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Book One


‘Before the War’





All through that year the kinemas showed scenes from the Exhibition on Gaumont Graphic or Pathé Pictorial (for the cowboys much largo to express wide open spaces, but for the little geisha girls the piano sounded a touching staccato). Audiences caught quick jerky glimpses of huge cartwheel hats wreathed in ostrich feathers, of trains dragging in the dust, of bowlers and toppers and peaked cloth caps and little round caps set with their tassels upon the back of thickly brilliantined heads, of parasols and button boots, of sailor suits and knickerbockers, of pearly waistcoats and choker scarves, of bad teeth and no teeth, of princess petticoats, squirrel skin, sable and beaver, neapolitanices (Oh, oh Antonio) and of hot potatoes for the muff, each in its season, of a sari or two, of the kaffir chief’s headdress, of a guardsman’s busby, and of a little toque of violets worn on a Great Personage’s head (Viking’s daughter from over the sea so splendidly null in half mourning), of the Big Wheel, the Water Shoot, the Balloon, the Haunted House, and of diabolos everywhere, of Kaiser Bill moustaches, and, above all, of even more imperial moustaches curled like a buffalo’s horns, Buffalo Bill himself. Was it S. F. the showman and not the great Colonel at all? Who could tell? And true to say, who cared? It was ideal for the children. With their broad-brimmed hats, their fringed breeches, their lassoes and their whips. In the Wilds of West Kensington the West was now long established.


The Matthews family, as they came that hot July afternoon through the crowds, from the Stadium, might so easily have been frozen and stored away in the files of the National Film Institute. There Mrs Matthews ‘chic (Worth or Paquin, it might seem, but actually the little woman around the corner), or Marcus’ pear-shaped, altar boy’s head and great dark Greco eyes, or the future Regan’s blowsy, randy, cowlike, cockney, Marie Lloyd features might have caught the attention of the costume designer, the lover of moments of good cinema, or the searcher for social types. But there was no such camera poised in waiting. And the loss in recall is probably not very great, since the jerky Colonel-Bogey-accompanied life of an old film news strip would ill serve to dissolve the limbs into that delicious, sunbathed, pleasure-sated rhythm which alone could bring back the exact feel of that far-off afternoon. In any case, what no recording machine yet invented could have preserved was the pioneer happiness, the primitive dream that for some minutes gave to that volatile, edged and edgy family a union of happy carefree intimacy that it had scarcely known before and was never to know again. Whatever its origin (alas for the limits of our parapsychological knowledge) some features were common to all the day dreams in each of which one Matthews played the lead.


*


As a covered wagon, placidly swaying, lumbers, ambles, or generally browses across the vast plains (are they desert, are they prairie? Certainly a wind stirs, blowing dry reedy grass and sand) only Miss Rickard sees the grass clearly and supplies the balls of tumbleweed that rollstop, rollstop across the desert, but all see prairie and desert alike as yellowing through a buff to an almost primrose in the glowing sun. For most of them the prairie soil turns suddenly to sand (like the East Coast old Mrs Matthews (Granny M) sees it, where the spiky sea poppies and the coarse sea lavender so suddenly give way to wind rippled dunes), but Miss Rickard (Mouse), who once again knows, would (had she guessed at the old lady’s English source of comparison) have bid her look up rather to Cromer’s cliffs for her vision’s furnishing – she has seen this desert and it is not sand but rock – flat rock, often, it is true, sand-covered rock, indeed always some sandy shade of yellow, but nevertheless rock.


For Will Matthews himself, bronzed and boyishly smiling for all his absurdly young patriarch’s Noah’s Ark responsibilities, the rocks have transformed themselves into the Rockies, for something lofty is always called forth by his muse (can it be Wordsworth’s boyhood lakeside heights – his boyhood reading – that furnish his fancy?). He gazes up above the solemn peaks (surely there if anywhere the Sublime will give us the Ironic Answer) to where an eagle soars, and as he whittles away a stick of wood (for purposes obscure) he shouts out (one less subtly gentle would say ‘to the very heavens’) something of Bret Harte’s? something of Whitman’s? Bret Harte, no doubt, for Whitman, though more shoutable, seems somehow too fierce for the sunny, easy ambling roll of that day’s wagon ride (English-wise the greatest affirmations are surely made in gently smiling earnest), Whitmanesque-acceptant though the day’s mood must be. But, however smiling, declaiming, whistling (perhaps a Winander owl’s hoot) he is, beneath his lazy summer mood, attentive, vigilant, keen as the moose to scent approaching dangers that may threaten the God-given brood he is leading out of bondage into primeval lands (what bondage can it be? The rising income tax, a bank overdraft, or liability to jury service? Some measure of Lloyd Georgery no doubt. Most certainly no bondage of servitude, for all our party save Stoker the bondmaid herself, are of private means) and on to Eldorado.


As for the older ladies, each has her wisdoms and her skills – never such bread as old Mrs Matthews bakes, never such stews as she concocts in her billycans, never such improvised mending for her men folk as this gentle indomitable old lady, always one to remember, always one to have brought the thermometer, to have brought old Nanny Segram’s handwritten book of recipes, to have brought sennapods. But Miss Rickard needs no book, she is herself their gazetteer and their medical dictionary rolled into one; the wayside waterfilled cactus root, the quamash growing by the sudden spring, the roasted porcupine – all these were her contributions. She it was who found the snakebane and the thorn with which to dig out ticks, and all these she offered with a nonchalant gracious bend of her ageing, thin, pemmican-dry pioneer’s body that disclaimed all praise – as how could she accept it, for despite all her pioneering courage, she alone had the sure knowledge that when they arrived at Eldorado, it would prove to her, the much travelled woman, somewhere already familiar – after all she’d gone through Manitoba to Vancouver in 1898, to San Francisco in 1902, and in 1906 went over the Rockies to Seattle (how wisely not to San Francisco) and no doubt, at the last, Eldorado would prove to be one of these three tolerably civilized places of interest. So she smiles her old grim smile that acts like steel to stiffen the back of any waverer, and with her old grim (yet tender) wit tempers the wagon’s happy family love with a needed austere irony.


