I shall scream, for ever since Rosie’s death, Bank Holidays at Brighton had taken on a macabre significance.


“Mummy,” David cried, his voice rising to a melancholic wail. “She’s stuck on the floor with her beads.”


Angela tossed her head. “Isn’t he silly, Auntie? Can’t he see it’s a game? They’re not heavy really, are they?”


Sundy looked along at Angela’s thin pale legs with her large brown shoes and white socks and then could only remember Rosie, her grandmother, two years ago on Easter Saturday on the bandstand and what she’d said, or what she’d tried to say before the stroke had silenced her. But if she thought of Rosie, she thought of Reg, how he’d followed them and how strange it all was. It had never added up, it was disturbing.


“They’re not heavy really, Auntie, are they?”


“No, Angie, they’re not heavy really,” she said feeling suddenly tired. “That’s Mummy calling. And now you’ll have to go to bed.”


Julie had brought down a bottle of sherry. After the children were in bed they sat in Sundy’s room, sipping it. They both felt bitter. They sat there in the room littered with paints and canvases and Julie complained of the muddle and the dirt.


“All right,” Sundy cried. “It’s dirty, it’s in a muddle. But so is your private life.” And she nodded with mock sagacity.


Julie shrugged her shoulders then drained her glass. “It’s all Dad’s fault,” she murmured. “If he hadn’t been such hell I wouldn’t have married at seventeen.”


“You could have just left as I did.”


“Oh, he’s not so bad,” Julie murmured. “If I’d been older I could have dealt with him.”


“But you weren’t. You were powerless; one always is,” Sundy added mournfully.


“That’s ridiculous.” Julie lifted her thin shoulders slightly in disdain.


Sundy, as she drank her sherry, wondered why they ever began to talk at all. Julie could never understand anything Sundy said; it had been the same when they were children.


“You see things differently when you’re away from them,” Julie said, crossing her legs, then leaning down and putting her seam straight. “Mum and Dad seemed all right then.”


Sundy nodded. “They would,” she murmured. “If you’re not on top of it, it’s all right. Anyway, no one can understand unless they’re in the middle of it all.” Sundy thought of her brother, Matthew. What could it be like for him at sixteen?


“I don’t think that’s true,” Julie said with a rather condescending smile. “As I said, one often sees most clearly when one’s away from it all.”


Sundy lowered her head and looked at her, then shrugged. Julie felt her scorn, bit her lip, and said, “I suppose you understand everything, don’t you?”


“No,” Sundy said. “I just went away like you. I couldn’t stand seeing Mum’s face every morning. It was enough to turn the marmalade …”


“What do you mean?”


“What do you think I mean?” she said crossly. “Mum suffers.” Then she leant forward and said the word again, “Suffers”; then she spelt it out.


“Yes. Yes,” Julie said, waving one neat and manicured hand at Sundy impatiently.


Sundy sat back. “It’s the religion that does it. She believes in God and a Christian marriage and it’s martyred her.”


“Well, you needn’t talk about it so disparagingly. It can be a help. It certainly helped me in Singapore. I was desperate.”


Sundy said quietly, keeping the cynicism out of her voice, “Oh Julie, did you find God there then?”


Her sister sighed and twiddled the sherry round in the glass. “I knew what Mum meant when she used to talk to me. I don’t know what I would have done without – without …”


“Him?” Sundy said succinctly.


“Yes,” Julie said.


Somehow after that Sundy found herself speechless. Once they had brought in God and Julie’s conversion, Sundy felt even more bitter. She knew what a mess their home was and she resented the fact that Hester had taken religion like a drug and Eddy had taken sex, and that Julie seemed to be following up with a mixture of the two; for she had already mentioned to Sundy that a boyfriend might be driving down on the Saturday night. Really, Sundy felt, they might all have tried to understand why it had happened as it had. She had puzzled over it for the last six years. She was twenty-one now, and had felt crucified between them, between Eddy’s almost rabelaisian hedonism and Hester’s naïve good nature. Their marriage and their future together seemed futile to her; it was depressing.


*


Now as she bounced down past the Aquarium, with the evening sun polishing her black hair so that it shone and flashed almost gold, she thought maybe it will be one of those rare English summers when it is hot like this in May and stays like it until September, when Brighton will overflow, burst with a strange variety of people packed tightly upon the beaches and in the bars. Most of them will be young. They’ll have suddenly chucked up their jobs in the Midlands and come down here on a few savings; or they’ll work part time as waiters, ice-cream sellers, shop assistants, anything. In their spare time in the hot midday sun they will lie supine upon the beach surrounded by all the ritual odds and ends of sun bathing. Then in the early evening when their skins are quivering with fire they will search and sometimes find a partner to share the evening with, drinking, talking, then back to the lonely bed-sitter and make love. Their skins heated to an almost unbearable sensitivity as if the bronze and fiery sun were extracting the liquid of sensuality from out of them. Then a little cold to each other, a little embarrassed, they would part.


But she was thinking of Ricky. Love, that hadn’t happened for ages; Ricky was four years ago and she thought scornfully of that affair, if you could call it that. He had been a model at the art college (how Rosie had disliked him!). At the time she had been so deeply involved that when he had left her she had thought she could never experience such desolation. But it had taught her something, she felt, with some complacency. Sex, she thought, how false it all was, how shallow and meaningless, in this bawdy town that still seemed to have something of Rowlandson’s vulgar flamboyance about it.


The evening was close and airless. The heavy saffron sun spread low across the sky and sea, Whit Saturday evening and the Cockney women wearing their silly hats, the pubs crammed full to overflowing, and the sea at seven, velvet blue in the heat haze.


*


“’ere. ’ere you. The one that’s just had the large scotch, ’im.” Mavis nodded.


“Shall I go after him, Mavis?”


“I haven’t got a moment to breathe. What’s that, sir? Two draughts. Sorry, sir, we’re right out of draught tonight. Not a drop in the barrel. Red Label. Double Diamond. A Toby. Here, Elsie, serve the man with a Toby. And if someone could open that window over there. Coo isn’t it hot? Just down for the holiday, are you? Isn’t it lovely? Yes, lager and lime? Surprising how many we sell of these now. Of course it’s the weather. No I haven’t seen him, dear. Don’t think he’s come down this time. His friend? What, Cecil? I won’t be a minute, sir. Yes, it’s always like this at Whitsun, every bank holiday’s the same. Have you got your own glass? I’m right out of them. Yes, you can see Elsie can’t wash and serve. No, dear, I’m afraid we haven’t got any wine. Wine by the glass downstairs. Now why don’t you have a nice English drink? Go on. Hello, Larry? Oh you do look well. I’ve never seen you look quite so well in all my life. Thank you for your postcard.”


“Somebody said you wanted me, Mavis?”


“Three and fourpence, if you please. Wait a moment, I can’t serve four people at once. Yes, these are for you, Reg. Where have you been all this time?”


Reg took several letters and a telegram from Mavis’s hand.


“I’ve been working, Mavis. Up in London.”


“Now what are you going to have, Larry? A nice gin and tonic? Sorry, love, we’re right out of ice. Elsie, go downstairs and see if they’ve got any ice down there. Don’t bother? It’s no bother. It’s no bother at all. Just run down, Elsie, there’s a duck. No, it’s all right. Larry says it doesn’t matter. There, are you sure that’s all right?”


“Give me another scotch, Mavis,” Reg said, tearing up the letters without opening them, but noticing that the telegram which had a Paris address said, “Come at once Love Bengy.” Then he turned and tried to fight back to one of the windows. He hadn’t meant to come in here tonight. He’d been in Brighton now for a month and not come near the place. So that bloody sod has been writing letters here all the time, he thought, vengefully.


Sundy said, “Hello.”


Reg looked down at her. “Hello,” he murmured.


Then they looked away. Reg sipped his drink and tried to remember where he’d seen Sundy before. It was odd to find a woman here all alone; they sometimes came to the Beehive but then they were tarts like the fat blonde bombshell, Maggie, in her champagne-coloured leather coats and her platinum hair.


Sundy looked about her and stared at the summer faces. It was depressing. Somehow every face was brutalised, cornered, as if the man behind the face was obstructed by some vision of fear which desperately he joked about. The only tender, sensitive face was Reg’s and he looked enigmatic.


Sundy got pushed in the back and was crammed close to him. She said, “I’m going. I can’t stand the pace.”


She started to push her way out. She wasn’t very tall but she had strong, slightly plump limbs, these she used effectively. Reg followed her, he didn’t know why at first, then he remembered as he did so that that was how he’d met her before. She was the girl dressed completely in black who had thrown a pint of beer at Alice in Pottards a couple of years ago. He’d noticed that the weird old woman had begun to follow her and he’d been tickled pink at the idea of them as an affair, so he’d followed and got landed with more than he’d bargained for.


He caught her up in the street and grabbed her arm. “I’m sorry,” he said, “it didn’t click at once. How’s the old girl?”


“She’s okay,” Sundy said. “She’s dead.”


“Oh. Not that night?”


“No. A couple of months afterwards.”


Sundy walked on determinedly, crossed East Street and went up by the Queens Hotel. Reg kept beside her.


“I haven’t seen you since then.”


“No. I’ve been away, in the Army.”


“Oh, was it awful?”


“Yes.”


They went down to the Beach bar and drank rather warm beer outside. The smell of onions and sausages frying eventually drove them away down onto the beach where they sat in a boat and watched the sea.


“After she died, I kept looking out for you,” Sundy said. “I wanted to meet you again, I never understood why you followed us like that. I wanted to talk to you.”


“I was in Germany.” He solemnly flicked the ash from his cigarette.


“Why did you follow us?”


“For something to do.”


Sundy looked away, she stared at the pier and said miserably. “She was a kind of grandmother figure, you see, she painted like me….”


“Oh, you paint.” He nodded. “I write.”


“I adored her, and she understood me like nobody else. That night she tried, God she tried to tell me something. She got somehow frightened about me.”


“Yes.”


“Did you hear what she said?”


He puffed at his cigarette. “I heard her go on and on but it was all about people I didn’t know.”


“I was so drunk that night.”


He grunted. They walked slowly back across the pebbles and Sundy gave him ten shillings to buy some more drinks with. Julie had given it to her to help round up the party. Two hours later they were in Harrison’s sitting at a table, talking softly, their heads close together. “Tell me, tell me,” Reg was insisting, “When you thought you were in love.”


“It seems such a long time ago, such a long time ago. It was when I was first at the Art College; they’ve chucked me out now. Yes, they say little old Sundy-Sundy isn’t serious about her art; she insisted upon painting nerve-racked saints in ecstatic ardour upside down on the cross when she should have been studying a tibia and fibula.” Sundy snorted: “So dreary! Anyway I was mad about one of the male models, a chap called Ricky. He made out he was Irish. Rosie saw through him, she warned me. God he was a heel …”


“Yes. Yes.”


“That’s just it, I was mad about him. We went to bed a few times but, oh I don’t know, looking back on it it was all so horrid. I thought he wanted me, you see. Instead he just wanted,” she shrugged, “sex. I knew when I tried to explain about me; maybe one shouldn’t at sixteen, it all gets so confused. I knew then he just couldn’t be bothered, he couldn’t be bothered to listen.”


“How long id it last? Did you like going to bed with him?”


Sundy looked at Reg and saw he was smiling a little. His very pale blue eyes were mischievously alive in a dark skin. He was very attractive; she remembered she’d thought that before. “I thought I did. But … I don’t know. It all seemed so passionate you know, the first few times; but then I realised one covers up one’s own fear with a kind of false show of passion. That’s what so disillusioning. It’s all meaningless.”


“Yes, yes I know.” They were sharing one large treble scotch. Reg held the glass and she sipped from it.


“What about you?”


His smile broadened. “I want to know more about you first. What happened after that?”


“Do you really want to know?”


He nodded.


“Women. Ghastly, bloody women.”


Reg laughed, it was refreshing, he thought, to find a girl like Sundy being quite as honest.