Needed indeed now and again by Miss Stoker, who, a good-natured, true serving cockney, will do anything, does do anything, for her charges. Yet in Miss Stoker’s mind is the clear realization that faced by buffalo, grisly or Indians it is she, the ‘down at the Old Bull and Bush I shall shortly own er, walks among the cabbages and leaks’ Hetty Stoker who (in her masters’ version), for all her gallery roaring, heart-as-big-as-the-Elephant-and-Castle loyalty, will panic, take fright, pee her knickers or otherwise betray her lowly origins instead, as the legend should be, of dying by sucking the poisoned wound of her youngest charge (Master Marcus) when the Indian arrows are flying fast and furious. Sensing their hidden view of herself indeed, Miss Stoker needs all the force of Miss Rickard’s (Sourpuss to her) communicated grim irony to restrain her wish to spit in their bloody faces. But as it is, and so fortified, her version takes in theirs and, Comic Western to the life, she falls over the prickly pear, mistakes the porcupine for a camp stool, and just gets back to the stockade as the growling mountain lion tears through her skirt to reveal the legs of her drawers (chase me Charlie, lend me one of yours) at once, dear, lovable comical kid to tread on the board that raises the bucket that flies through the air that empties the whitewash slap in her kisser – to the laughter and toffee-paper-rustling of all six of her loving, larking sticky-fingered charges. And even young Mrs Matthews, so beautiful and high and mighty, so very much milady, smiles as she sits at her embroidery. What would we do without our Stoker and her constant scrapes to keep us laughing, cries milady (but they’d have to in the end of course, for who but the hickseed cowboy with the freckles and the stutter would carry off Henrietta Stoker, a blushing bride, after a long comic courtship, and oblivious even at the end of the clanking old tin bucket tied to the rear of their wedding buggy? Ah well, if he was like any of the cowpunchers they’d just seen, he’d have a nice packet of meat to him).


And indeed milady, young Mrs Matthews does at that moment smile across at Stoker, the conspirator’s smile of two young (younger?) women brought close in their pioneer proximity – eating all at one table, no doubt, the shared wash tub, the shared God knew what. But breeding takes such things in its stride (look at Mouse on her outlandish travels) so that some of the outer show of inner differences (maid and mistress right through to the bone) had fallen away like ‘trunks not wanted on the voyage’ when the old country’s shores had faded out of sight. But the shared smile soon became more general as young Mrs Matthews, her great straw bonnet shading her from the prairie’s ardent sun, stopped for a moment her plain sewing to daydream, well set chin cupped in smooth white palm, large dark eyes gazing absently across the wide expanse, to ponder upon the ties that bound her so closely (her a woman whose febrile beauty, whose voracious love of life might so easily have broken her wings upon the wheel) to all those loved ones in that lumbering wagon, all those whose deep love for her was as warm yet not harsh as the prairie sun’s rays. She stretched out one lovely arm to caress her Billy’s curly head (improvident, carefree, hopeless, hush whisper it not, sometimes prosy, wonderful Billy, whose genius her warming love had still to ignite) and then with her other hand she brushed the crowns (flaxen, ash, russet, chestnut, coalblack) of all her children (Rupert, glorious golden Rupert, a handsome mother’s handsome favourite perhaps) but all, all (yes, even bitter, black little Marcus) the extraordinary, brilliant, healthy, handsome, utterly improbable offspring of her own deep hold on life, cherished by her, cherishing her. Jogtrot, jogtrot to the wagon’s old everyday motion – she turned back to her plain sewing, wonderingly smiling at this extraordinary world which could cast someone so wild, someone so untameable as herself for the maternal role. But the casting had worked and that was all that mattered. Of course one day the journey would be done, the jogtrot in sunshine or rain be over, and Eldorado … suddenly she walked between the tables, cigarette in hand, hips swaying, skirts froufrouing, and the men, huge thighed, tight-loined, wide shouldered, cheered as she threw down a bundle of notes on the green baize table, or more suitable to her long delicate hands, her arms gloved to the elbow, staked a pile of chips to the croupier’s call … she adored the idea of Monte. But with that named paradise the vision blurred, toppled like the pile of chips on the edge of absurdity. Carefully she steadied herself, first one hand on the children’s haloed crowns, then the other on Billy’s curly mop and soon she was back contentedly with her plain sewing, swaying in the happy family wagon (of Mr Matthews, the magazine writer – two stories and an article in the Strand, three stories in the Windsor, and of Mrs Matthews, the magazine writer’s wife, born hostess for a refinedly successful literary man). She began to hum beneath her breath a silly, jaunty tune, ‘Oh, we’ll chase the buffalo!…’


Quentin, at first, had thought only for the horse beneath him, as Reuben he rode, proud watchdog eldest son beside the wagon’s precious load, letting the prairie winds blow around him. But another Quentin was alive within the guardian Reuben, a Quentin if not so alert, yet more deeply happy, unaccustomedly at ease, lulled into life perhaps by the unfamiliar rocking cradle of the great cowboy saddle beneath him. Unity was all to this Quentin – that at last they were all together, as they had not been since he (he the unwanted, he the recriminated fugitive to comfort) had left eight years before for Granny M. and Ladbroke Grove. Now at last he could relax, forgiven for not sharing in shabbiness and sudden violences, could be caught up and float away in that muddied, strangely twisting, overgrown, smelly, once-so-familiar family stream that Granny M.’s portwine, best plumcake solid affluence kept out of her shinyclean, pattern-neat, timetable-exact, great empty Italianate station of a house. Keeping an old woman company, it isn’t right, Quintus; but no need for gratitude’s denial now, for in the adventures ahead, kind, good, dull Granny M. (Oh! How the Sunday afternoons of stamp albums and stereoscope with pictures of the Russo-Japanese war killed the hungry heart) was united with the mad, wonderful, frightening, undefendable parents and best of all with us. But now, behind the happy united Quentin that had grown within the guardian rider, another Quentin peered and quizzed – Quentin the looker on.’ Good and dull,’ he said, ‘wonderful and undependable,’ he said, and he laughed to make the reunited Quentin shiver. Under his quizzing, unity fell away and even the prairie which had called it forth threatened to dissolve into void, but Quentin, the eldest son, lean, eager, simple and straight as a die, forced himself to feel only the horse beneath him and the wind blowing his hair. I’m only a schoolboy, he said, no time for looking on, time now only for tree felling, the lasso and the steers – too much to do to have time for comment. And if he thought he heard a mocking sound it was no doubt only the coyotes howling where the winds are free. Oh bury me deep in this family day.


Gladys, of course, was busy inside the wagon. All the stores had to be checked and double entered in the great ledger book. With a long quill pen by the light of a hurricane lamp she dipped into the silver inkpot (silver? more likely horn, moose horn perhaps), counted and wrote, counted and wrote – long bars of coarse yellow soap, packets of candles, loaves of sugar (pyramids, she saw them, in dark blue paper), red flannel petticoats (use obscure but an essential item) and beads (like the flannel, of course, for barter – or was that in the South Seas?), huge hams, vast sacks of lentils and chick peas (what could they look like?). And Father (how cunningly he held the reins, just feeling the horses ‘mouths, no more) turned back and smiled. ‘Well, Podge. Our little manager. She’ll make a perfect wife for some lucky devil in Eldorado.’ She ran up the length of the wagon and, throwing her arms around his shoulders, pressed her cheek against his, and they both looked up (boyishly twinkling blue eyes, solemn little dark ones) through the frosty air to where an all Halloween moon showed its pumpkin form in the great star vault above them. Then he tugged her pigtails lightly – ‘So that’s how it is. But you’ll have to leave your little wooden hut one of these days, you know. For some lucky fellah or other.’ ‘Don’t tease the poor Podge. Time enough when she loses all that puppy fat. You’ll manage the general stores in Eldorado, won’t you, darling?’ The back of her mother’s hand so cool, like blue veined marble, stroked against her other cheek, pressed against it. And instantly his lips were gently finding hers, then pressing hard against them so that she almost cried (it was painful the first time, Marian Sargeant said), pressing as hard as his hard thighs had gripped the black mare’s flanks as up and over they went, the black breeched cowboy with the black stetson hat on the black mare. Mother and Father he, and more, as she waited, the girl with the head on her – to run the general stores, so warm to come home to after days of roundup. Horrid Marian Sargeant’s nasty whispers sounded in her ear and Marian’s grubby little notes passed by a sweaty hand far down the room. Miss Baker looked up and frowned; oh they would be caught and it was nasty. She forced herself away from Miss Baker’s class, away from the handsome black haired cowboy, back to the account books in the covered wagon. ‘A plump little house-proud Podge,’ her father said.


Rupert, the great golden eagle, flew higher and higher up towards the mountain crags and looked down to where the wagon, obese and dropsical, waddled at first like some worn-out pachyderm, a hippo perhaps, stranded far from lakes or rivers, or the last surviving brontosaurus, swollen with thirst; and then, as he soared higher, it scuttled, first like an armadillo, then like the armadillo’s dwarf mockery, a woodlouse, absurdly, desperately seeking cover. A ridiculous woodlouse as far beneath an eagle’s gaze as a flea to a mousing cat’s. But now from the wagon rose the second eagle, smaller, ravenblack, fleeter perhaps on wing, yet with only a female’s strength. Together they rose and floated, rose and floated, flying above, around and beneath one another, now coasting on the wind’s currents, now battling the full force of the gale, a glorious dance to make the whole prairie sing if there had been anything but a scuttling woodlouse (now almost a dustspeck) to inhale this wonderful triumph of mother and son. And then something glittered in the black eagle’s eye, her beak snapped. Rupert made himself the red spaniel at his parents ‘feet down in the happy, housewarm family-smelling wagon, and snuffled and licked at their hands, as his honest brown eyes looked up beneath a worried furry frown.’ There’s a lovely boy,’ they cried. And Granny M. and Aunt Mouse and Stoker and All took up the cry,’ Our faithful, loving old boy.’


Margaret sat on a stool in the shade cast by a wheel of the now stationary wagon. She made an entry in her diary – ‘A wonderfull satisfactory day. We made almost a royal progress with little colonies of prairie marmots popping up like so many jack-in-the-boxes from the rocks around us. They would stand for seconds together on their hind legs, their front paws dangling before their white furred chests, for all the world like a group of village women in their aprons come out to cheer our passing coach. And if happiness is the mark of Kings, we are Kings and Queens now; Grandmother so stately with her piled up snow-white hair, Aunt Mouse the embodiment of courtly dignity, and, as for Mother and Father, they both look so beautiful and young and so dedicated as they are about to enter their new kingdom. There is no doubt at all that the hardships and high hopes of this journey to a new life have proved their own satisfaction. United in common dangers we have found the new life before we have even reached Eldorado.’ She read through the passage and her mouth seemed filled with sickening sugar and choking starch. Granny Matthews, of course, would pant and exclaim, ‘What long words for a little girl of twelve and a half! I really think, Will, she’s going to be another genius like her father!’ But Aunt Mouse, she dreaded to think how Aunt Mouse would look. ‘Maggie, my dear girl, Kings and Queens! Where is your sense of humour? Life isn’t all icing sugar, my dear.’ Deliberately she added to the diary’s entry, ‘At about five as the sun was setting, our two collies, who had been missing all day, returned to the wagon. Their jaws were dripping with blood and out of Trusty’s huge maw hung the mangled remains of a prairie marmot, village white apron and all. Life has so many different satisfactions.’ She looked up to her great aunt for a certain grim approval. But then again she had meant to convey the incredible, sudden family happiness of today and now it was spoiled. Deliberately risking a sarcastic gleam in her great aunt’s eye, she turned to the inside cover of her diary, A Pioneer in the Prairies, she wrote, Being the Journal of Lady Margaret Carmichael, A Lady of Quality. There, now it was someone else, and Aunt Mouse and all other mice could jeer as much as they wished, it would not touch her. Yet still she had not made these hours immortal.