“Oh I can tell you it wasn’t a laughing matter. I had to run for my life and then I got caught. I found it disagreeable. But you know one is so muddled at seventeen or eighteen; try anything; one thinks maybe it’s the way out. And then after that nothing. What a relief, I adore it. I just go on working and there’s nothing, nobody.”


The way out. His thoughts echoed the phrase she had used. “I thought I was queer once,” he said, slowly.


Sundy in a slight alcoholic haze tried to study him objectively. “And were you?” she said, after a gulp of whisky.


“I don’t know. Things aren’t black and white, are they?”


“Exactly,” she said firmly, planting the glass down upon the table. “A man with a sense of subtlety – they’re rare.” But she made a mental reservation not to fall in love with him. Too chancy, she thought; nice as he is, he must be kept at arm’s length.


Then when the pub closed they went back onto the front, walking slowly, sometimes stopping to lean over the beach and watch the sea as it pounded, sighing softly upon the sand.


“That night when Rosie was ill, were you very drunk? You must have been bored with everything. Or did we look very interesting?”


“You looked strange. I’d noticed the old girl in the pub; she was staring at you for an hour or more.”


Sundy screwed up her face. “Oh dear, oh dear, she got suddenly so worried. I don’t know what made her come out that night.”


“Didn’t you like the music I played?”


She flung her head back and roared with laughter. “I’d forgotten, you had a trumpet or something and you kept on playing odd notes and things when we were on the bandstand.”


Reg smiled and looked down at the sea, murmuring. “Oh Reg with his golden trumpet. How he flashed it round the bars!”


“What’s that?”


“It’s a song that all the old les’s use to sing in Pottards.”


“Sounds rude.”


“It is.”


“How does it go on?”


“I can’t remember,” he said, smiling mischievously. “Anyway that night you almost drowned poor old Alice.”


“She was pawing me.”


“She’s a hungry bitch.”


“Do you know her?”


“I know most of them. I wrote part of a novel that was set in that bar. It’s strange, because I used the old girl and you on the bandstand; I put you both in it.”


She suddenly felt uneasy. She asked, “What was it about then?”


“Was she very extraordinary? There was something about her that night, a kind of virulence, an energy. It suggested things to me.” He paused. “Oh, it was about Brighton really and that pub; about sex, too, but I don’t think it’s any good.”


“How strange! How very strange!” Sundy said. “I’d like to read it.”


“Maybe I’ll show it to you one day.”


“Yes, you must.” She turned away. “And now I must go.”


“Why?”


Sundy sighed, “That sister of mine, she’s expecting a party.” She explained about Julie.


Reg laughed, “I don’t think we’ll do somehow but I’ll walk back with you.”


Sundy felt dazed as they went back above the Palace pier and past the Aquarium. She remembered that after Rosie had died she’d had an obsession about Reg, that he was bound up significantly with her and that night. She had felt then that something important had happened but she hadn’t known what, for she’d never understood what Rosie was trying to tell her so desperately. All that summer she had searched the bars and the beaches looking for Reg. She’d wanted to ask him not only about that night but about other things. In her mind she had given him a kind of supernatural quality that his disappearance seemed to deepen, so an obsessive love grew up for him. And then gradually it all faded. She’d forgotten about it. But now the fact that he’d written about that night brought it all back.


“Reg,” she said softly, as they got almost home, “I don’t want you to go. Is that silly? Come in and I’ll make some coffee, but, but …”


With his two hands he covered hers and looked down at her, “Of course I’ll come in,” he said, “and I’ll be terribly respectable.”


She felt suddenly happy with pleasure and relief. “We must be quiet because Julie and the children are downstairs.”


As silently as possible Sundy inserted the key into the lock and they crept into the unlighted hall. Reg followed her up the stairs. He sat down on the bed and looked about him. “These all yours?”


“Yes.”


“And Rosie’s. Where are her paintings?”


“They’re all packed away somewhere.”


“Don’t you have any up?”


Sundy frowned. “No.” She stopped. “Oh it doesn’t matter. I’ll go and make some coffee.”


Then they heard the front door bell ring. Sundy was irritated; it must be Julie’s boy friend.


She closed the door quietly and hurried down the stairs. When she was almost at the front door she heard Julie’s voice raised in a stage whisper. “It’s all right. It’s me. Come here.”


Sundy went into the room. The curtains were pulled and the street lighting seeped through them into the room with a sickly yellowish gloom. Julie lay upon a sofa which had been made up into a temporary bed. The two children were fast asleep in Rosie’s old bed.


Julie propped herself up on her elbow and said in the same whisper, “You’re a beastly little tart, aren’t you? Well just lay off my drink will you, that’s all I ask, you and your boyfriend.”


The viciousness of the attack took Sundy unawares. She muttered, “I didn’t know you had any drink,” and walked out of the room. She climbed the stairs and bit her lip in anger.


“It’s just my sister being difficult,” she said grimly; and looked about the room for the drink.


“I’ve been looking at your books. You’ve even got Krishnamurti.”


“There’s some gin if you want it,” Sundy said, seeing the bottle among the books. “I don’t know what we’ve got to go with it, though.”


She noticed with some amusement that Reg was wandering about the room in a state of obvious excitement. She stared at him enquiringly.


He waved his arms at the paintings, the books, Sundy’s strange rather tatty interior decoration and said, “I think this is all so exciting.”


She laughed awkwardly. “But why, I don’t see …”


“That’s because you’re used to it. But,” he pointed with his foot at a painting propped up against the wall, “I think these are so exciting. They’re bursting out of their frames with life. Life. Sundy. Look at them.”


“Yes. Yes,” she murmured.


“And you read the things I do,” he said in the same excited way. “Look, Mann, Faulkner and Joyce, Rilke, Rimbaud….”


“But most people do, I thought.”


“No, but Sundy, it’s just that you’ve got those books and no others. You’ve even got Nightwood. Isn’t it wonderful?”


“Yes,” she said sadly, sipping her gin, “it’s claustrophobic, a nightmare, but sometimes I think life is like that.”