Sukey fed the few hens they had brought along in order to be sure of fresh eggs, and then sat blissfully for a moment in the prairie sun’s warm rays (she had forgotten her bonnet, but never to fuss) watching the fat little puppies (liver and white, tan and white, chocolate and white) grunting and tugging as they fed from old Trusty. That old Trusty should so suddenly and unexpectedly have given birth was the wonderful, supreme surprise of these wonderful supremely happy days of – at last – a real family life she had always read of in stories, heard of from other girls at school, dreamed of over the nursery fire. No scenes, no ‘words’, no clever laughing at good, ordinary things, no awful disregard of the neighbours here in the prairies. That, if anything, was the tiny, midget fly in the delicious ointment – just for some of their neighbours to know what a happy family they could be! But not the awful neighbours they had in horrid Victoria, in horrid London. She had known things would never be right until they got away from the fog and the smoke and the chimneys. She had thought, it is true, of an English farm like the one in the Quantocks where they had stayed last summer, or of the seaside, all dunes and seaweed beds, like the shore in front of Granny M.’s house at Cromer; but, of course, they were not like other families, the mad Matthews, a gipsy lot, she should have seen earlier that they would never be happy until they were on the move. All that fighting and bitterness and the dirty kitchen and unmade beds had been just because they had felt caged, their wild spirits bottled up, their wings clipped. Now that they were as free as air they were happy as any ordinary, nice family and yet, besides, quite extraordinary, clever, talented, unpredictable, lively and absurdly lovable–still, in short, the mad Matthews. Except, of course, herself – Sukey, our little changeling, the sensible chicken in the crazy clutch, Father called her. Even now when danger and hardship and sheer wanderlust had brought the best out of all of them, she had her little contribution to make–seeing that some sort of a timetable was kept, if not for their meals, then for the poor hens and the dogs and the horses, seeing that Marcus ‘bedtime was not entirely forgotten, that Granny M.’s afternoon nap was remembered, that Aunt Mouse took her linctus. And later when they got to Eldorado and there were neighbours again, it would be she surely who could bridge the return to civilization for this mad, difficult, lovable family of hers. She placed great importance on whether they found nice neighbours. What would Eldorado prove to be like? She could not help thinking it would be like the Quantocks, in which case there would be the rector and Doctor Seely; or perhaps they would reach the Pacific Ocean when no doubt as at Cromer there would be a lot of kind, quiet retired people with grandchildren. Whatever, her happiness was now complete as, moving back to join her family in the wagon, another little family began to follow her, each fat puppy wobbling and falling over the other in its eager love. In the country, at regular hours, surrounded by happy little creatures of all kinds.


Marcus sat on top of the wagon, cross-legged. Mother called out, ‘Look! Our little black monkey!’, but her words miraculously were without a lash, and she smiled up at him lovingly. He gazed all around at the flat sandy desert, with here and there a palm tree, and he found it sadly lacking. He began rapidly to increase the oases of palm trees so that soon they grew jungle thick, and about them crept great vines with monstrous flowers, crimson, purple, scarlet, brightest yellow. In the trumpets flickered emerald, gold and ruby humming birds, and soon the flowering trees waving high above the gentle breeze sent down delicious scents of spices to the paddy fields below. Above too, could be heard the chatter of monkeys and the shriek of parrots; now a macaw’s tail flashed blue and saffron and now a toucan’s beak showed for a second its livid green. Beneath him the elephant padded on, all but hidden from him by the richly jewelled howdah in which he sat with its canopy of fretted ivory, yet ever and again he caught sight of the great beast’s trunk lashing through the air as it trumpeted. Around the great elephant his brothers and sisters led by his mother danced a triumphal dance, their rich jewelled veils and costly robes churning the incensed air. His father, grandmother and Aunt Mouse were borne aloft in litters. Eldorado came in sight; he could glimpse its minarets and towers, hear distantly its splashing fountains. Yet while the others heralded the arrival of this beautiful family by ever more delicious cries and movements, he, high above, crowned by a vast red turban twice his own height, sat, most beautiful of all, cross-legged, black and motionless, a lovely sacred boy.


*


At the moment that Marcus in his holy pomp arrived at Eldorado, the communion became complete. Old Mrs Matthews forgot her everyday goodness, Miss Rickards her wise dryness, Miss Stoker her avenging comicality, Mr Matthews his sly warmth, Mrs Matthews her passionate fevers. Quentin became one youth and no leader; Gladys fused desire and orderliness; Rupert was made a boy again; Margaret resolved her formal dilemmas; Sukie forgot the hierarchies of niceness; Marcus’ sensuous needs were quenched – all felt only pleasure, affection and physical ease. Perhaps it was this last that they communicated to the large crowd around them in the Coronation Walk of the Exhibition, certainly people fell away to make room for this family party – husband and wife side by side, flanked by two handsome boys, then two older ladies with parasols flanked by two elegant little girls, and last a most proper nurse flanked on one side by a solemn plaited schoolgirl and, on the other, by a black little imp of a boy. The family moved forward, apparently unaware of the crowd around them, triumphantly happy, and as they moved, recalling perhaps his wife’s earlier humming, Mr Matthews began to sing joyfully. And soon all the others joined in chorus. It was the ladies who first stopped singing. Men are the egoists of life, of course; women are the conformists. And again, men need to advertise comradeship and ease, women are content to feel it. There are so many ways of explaining the gradual breakdown of the singing, but almost none to explain how it began.