“But it’s the passion it was written with.”


“Reg,” she said, frowning, “you’ve disturbed me. There was a time when I didn’t think you existed and now you’re here.”


She looked down at the unmade bed. Her feelings were confused but she felt his strength, his power, increasing her defencelessness; there was a part of her that wanted to give in, to become excited with the passion for life that seemed to animate him, but there was another part of her that resented him for storming all her defences so carelessly.


She made a gesture with her hand as if to say it doesn’t matter. But he held her hand as it moved away from her and clutched it.


“What? What?” he said, insistently. “Go on.”


“Nothing,” she cried, “Nothing.” And turned to him, horrified, for her eyes, suddenly, unexpectedly filled with tears.


“Sundy,” he whispered. “What is it? What have I done? What is it?”


She closed her eyes, screwed them up, and the tears were damp on her face. “Sundy. Sundy, look at me. What is it?”


Then the front door bell rang again. She opened her eyes, stamped her foot and said, “Shit. If that’s Julie I’ll kill her. I’ll turn them all out on the street. Kids and all.”


She ran down the stairs, rubbing her eyes with the back of her hand and sniffing, but as she got into the hall she could see the shadow of someone outside the front door. She opened it. A young man stood there. He looked at Sundy and said, “Hello. Is Julie here?”


“Yes,” Sundy said coldly. “She’s in bed. She’s asleep. Who are you?”


“If that’s Mike, tell him to come in,” Julie shouted.


Mike beamed.


“It’s a fine time of night to come calling,” Sundy said, keeping him at the door.


“I’ve got some beer in the car,” he said.


“Oh that’s better,” Sundy said, more cheerfully. “Bring it in. Come upstairs.”


She went back to Reg, “We’ve got a party now, it seems.” She looked at him sadly. She was angry; she resented those stupid people stealing away any time she might have with him. But another part of her felt a kind of weird relief as if now she had been snatched away from something which a few moments before was threatening her. She felt almost gay. “He’s bringing up some booze, thank God,” she whispered.


Mike came puffing up the stairs with a crate of beer. “I’ve just come down from London,” he said. “Made it in an hour.”


Sundy put on a femme fatale air and said, lowering her voice a little. “Mmmmm, I do adore powerful engines.”


Mike beamed. “Do you want any beer?”


“Don’t mind if we do,” Sundy said gaily. “My friend and I we’re fond of a bit of beer, aren’t we, Reg?” She nudged him with her elbow and gave him a large stage wink. Reg looked vaguely moronic, his tongue was hanging out and he gurgled.


Julie appeared, yawning. “You might have come down earlier,” she said crossly. Then she looked at Reg and her eyes opened a little wider with horror. Reg had begun to make furious signs with his hands and fingers. Julie turned furiously to Sundy. “What’s the matter with him? Is he drunk?”


Sundy smiled sweetly back at Julie, turned and looked at Reg. She raised her eyebrows in mock surprise, he did seem very agitated. Then Reg found a pencil and a piece of paper and he wrote something on it and gave it to Julie. It said, “I’m very pleased to meet you. How do you do?”


“He’s deaf and dumb, didn’t you understand?” Sundy said quickly, and she remembered as she said it the friend of Steven’s – was he called Simon? – whom Steven loved. She wondered how that was getting on for she hadn’t seen Steven for the last few months.


Julie looked uneasy, sat down and sipped some beer. Reg gulped his down and waited for some more. Sundy felt vaguely horrified, slightly amused and rather puzzled; on the whole she approved of his behaviour, for she disliked the look of Mike. He was slightly fat, complacent and full of short-sighted masculine self-righteousness. He represented, she thought, the kind of person Sundy, the artist, always had to fight. She felt reassured that Reg reacted in the same way, even if his methods were a little bizarre.


Mike was looking round at her paintings. His smile mocked at them. “Of course,” he murmured, “I don’t understand modern art but, er, who do you think you’re fooling with all this, eh?” He went on smiling as he insulted her and poured them both out another beer.


“If you don’t understand it, don’t look at them,” she said crossly.


“You mustn’t take it like that,” he said, with what he thought was generosity. “I was just asking, that’s all.”


Reg made more gurling noises and wrote furiously. Then he handed the piece of paper to Mike. Mike read. “Art relates oblique forms in space, unifying them with sense and colour. Must be looked at with lateral eye.” Mike said, “Er, yes, thank you” and gave the paper back to Reg, who smiled and presented it to Sundy.


“How about going out for a run, eh, Julie? I’ll show you what the car can do.”


“All right,” Julie agreed.


Sundy, smiling over Reg’s nonsensical note, thought she detected both relief and exasperation in her sister’s voice. “Keep an eye on the kids, Sundy, will you?”


When they had gone Sundy shut the door and said, “You’re wicked.” Reg fell on the bed and roared with laughter.


“They deserved it,” he said, “didn’t they?”


“I suppose so. I wonder how I shall explain you to Julie? Anyway look, there’s lots more beer to drink, and he’s left some cigarettes.”


So they lay on the bed, drank Mike’s beer, smoked his cigarettes and talked about how stupid and unimaginative he was. “They’re the salt of the earth,” Sundy murmured. “But they turn it sour.”


“And what are we, do you think? What are we, then?” Reg murmured.


She sat up, crosslegged on the bed, and said, “I don’t know about you. But I’m like a fire contained inside the earth. In a dark damp cave surrounded by all the elements that want to extinguish me.”


“You little romantic,” he said, sitting up, turning her head with his hand, and kissing her. But she didn’t want him to kiss her because she was thinking exciting thoughts; then she realised that she had said something silly and felt first ashamed, then grateful for Reg laughing at her.


She shook her head. “No, it’s just an awful feeling of claustrophobia around one and this insistence to say, say, say something.”


“What?” he murmured, his hand stroking and tugging at her hair.


She leaned her head on his shoulder. “I don’t know. I can’t put it into words, otherwise I suppose I’d write rather than paint.”


Slowly he began to unbutton her purple shirt. She felt apprehensive and slightly annoyed. “No,” she said decidedly. She placed her hand over his, but he was stronger than she and pushed it away. Slowly, he drew the shirt away from her shoulders so that it hung creased and folded around her wrists. Her skin was dark. It looked darker in the electric light against the white stip of her brassiere.


Again she felt defenceless. “Oh Reg,” she whispered, “don’t, don’t do anything, please.”


“I want to hold you. I just want to hold you.”


“Don’t,” she moaned, uneasily.


“Yes, yes, please.”


“You mustn’t undress me. I don’t want to be undressed.”


“Will you let me stay here tonight? Will you?”


“I suppose so,” she said weakly. But the minute she had said it, she regretted saying it. It wasn’t that she didn’t want him, or that she didn’t want him to make love to her; she hadn’t thought about that, it was simply the general awkwardness of having anyone staying the night. She thought, The bed’s too small, I shall never get any sleep, oh what a nuisance! “You mustn’t act, you really mustn’t act,” she said, for he was kissing her shoulders and breathing heavily, murmuring her name.


At once she knew she had hurt him. He stopped. He lit a cigarette and moved away, then he got up from the bed. She realised that without knowing him very well, without even deciding whether she liked him or not, she had now got herself into a situation where it mattered if he was hurt. Anxiously she stared up at him. “Reg,” she murmured, “I didn’t mean it. I really didn’t mean it.”


“You did,” he said.


“Then if I did, if I did mean it, it is because …” She couldn’t think of anything to say, but a half truth, an appeal to his curiosity, in order to try to right what she had done, “I’m frightened. That’s all. I’m just frightened.”


There was a long silence; at last, softly, she said, “I want to undress in the dark. You must put the light out and you must go to sleep. I’m just too tired.”


But she had quietened his spontaneity; somehow the expression of their feelings had lost the raw reality which they had had before. She felt guilty for hurting him. So that when they were in bed, naked, and touching each other, she placed her fingers upon his face and said. “I’m sorry. I’m really very sorry, please forgive me.” He kissed her very slowly, his lips hardly touching hers, but brushing them; damp and delicate, her lips began to sing, their kissing seemed to lull their thoughts softly into a pale paradise. He whispered, as he moved his head above hers, “Sundy, Sundy, I want to know you. I want to know you desperately.” And in her mind she acknowledged this and half thought: It’s too late, I shan’t be able now to distinguish between what is real and what we’ve made up. For in his kissing there seemed to be an awful sadness which weighed her down; his lips, with their endless delicate conversation, spoke of something sad, a weird and awful melancholy.


It was then that they heard the children screaming. “Oh, oh God,” Sundy moaned. “I’ll have to go down.” She climbed out of bed over Reg’s recumbent figure and ran down the stairs, naked. She ran into their bedroom. They were both sitting up in bed screaming.


“Where’s Mummy? Where’s Mummy?”


“Auntie Sundy-sundy is here,” she said gaily. “Nothing to worry about, my little loves. Mummy will be back soon.” She’d better, she thought grimly. “It’s all right,” she cooed. “Just you go back to sleep. I’ll tuck you up.”


“But where’s Mummy?” Angela moaned.


“Your Mummy’s gone out for a little drive and she’ll be back quite soon.” She tucked them up carefully. “Now I’ll leave the door open so you won’t be alone.”


“Auntie Sundy’s got nothing on,” David said reproachfully.


“Yes, Auntie Sundy’s getting cold,” she answered menacingly.


She climbed the stairs and slipped back into bed into Reg’s arms. He had large hands with strong thick fingers; they grasped her back and held her tightly.


“Sundy’s a funny bloody name,” he said. “What are you really called?”


She giggled. “Helen,” she murmured.


“Helen,” he echoed; then laughed and laughed.


“Why are you laughing?” she said. “What’s so very funny?”


“Well really,” he said, “you’re about the exact opposite of Helen of Troy, aren’t you?”


“Am I?” she said.


“You’re short, dark and plump, with a round face, a tiny podge nose and large green eyes….”


She sighed. “I expect that’s why they called me Sundy. I’ve been called that ever since I can remember.”


“It fits,” he said, “it fits exactly.” He squeezed her and chuckled.


“No. Actually I was named after a dog.”


“A dog?”


“Yes, Rosie had a dog called Sundy and it died. So when I was a baby she called me Sundy.” Sundy barked.


They lay there quietly then she began to feel that odd sensation of her own body melting into his, she was beginning to think how strange, new and real this sensation was, and how cruel, rough and insensitive Ricky had been, when the children began screaming again.


“Stay,” he murmured. “Stay. Stay.”


“No,” she said, struggling out of his arms, “I can’t, they’re frightened.” She fell out backwards from the bed, clutched a blanket and wrapping it around her ran again down the stairs. David was at the bottom, a small heap of pyjamas which shrieked.


“What’s the matter? What’s the matter?” she cried, trying to pick him up. But he ran away and back into the room. “Can’t you sleep?” she asked, following him.


“He’ll be all right,” Angela said complacently, “when Mummy gets back.”


“Mummy won’t be long. Now there’s nothing to be frightened about. Will you be all right?”


There was a slight pause. Then Angela gave a short sigh, “I expect so,” she said, “I’ve told him you’re there but he doesn’t seem to listen.”


“Just try and go to sleep,” she muttered.


“Didn’t Gran die in this bed?” Angela asked with a kind of gentle, sweet curiosity.


“No,” Sundy said, as she went out of the room. “It was in the hospital.”


Wearily she climbed the stairs, slowly she clambered into bed. She lay there next to him and again he put his arms around her, but the gesture seemed false. She said, “I’m sorry. I think we ought to go to sleep.” They lay there, still and quiet, but somehow sleep seemed difficult; she felt wide awake now, and though she told herself it was wiser not to, she felt her hands wandering over his body, exploring it, the slight curves, the warmth, the mound of muscle, the hardness of bone, and as if to answer her hands, his own hands moved rhythmically over her body, exploring her softness. Now their legs twisted into each other so that their limbs seemed to dance; everything was still quite delicate, quite sensitive, but their feelings, their ardour mounted, as if their discovery of each other’s body revealed a tension, a quickening hardness, which lay just behind their soft tentative kissing.