Encouraged by their father’s lead, for once oblivious of the adult female example, all six of the Matthews children bawled aloud, even Quentin quite forgetful, despite his school top hat and tails, of Ladbroke Grove proprieties. ‘Oh! We’ll chase the buffalo, yes we’ll chase the buffalo, in the wilds of West Kensington, we’ll chase the buffalo.’ Many in the large crowd turned with amusement or surprise to see these posh youngsters singing so loudly in public. Mr Matthews, by now conscious of the public gaze, smiled and swung his walking stick a little at the attentions of the passers-by; his wife smiled, too, to see him smiling. ‘Billy loves public notice, don’t you, darling?’ She put her gloved hand on his white linen sleeve – in the intense heat of that summer day he had got out his tropical suit, relict of their Madeira honeymoon. Herself, she twirled her cream lace parasol a little. Old Mrs Matthews smiled, a trifle askance, and kept her eyes intent upon the asphalt; ‘The conventions weren’t made for Will. And never have been.’ Miss Rickards, as usual, seemed to see nothing. Turning her head, she made kissing noises with her lips at the knowing green parrot that perched on her shoulder. But young Mrs Matthews knew her aunt too well to be deceived. ‘Don’t hide your face in Mr Polly, Mouse. She doesn’t want to admit that you’ve made her smile, Billy. Eccentric Mouse is the really conventional one.’ She turned to look behind her for Stoker. ‘And Stoker’s singing too.’ And so the quaint cockney was, if you could call the tuneless drone singing.


Marcus, the youngest, spoke. ‘But there weren’t any buffaloes, were there?’


His father smiled, ‘Trust His Nibs to have noticed that deficiency.’ He bent down and putting his face close to his small son’s, ‘No, Markie, and a very good thing too. Performing animals can only be trained by cruelty. Jack London proved that. Not that I should wish to criticize circuses. A wonderful people, the circus folk. But wild animals should be of the wild. I’ve often thought of writing the story of the last great bull buffalo roaring out his defiance of the Paleface on the prairies.’


‘Oh, you should write it, Will,’ said his mother, ‘shouldn’t he, children?’


‘I hope,’ said Miss Rickard, ‘that if you do, you’ll remember that they’re bison, William. Buffalo’s an entirely Yankee word for bison. The true buffaloes are only to be found in Asia and Africa. You see them wherever rice grows. Great patient creatures with huge sad eyes. What the school text books of my day called “friends to man”.’


Once again young Mrs Matthews put out her small gloved hand. This time she turned and placed it on Miss Rickard’s grey shantung arm. ‘Darling Mouse.’


Old Mrs Matthews blew a little under her veil. ‘Will’s always had the power to bring places to life, no matter whether he’s seen them or not. Do you remember, dear boy, how you startled them all at Joppins with your tales of life in Peking! Peking! And he was only six and a half. You couldn’t have been more because Porter was still with us. Oh dear! Such happy days! Major Cayley said then you would be a writer. You must have travelled everywhere, Miss Rickards.’


‘Enough to have a number of the usual tedious travellers’ tales. Though they are true.’


‘The places you sent me postcards from, Mouse, when I was little! There was one of cowboys, children, I perfectly remember it. You must tell them all about that, Mouse. But not till we’ve found somewhere for tea. I’m dying for a cup of tea. The dust and the heat!’ Young Mrs Matthews let her whole hour-glass figure wilt and even the grey ostrich plumes in her hat seemed suddenly bedraggled. ‘Find us tea, Billy. You’d like a cup of tea, wouldn’t you, Stoker?’


‘Yes, Mum.’


‘And you enjoyed the cowboys?’


‘Yes, Mum.’


‘Good. Take Master Marcus’ hand, will you?’


The square, red-faced woman did as she was asked. Her blue skirt and coat were neat, but her greying carroty hair crept erratically around the brim of her cherry-decorated hat. ‘Will you make one of yer drawings of them orses, Master Marcus?’ she asked him with grave interest, and very gravely he answered, ‘Yes, I think I shall, Stoker.’


‘Our only Pole Star is the Big Wheel,’ Mr Matthews announced. ‘I don’t want a Pole Star, Billy darling. I want tea.’


‘It’s quite difficult to see ahead with this crowd,’ her mother-in-law observed. ‘The world and his wife are here.’


‘This way then,’ Mr Matthews pointed with his stick to where the Big Wheel sparkled and flashed high up against the sky’s clear blue. The twins and Rupert began to sing once more as the party moved on.


‘Oh! No! Not again, children,’ said their mother. ‘We may recognize the world and his wife but we don’t want to attract their attention.’ But she stopped their singing lovingly.


‘I’m afraid we’re bound to, Clara dear. It’s Mr Polly. They always stare at him.’ Miss Rickard scratched the parrot’s feathered head. Mr and Mrs Matthews smiled to one another.


Quentin said, ‘I should have thought that the horses had been trained, Father.’ He stopped, blushing.


‘Of course they were trained. What a rotten silly thing to say.’ His younger brother Rupert mocked him.


‘I meant cruelty.’


‘The horses! The darling lovely horses,’ Sukey cried.


But her twin sister Margaret said, ‘It was all beautiful. It all went together. You can’t just say the horses.’


‘I only liked the horses,’ Sukey insisted.


‘I wish I’d been the man who straddled the two white horses with his arms spread out. Crippen! Didn’t everyone cheer.’


‘Oh, Rupert dear, please don’t use that expression. To keep on reminding us of that dreadful little man.’


‘I liked the tall cowboy with the black hair. He looked so strong.’


‘Gladys is being soppy,’ Rupert told them.


‘Not at all. I’m only glad to see Podge has such a good eye.’ Mrs Matthews patted her daughter’s plump rosy cheek. ‘They were handsome, darling. You’re quite right. And their great chests! How the perspiration ran down them, poor things.’


Her mother-in-law coughed.


‘So the dust is troubling you now, Grannie. Never mind. Here’s relief. The Geisha Tea Gardens. Look, children, at the waitresses all dressed in kimonos.’


‘I hope,’ said Miss Rickards, ‘that we shan’t be made to kneel. I haven’t done that since I was in Japan twenty years ago. My bones would creak nowadays. No, I’m too old for kneeling.’


‘Except in church,’ Mrs Matthews senior amended.


‘We don’t kneel at the Circle,’ Miss Rickards told her.


Once again Mr and Mrs Matthews were united in smiling complicity, and on this occasion they even extended the conspiracy to include Gladys and Quentin, their two eldest. Later when the children had finished three stone bottles of pop between them, Rupert and Quentin became restless, despite all the waitresses dressed up as geishas and even little Marcus showed a sort of lordly boredom. ‘Such ugly colours,’ he said. But the twins were riveted to the gaily coloured kimonos until Margaret cried, ‘They’re just dressed up in dressing gowns, aren’t they, Mother?’ and Sukey amplified, ‘Servants dressed up,’ then seeing Stoker busy with a bath bun, she blushed. But the spell was broken and now the girls’ restiveness was added to the boys’.


‘Now just sit still, darlings, and your great aunt will tell you all about the real cowboys.’


‘Yes, give us Texas, Mouse,’ Mr Matthews agreed.


‘Indeed I will not. They don’t want an old woman’s stories. They want to explore all the wonders here.’ Miss Rickard gave Quentin half a crown out of her huge Morocco leather handbag. ‘See that everyone has a share.’ Old Mrs Matthews added a florin. ‘I think two shillings is enough for children.’


‘My dear mother, you’re spoiling them.’


‘Yes, Mouse, you’re naughty.’


But neither parent spoke very convincingly.


‘Oh, no,’ said the old lady, ‘it’s a special day.’


And the middle-aged one said, ‘My dear Clara, when we’ve all enjoyed ourselves so much it’s sheer hypocrisy to deny the children.’


Even Stoker intervened. ‘I’m sure, Mum, they’ve been very good. And we all like to get up to our own larks, don’t we?’


Young Mrs Matthews laughed. ‘Do we, Billy? Do we like to get up to our own larks?’


‘Yes, my dear, I think we do.’ He put his hand on hers.


‘Oh what a heavenly summer. Especially here out of the dust. Oh Billy, I have a feeling that your Regency boxing novel is going to be a tremendous success. And we’ll have lots of money and travel everywhere. Japan will be nothing. You haven’t seen the half of it, Mouse.’


‘My dear, you shall live like a queen yet.’


This time Miss Rickard exchanged a glance with old Mrs Matthews. Her niece perhaps caught sight of it, for she turned almost sharply to the children. ‘Well, your father and I are in a good mood for once. Run off and make the most of it.’


Led by Quentin the children wandered across to the great Union Jack made out of geraniums, white candytuft and lobelias, and there, out of the adults ‘hearing, they argued the spending of the money. They hoped for the water chute and the big wheel but prices were against them so, of course, first choice had to be the wheel – the wheel on which, heavenly thought, years and years ago, twenty-four people had been stranded all night. But, delicious though it proved to be, whirled out into the heavens high above the houses and streets of Kensington, faster and faster until Gladys felt that she had frighteningly swallowed a piece of blue sky and Marcus’ laughter had turned to screaming, they were giddy and white faced without luck, for the wheel eventually returned them to the ground. Now there was nothing for it but the shooting ranges or the fortune telling machines, and over these they were divided equally between boys and girls. A decision might never have been reached if Marcus had not been seized with one of his screaming fits. That these were taken for granted at home did not make passers by the less curious at the sight of a young boy in long-trousered sailor suit standing apart and uttering a loud prolonged ‘Aah!’ to the world at large, so that soon a small crowd had gathered and his siblings became aware that Marcus could prove an embarrassment abroad. It was Gladys who thought of the laughing mirrors, but Quentin, the eldest, who agreed rather savagely. ‘It won’t matter if he does scream his head off in there.’


He gave the money to the boy with no front teeth in the little entrance booth and they filed slowly through a dark corridor, even Marcus silenced by the sudden shocking-soothing chill air after the dust-laden heat outside. They were alone. Sukey, always so determined and practical, was the first to risk seeing her comic image. But the result was generally voted a bore. ‘It’s all fuzz and muzz,’ Marcus said. He hated uncertain lines. ‘She’s all soppy smiles,’ Rupert announced. ‘Oh, Sukey!’ her twin cried, ‘you look like a melting jelly.’ Not a pleasant verdict for the trim, neat, rosy cheeked, flaxen haired girl.


But she had her own back when her tall sister stood before the next mirror. ‘Oh, look, Mag’s swallowed a lemon.’ ‘Doesn’t she look thin and gawky, like a candle,’ Gladys cried, perhaps in defence of her own bulk. ‘And sour, she’s sourpuss, sourpuss,’ Rupert told them. They all knew Stoker’s word for their great aunt, though none of them had let on before. So ‘Sourpuss! Sourpuss,’ they cried until Quentin tactfully said, ‘Here goes.’ And here he went. ‘It’s the devil!’ Marcus was frightened, but to hide this he repeated in a comic singsong, ‘There’s the devil. There’s the devil.’ ‘Quentin’s ears do look long. And your mouth Quentin, it’s all sneery.’ Margaret’s analysis confirmed young Marcus’ emotions.


Rupert dawdled up to the further mirror. He knew he’d look rather good, he always did. But the result disappointed all. His face, his body, everything was pulled out at each side like elastic. ‘It’s all wobbly and misty,’ Quentin said, ‘You look jolly soppy.’ ‘And all of a tremble,’ Gladys cried.


But little Marcus meanwhile had sidled up to a vacant mirror and gave a scream. ‘Oh, Lor. Not again. He can’t be taken out.’ Quentin was decisive. But Margaret, looking at her little brother’s reflection – all flashing black eyes and beaky features, called out, ‘It’s Her. It’s Her.’ And, frightened, they crowded around to confirm.


There was nothing for it, Gladys thought, but to make them laugh. After all, she’d suggested the mirrors, so she couldn’t let them spoil the afternoon. But when she saw herself she was too disconcerted at first to speak. ‘Look,’ Sukey cried, ‘Gladys is upside down.’ And so it proved – at the top of the glass, white boots in reverse; at the base, a plump face grown red with surprise. They all at last could laugh. To keep the fun going Gladys stood on her head on the shiny, linoleum floor. Sure enough there she was right way up, her flushed, straining face coming out of her tumbled skirts and petticoats and down below a great expanse of knickers and stockings. At that moment a party of common children came in, looked at Gladys’s rude show, and began to jeer. When Quentin showed signs of offering fight, Marcus began to scream and the Matthews children, aghast, fled.