Then they heard the children screaming again. Their gestures froze; stunned and immobilised they lay, listening. “Shall I let them cry?” she asked.


“That bitch of a sister,” he muttered.


“It’s not her fault,” Sundy moaned. “It really isn’t her fault.”


Slowly she got up, slowly she covered herself with the blanket and went down the stairs. They stopped screaming as she came into the room.


“I did try and tell him not to,” Angela said calmly.


“Will you be all right if I get into bed with you?”


“Oh yes,” Angela said, and David sniffed.


“All right,” she said, sighing, “I’ll just go upstairs again.”


Reg had put the light on and was reading the shorter works of D. H. Lawrence. She told him that she was going to sleep down there and back she went, her blanket trailing behind her. Wearily she climbed into their bed and David climbed on top of her and in a moment was asleep. She lay there, desperately tired, with the desire for sleep nagging away at her mind, too tired to wonder what was happening, in an exhausted, confused whirl.


An hour later Julie came back. Mike had gone back to London. She laughed when she saw Sundy. Reg was asleep, lying over the book, the pages turned to the middle of “The Prussian Officer”; gently Sundy took the book away. He groaned, muttered something and turned over. She switched the light off and climbed into bed, pushing him, not a little savagely, against the wall. They lay back to back. Slowly she felt herself falling into sleep. Then Reg, with one violent movement, turned right over, and threw one large muscular leg over her thigh. Good God, she thought, what’s hit me? She wriggled a little trying to get away from a weight that seemed both determined and oppressive, but Reg’s heavy limb clung obstinately and pinned her to the mattress. She was trapped. And in sleep they stayed in that position until the morning.

















CHAPTER TWO





ON the Monday afternoon Julie left with the children. As Sundy waved them goodbye she felt the falseness of her expression must show. But Julie kissed her fondly on the cheek and muttered, “I’m sorry, ducks, what I said to you the other night. I didn’t mean it.”


“It doesn’t matter,” Sundy said. “It really doesn’t matter.”


She walked back into the house, picked up her paintbrushes and tried to work. But she couldn’t. She hadn’t been able to since yesterday, since she’d woken up and found Reg there and had quickly made some coffee, then got him out of the house before Julie had woken up, for she had felt shamed. Even if Julie believed what she had said the night before, she didn’t want her to discover such obvious proof of it. She was worried too, distressed, that in the morning she had felt nothing except a kind of panic. He’d suggested that they swam that day or the following day and she had said, no she must work; and when he was going he said, “Well, I’ll give you a ring sometime.” She’d nodded and felt sick, for surely something had happened between them. Something which had seemed true, and now what was there left?


She had gone for a walk that morning with the children, and she had thought she had seen Reg everywhere. The back of a head, the long rather loping lazy stroll seemed adumbrated in every movement about her, the angular jaw line, the black tight curly hair, the large expressive hands, they were everywhere, just for a moment, mocking her with the hope of his presence and then fading into the unfamiliar and the ordinary. When she had come back the telephone had been ringing but it had stopped before she could pick up the receiver.


Of course that morning Julie had asked about him. When the children had gone up the road before lunch to buy some sweets Julie had said, “Who on earth was that fellow you brought home last night?”


Sundy whispered, “A friend, just a friend.”


Julie shivered, “It always embarrasses me. Has he been like that long?”


“All his life,” Sundy said.


“Why on earth did you bring him back?” Julie said rather crossly.


“Well why not?”


“He wasn’t very lively company for a party, now was he?”


“Oh, I don’t know,” Sundy said. “He can be very witty.”


“I certainly didn’t notice it. Do you see him often then?”


“No,” she said casually.


Julie took out a cigarette and lit it. “Good looking lad though. What’s his name?”


“Reg.”


“Reg what?”


“Er.” Sundy didn’t know, so she said, “He did tell me but I’ve forgotten.”


Julie stared at her suspiciously, then the children came back. For the rest of that day Sundy felt that Julie wanted to go on talking about it, but Sundy managed to chat with the children or leave the room or change the conversation every time she felt Julie edging up to the discussion of that rather weird but definitely good-looking lad.


Now she felt she couldn’t bear to be in the house alone. She would have to go out. She thought she might go and see Steven. The fact of Reg acting deaf and dumb had brought Steven back into her mind. She was fond of him, though he was very peculiar. He was tiny with small sharp bones and though his features were regular and almost pretty his face often glowed with an incisive bitterness. They had met at the art school (he had resigned in solitary protest when Sundy was flung out last year) but he possessed no talent for painting. Perhaps he could write, there were always half finished stories and movels lying in miscellaneous profusion about his one room. It was a little mysterious how he lived but he often talked of a friend in London and Sundy knew that in fact he must be kept, for he travelled back to London every weekend and never seemed short of money. But he was always very sweet and kind to her and often would present her with a bottle of whisky at Christmas time and then they would go out for an evening, boozing. Or perhaps Steven would suddenly want to take Sundy somewhere terribly smart, and they’d go and have dinner at the Lotus House or eat lobster cardinal at English’s. His conversation then might be one long monologue of complaint of being persecuted by the world. It was extraordinary how he twisted everything round, how touchy and on edge, how hypersensitive he could be about himself.


Sundy would try and nurse him through those tirades and slowly he would relax and say he felt better, that she did him good. Yes, she was fond of Steven and she hadn’t seen him these past two months. The last time she had been there, he had been full of this man, Simon, who was deaf and dumb, and she had found notes all over the room similar to the ones Reg had written; things like, “Would you like tea or prefer coffee?” “We could go to Bolingbroke’s, the Beehive, where?” And in Steven’s handwriting, “I love you. I love you. I love you.” Then she remembered soon after Rosie’s death – yes, the only other time she had seen Reg – she was up there, on that little balcony outside his room and Reg with some other people had walked down far below on the pink pavement. She had called out. But they hadn’t heard and she had watched him get smaller and smaller and then become indistinguishable in the crowds.


*


It was no good, Reg was ashamed of being queer; when Sundy had said, “Don’t act”, it had struck a raw nerve. For he felt there was something false about his passion and desire for women, while when he had sex with youths his own age it was all so off hand, so casual, that in fact it seemed quite natural. He was frightened of the naturalness of it for he felt that maybe it branded him, that all his life he’d be stuck, fixed into that particular type of sterile love making. So he felt all the time that he must get out, get away, run from affairs and relationships with young men, or else they would snare him. He must try always to forge the gulf that he felt lay between him and that mysterious unknown quantity, women.


He’d wanted so much just to stay with Sundy that night because he’d found that there was a kind of natural intimacy which they seemed to have together. He hadn’t even thought that he might make love to her or anything; he just wanted to be near her, for he found it reassuring, not exciting, but almost calming. Then, when he had kissed her – he hadn’t known he was going to – it was merely an extension of this feeling of reassurance, a kind of concreteness which deepened the emotion. And when she had said what she had said, it was terrible, for he thought: perhaps she had detected something desperate and artificial in him. Everything crumbled, he felt, in despair. What had happened after that didn’t seem to matter. He had only felt defeated again by women. They were unkind, they saw too deeply into one. They saw all through the masculine prefabrications, the vain defences, the barricades. But if you went to bed with a boy, you helped each other, you ensured each other’s insulations, you never tore each other apart, for the masculine artificial dignity was necessary to you both, and so you both simulated false passion, your body was sated and your mind left empty and undisturbed.


Yes, it was meaningless, insignificant and somehow, thought Reg, increasingly boring. But was the false passion so false? Or was it really a kind of passion for oneself? Is there a lurking Narcissus in all of us searching for our own image to love? For this surely was the only true way to become really insulated against the world and he knew that he hated it if in these chance encounters, these one night stands, his partner became romantic, became affectionate and loving out of bed. It offended him. He’d always get angry and impatient – yes, and even disgusted with them. But he thought he knew why that was. It was his father. What that bastard had done to him. In fact at the root of all his homosexual encounters was the desperate wish, the lust to hurt, to commit an act that was criminal against the heart (never against the law, that was entirely irrelevant). He stayed with them until they said they loved him, until they depended upon him, whether it was the first night or the third, then inside he felt a kind of triumph inextricably entwined with disgust for them. Yes, it was unpleasant, but then so was his father. Yet it was also real, violently real, for it compelled him constantly to go on as he did. And the actual sex would always be heightened in its passion and violence because of that desperate lurking disgust and the constant memory of the humiliations he had once suffered. They nearly always said, “You’re a wonderful fuck, Reg, you really are,” and his vanity remained at peace.


But women, women were another thing altogether, a realm apart. He’d gone to bed with women and girls, not so often, but quite often, and though basically he felt the same sexual tension, the women he’d had were only semi-tarts, without minds. It was irrelevant, for they never asked anything from him other than sex. For what he wanted was to have an affair with a real woman, like Sundy, someone furiously bright and imaginative. He wanted desperately to fall in love with her or someone like her, but he didn’t know how. He wanted to be dependent upon her. He wanted to yield all his confusion to what he instinctively felt was her feminine clarity, to curl up, as if newborn, and to weep silently inside her body.


*


“Is it too early for whisky?” Steven asked.


“The time the English spinster usually has her cup of tea, but I’d like some really, Steven.”


“Thought you would somehow,” Steven said grinning, extracting a bottle of whisky from behind the sink. “I have to keep it there because the cleaner always has some, unless I hide it.”


“How are you?”


Steven beamed, and ever so slightly, like a preening bird, stuck out his chest a little. His posture often seemed peculiar for he had a habit of sticking out his bottom and his chest so that his contours took on an Edwardian fashion silhouette. “I’m fine, fine,” he said proudly.


“Is all going well with Simon?” she asked.


“He’s marvellous,” Steven breathed the words with hushed ecstasy.


“But do you have to converse completely with little notes?”


“Oh no, we make signs and things. If he doesn’t understand then I write notes.”


Sundy looked about her and saw the room lay beneath a covering of tiny white slips of paper, some of them screwed up into little balls, others left as they’d been written, torn from bits of newspaper, from the back of books, and bits of cigarette packets, and Daz cartons.


“How old is he?”


“Oh, he’s quite young. It’s very tragic. I don’t see him all the time, you know. I’d just met him last time I saw you, but that was in London. He said he knew Brighton. Then last week I met him again, down here. He’s got a job down here now.”


“What?”


“Oh, making things – baskets; something like that.” Steven said airily.


She sipped her whisky. It was very strong. Steven always gave you huge ones; he almost lived off the stuff himself. “I met somebody interesting on Saturday.”


Steven looked alert. “Did you, Sundy?” he said at once. “Did you, did you, er, sleep with him?”


Sundy laughed. Steven was always very attentive about her sex life. He always wanted her to have lots of it, and would say when she’d maintain that she was happier without, that it would do her good. In fact he gave her all the arguments that people who feel rather guilty about their own sexual promiscuity give to people who appear to be more chaste.


“Well, not really,” she said. “No. But I didn’t want to. It was all really rather funny.” She told Steven the story about how when everything kept on beginning to get interesting it would be interrupted by the children. He laughed, for she made it sound very funny; she knew it was the kind of story that Steven would really appreciate.


“But you are going to see him again, aren’t you?” he insisted. “Oh I think you must, Sundy.”


“It’s really out of my control, isn’t it?” she said. “Anyway, he was nice; he was interesting, but just as a person. He said something about being queer which frightened me.”


“Why? What do you mean?” Steven asked, not understanding.


She looked out at the sea. The sun glistened upon it in tiny golden metallic darts. “Well, it’s too risky, isn’t it, Steven? One might fall in love and be horribly hurt.”


“But, Sundy, nearly all men have had some queer experience.”


This was one of Steven’s most treasured and fixed ideas; according to him, if they hadn’t, they should have done, because they were repressed or inhibited. She shrugged her shoulders.