As they came near to the Japanese Tea Garden with its masses of pink and orange and pistachio green lanterns they all sensed at once that the adult mood had changed. Even Sukey said, ‘Oh bother them. It’s too bad. Let’s not go back yet. Let’s walk down to the boating pool.’


But already their mother’s voice was projected sharply upon them, ‘Children, come here! Why have you been so long?’


‘We haven’t really,’ Quentin tried to remember his prep school prefect’s voice. His Father’s memory seemed more up-to-date; he spoke as to a Westminster Under-School squirt. ‘Shut up, Quentin. Don’t contradict your mother. She doesn’t like it.’


‘I don’t think he meant to contradict, Will dear. He’s always such a polite helpful boy at home, aren’t you, Quintus?’


‘I’m sorry, Granny. But you must not interfere with our discipline in front of our faces. You will do what you like, of course, behind our backs. We can’t stop you. You’ve taken Quentin from us …’


‘Taken him from you? He lives with his old Granny only at your request, Clara.’


‘Only at the request of my poor Billy’s bank balance, shall we say?’


‘To have sold out those Australian shares. I don’t know what your father would have said, Will.’


‘If we come back to those shares again this afternoon I shall scream.’


Miss Rickard turned for a moment from the parrot she had preferred to involvement. ‘You have done little else for the last ten minutes, Clara. You might as well have married a fishmonger for all the effect it’s had on your deportment.’ She looked at Mr Matthews but he was not to be drawn. He addressed himself exclusively to his mother.


‘The Guvnor, Mother, with all due respect, is where there is no selling or buying of shares. Though how he passes his time without those activities, I confess to be beyond my comprehension.’


His wife let her laughter gush forth and then dammed it.


‘Now, Billy, you must apologize. You’ve hurt your Mother’s feelings. Talking like that about the dead! How vulgar you can be.’


‘I’m sure Will is never vulgar, Clara. He’s often very naughty. But I suppose that as his mother I understand that as well as anyone. Once when a Sister of Mercy came to the house she said,’ What a little angel.’ And of course you looked it, Will, with your golden curls. But all you did was to cry, “To Hell with the Pope! To Hell with the Pope!” I remember it so clearly. It must have been her black veil. A naughty child you were but everyone loved you. Your own children are far better behaved, Will.’


She turned smiling to the children – Gladys was leaning on a nearby unoccupied table and straining her muscles so that her cheeks had turned scarlet with the rush of blood to her head. The other children all stood watching her with evident fascinated delight.


‘Doesn’t Gladys strain beautifully?’ Margaret asked.


‘If she goes on longer she sometimes goes purple,’ Marcus told them.


‘She’s the purple limit, that’s what she is,’ Rupert showed his delight at pinning down this modish adult phrase by dancing up and down.


‘If she went on for ever, she would burst, wouldn’t she?’ Sukey demanded. Only Quentin said nothing, but he stood by his sister’s exhibition of skill with a ringmaster’s pride copied from that afternoon’s performance by Buffalo Bill. Their grandmother’s smile became a little uncertain, but their mother had no doubts.


‘Stop it at once, you disgusting girl. Horrible little creatures all of you. What a way to repay us for giving you the afternoon of your lives.’


‘We didn’t know we were meant to repay you,’ Margaret made comment.


‘I’m afraid the gel’s made an excellent point, Clara. Repayment of kindness. What a sordid idea, worthier of a stockbroker than an artist.’ Miss Rickard met a silence. ‘I suppose we should welcome any idea of repayment really.’


‘Oh, Mouse, you are the absolute limit. Do stop needling Billy about that wretched loan. If you were a little more generous about it, he wouldn’t have to give his mind all the time to shillings and pence.’


‘I’d hoped so much when Will married you, Clara, that you would take over all that side of things. You married an artist, you know, my dear.’


‘My niece thought she’d married a man and found that she’d married a spoilt baby, Mrs Matthews. As I could have told her.’


‘As you did, Mouse, as you did. Don’t be modest. Nothing became your guardianship of Clara so well as your taking leave of it. Having neglected an orphan for most of her childhood except when it happened to suit your travelling fancy, as soon as she showed an inclination to choose for herself you did everything you could to stifle her with a lot of warnings against men. Cassandra on the perils of marriage! But then Cassandra was an old maid. How the human comedy does repeat itself. Thank God for its wonderful humours. What Walter Scott would have made of you, Mouse.’


‘My dear man, you’re welcome to make as much of me as you like, if it will persuade you to get down to some work. Though I can’t see you killing yourself paying off your debts like Scott. Smoking a pipe in public and wearing that velvet jacket of yours are more your idea of being an author. But Meerschaum pipes and velvet jackets won’t keep a family of six, William, I’m afraid.’


‘Well, I’m sure Will’s family have done all they can, Miss Rickard. I was only too happy to take on dear Quintus’s fees at Westminster, of course. No one looks smarter in his topper, I’m sure. Though I do wish we still had Hopkins, Will. What a sheen he used to put on your father’s hats. But there we are, we can’t talk of valets on an annuity, can we? I’m lucky enough to have Edith and Cook and Colyer. Though I do all I can for everyone, I must say.’


‘Nobody questioned it, Mrs Matthews. It’s a matter of their trying to do something for themselves. As it is I am forever supplementing Clara’s allowance. As well as taking on the expense of the gels’ clothes and, of course, I’m only too glad to do so …’


‘Now Gladys, say thank you to your great aunt for your winter coat. And Margaret you’d better curtsy for your party dress. Will that satisfy you, Mouse?’ Young Mrs Matthews pulled her tall daughter to her feet. ‘Go on. Curtsy. Show your Aunt Mouse you haven’t wasted her kind dancing class fees.’


‘Clara, that sort of play-acting’s unforgivable. To involve your children!’