“Well, you can’t not go to bed with anyone. How long is it now since you last had some sex?”


“I can’t remember.”


“Anyway it’s much too long.”


“I must say,” she said, lighting a cigarette, “it seems to me that men are either vaguely queer or else they’re unimaginative sods who poke you as if you’re a knot hole in a desk. Altogether I’m fed up with them.”


Seven roared with laughter.


“Well,” she said. “Isn’t it true?” She grinned at him, feeling rather proud of her audacity. Steven was still laughing. At last he said,


“Oh Sundy, you’re so right. You know about that knot hole, I once met an Irish boy who told me that in Ireland when he was at school they used to line the inkwells with raw liver and have that.”


“No,” she said, “Really? Well there you are. I know that’s exactly what I used to feel with that sod Ricky. Used, maltreated; anything else would have done that gave him the same sensations. Now what I want is a little sensitivity, a little delicacy in this matter, and maybe a bit of morality too.” And she thought of Reg and that night. There was something right about it; there was a feeling there of being wanted as a woman.


“Seriously, Sundy, I think you should see this person again, if you liked him.”


“Mmmm,” she murmured, looking down again at the sea and remembering that that was where she had seen him before. “You don’t think it matters, about him being queer?”


“But if he loves you.”


“Oh Steven, don’t be silly. What does that mean? No, it’s too early, I don’t know, don’t let’s talk about it.” For she’d suddenly felt that this mustn’t be chewed over in this way, that she shouldn’t have said anything to Steven, who wouldn’t understand, who might cheapen it. So she asked him questions about himself, and they lay in the sun on the balcony for a while and then she left, promising to spend an evening with him very soon.


Sundy was careless about locking up the house and often used to leave the door on the latch; it was sparsely furnished and there was nothing of value there. But as she got back that evening she felt that someone was in the house. Suddenly she became excited and thought it must be Reg: He’s got in and he’s upstairs waiting for me. She heard the chain being pulled in the lavatory, she ran up the stairs. The door slowly opened, she was smiling happily, anticipating him, but it was Eddy, her father, who walked out, closing the door with one hand and doing up his flies with the other.


“Hello Sundy. Don’t mind, do you, dear? Just popped down for the day. Couldn’t leave Brighton without calling on you.”


“No Dad,” she said, “of course.” And went up to him and kissed him on the cheek.


“You were looking pleased with yourself,” he said.


Eddy was a builder. He was short and fat; he wore a crumpled tweed suit that was always stained with ash and beer. When he was young he had been good-looking, but now he was battered and jaded. Yet his personality made up a lot for his looks, for that could be explosive. Violently egocentric and extrovert, he clowned with jovial passion; all his friends were pub acquaintances whom he entertained, evening after evening, with rather exaggerated stories of his exploits. These tended to be done upon a grand scale. For in his middle fifties, even after a serious illness, he would dive into rivers in November and swim them at midnight for drunken bets, poach salmon and shoot pheasants with a reckless disregard for the law, and extract his teeth with pieces of cotton tied to the swing doors of his local pub because he refused to pay a pound to his dentist. He was a small man with an overlarge personality, with an eupeptic and bawdy life that constantly spilled over into what Hester always called the gutter. Some of these thoughts passed through Sundy’s mind as she looked at him. She knew he’d caused chaos and never understood quite why, but a part of her was glad that he was as he was; for somehow he was very much himself, and that, she thought, was rare enough. Besides, daughters usually made allowances for their fathers.


“You shouldn’t leave the door on the latch like that. Anybody could walk in.”


“But there’s nothing of value,” she said.


“Ah,” Eddy gave her a knowing look, “it’s the insurance company you’ve got to think about.”


“I’ve no idea whether Rosie insured the house or not.”


“About the last thing she’d worry about. Didn’t the lawyer tell you when you took over the house?” he asked slightly fiercely.


“I can’t remember,” Sundy said.


Eddy walked over to the window and looked down into the tiny garden at the back. “Well it is insured, I can tell you that. So just lock up eh?” He took out a tin of small cigars, bit the tip off one and spat it upon the floor. “You’ll never make a business woman, will you?”


Sundy said, “It’s about the last thing I should ever want to be.”


“Well, there’s worse things you could do, you know.”


“I dare say.”


“Now take Julie. She’s got a good business brain. She’s opening up a little wallpaper business and she’ll go far with it; got her head screwed on the right way. Pity about her marriage, of course.”


Sundy stared at him with slight surprise, “Do you care? You never liked Graham.”


Eddy sat down heavily in the one armchair. He sneered. “He was wet, that chap, so bloody lah-di-dah. D’you remember that time when he showed us the films of him in Siam. Graham riding a bloody elephant, Graham in some bleeding temple, you couldn’t see a damned thing, d’you remember? And all he said was” – Eddy mimicked Graham’s artificial voice – “‘a few inferior shots crept in here somehow. I don’t know how.’”


Sundy laughed. Graham was rather pompous and artificial, yet in a way he had seemed sensitive and afraid of showing it. “Julie was far too young when she married,” she said. “She hadn’t grown up.” Will she ever? she thought meanly.


“I never understood why she had to marry then,” Eddy said. Sundy stared at him, studying his manner to see whether he was sincere or not. But he was quite genuine. He had never understood how frightened of him Julie was at seventeen, nor how cruelly Hester thought he behaved towards them all; yet it was just as much that they hadn’t understood Eddy. Somehow Sundy just couldn’t lose her parents however much she wished to be free of them. They clung within her, fixed and obstinate.


She stopped thinking of it abruptly and asked for one of his cigars. He gave her one and she lit it.


“How did the weekend go with Julie?”


“All right,” she said, casually.


“She’s real preddy now.” Eddy pronounced the word that way, and Sundy had come to the conclusion that he thought it sounded effeminate pronounced correctly.





OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png





OEBPS/9780571324972_cover_epub.jpg
Faber Finds

Colin Spencer

Anarchistsin Love

The Generation Quartet:
Volume 1





OEBPS/logo_1_online.png
i

FABER & FABRBER