‘I suppose we were involved anyway, Aunt Mouse. Not being invisible or fairies or anything.’


‘Don’t be impertinent to your elders, Margaret.’


‘That’s all right, Clara. The gel isn’t the worse for having a sharp tongue in her head.’ She beckoned Margaret to her side and gave her a peck on her cheek. ‘Whatever your disappointments, always try to get your own back, my dear. It’s woman’s compensation.’


Old Mrs Matthews looked bewildered. ‘I’m sure the children are all as good as fairies. And you’re a real little Mother, Margaret. A little Wendy.’


Marcus looked up and his eyes flickered for a moment over his grandmother’s words, but like a snake’s tongue the flicker disappeared as quickly.


Rupert did not so restrain his delight. He leaned towards his tall sister and, adopting a special drawl, repeated, ‘Wendy, our little Wendy, a little Wendy’ closer and closer into Margaret’s face. Margaret blushed a deep rose all down her long neck, but,’ Gladys is the little mother,’ she said.


‘Oh, I suppose so, dear, being the eldest,’ their grandmother agreed.


But it was the unmentioned Sukey who was suddenly in tears.


‘Oh, Lord above.’ cried Mr Matthews, ‘how right was that godly man John Knox when he inveighed against the monstrous regiment of women. What’s wrong with Sukey?’


‘I think,’ said Marcus, ‘that she feels hurt. After all she’s the one who does all the little mothering things for us. Her and Stoker.’


Marcus’s words diverted his mother from her crying daughter. She turned, seized his wrist, wrenching and twisting his arm. ‘Will you keep your tongue quiet! Little boys of your age should be seen and not heard. Though who’d want to see you I can’t think. Look at the way you wear your sailor suit, all falling out of your trousers. Just like a girl’s blouse. Why can’t you look like a normal boy? Little girly boy. Apparently you don’t even know your own mother. Little mother here, and little mother there. I’m your mother, do you understand that? Though I can hardly believe such a little molly coddle can be my son.’ She shook him to and fro by the arm. His face turned white and he stared at her fixedly with his large black eyes, but he did not cry. The other adults protested.


‘Oh, Clara, such a little boy.’


‘Little boy. You don’t know him, Granny. He can be a little beast.’


But Mr Matthews leaned back and blew a smoke ring. His soft face set in a contemplative smile as he stared back at his wife. ‘Oh, cool off, Countess. You don’t know your own depths of vulgarity.’ His wife seemed suddenly all fierce black gipsy eyes but before she could answer back, ‘No, no, my dear. I mean it. Temper makes you look a raddled hag. So much, Mouse, for breeding. Of course we can only offer stocks and shares.’


‘I am not going to be drawn into your quarrels with Clara, William. It’s been a very pleasant day, but we’re tired now. I suggest we all make our different ways home. I shall certainly take myself off to find a cab. I shall be at my club until the boat leaves on the fourteenth. Perhaps the twins could take luncheon with me there one day. We’ve a good number of freaks among the members for Margaret to sharpen her pleasant wit upon.’ She patted her great niece’s neck. Mr Matthews rose from his chair.


‘Help your great aunt to get a cab, Quentin.’


‘Good heavens! If I can cross the Kalahari, I suppose I can cross the Earl’s Court Road on my own.’


Her nephew-in-law made her a little bow, ‘My apologies to you and Mrs Pankhurst, Mouse.’


‘I shan’t say good-bye to everyone,’ Miss Rickard announced, but she added, ‘Good-bye, Stoker, I’m glad to see you look so well. Say good-bye to everyone, Mr Polly.’ But the parrot had fallen asleep.


Old Mrs Matthews indulged herself with only one comment when Miss Rickard was out of sight. ‘I wonder at her having that creature on her shoulder. Nasty high-smellin’ thing, I should think.’


‘Now we have no need for pets, Auntie’s joined the suffragettes,’ Rupert recited.


‘Oh dear,’ said his grandmother, ‘what a wicked thing to say,’ but she couldn’t help laughing.


‘He didn’t say it,’ Quentin informed her, ‘it’s out of a book.’


‘Quintus knows all the books,’ she told them. ‘Well, Will my dear, I expect Clara would like to have the boy at home now. So if you’ll just help me to find the North Entrance. Colyer said he would bring the motor car to the North Entrance. We can talk about Quintus’ trunks and things on the telephone later.’


‘My dear Mother, if you’re going to take up every word Clara says …’


‘Quintus wants to be with, his mother, don’t you, dear? You’ve had quite enough of being with an old woman.’


‘I’m sure Quentin doesn’t want to be with his mother. Being with me would mean helping in the home for once. That wouldn’t suit his lordship at all. No Edith to wait on him hand and foot. No Colyer to drive him to school. Number fifty-two certainly wouldn’t be good enough for him, would it children?’


‘Clara, the boy’s not like that at all. You’d like to help at home, wouldn’t you, Quintus?’


Quentin was gripping the back of Gladys’s chair so that his knuckles gleamed white in the sunshine. It was difficult to hear what he said.


‘There you are,’ his grandmother told them.


‘A very eager answer!’ his mother commented. ‘In any case, it doesn’t matter what his lordship wants, there’s no room for him unless his father and I are to give up our dressing-room. I suppose even a beggarly author’s wife can have somewhere to dress herself, though she’s no maid to help her.’


Mrs Matthews had raised her voice, but she found that she had to shout louder, for the children had turned away from Quentin’s embarrassment and were singing, ‘I’ve got a little cat and I’m very fond of that, but I’d rather have a bow-wow-wow.’


‘Stop that noise at once! It’s like a pack of street arabs. I suppose you’d rather not hear how your father and I have to pinch and scrape.’


‘We thought you would rather we didn’t hear,’ Rupert said.


‘We didn’t want to interfere with what was not our business,’ Gladys said.


‘We thought it was private to you and grandmother,’ Sukey said.


‘We thought it was too public for Quentin,’ Margaret said.


‘We’ve heard it all before anyway,’ Marcus ended.


His mother walked over to where he was sitting on Stoker’s lap and smacked his face. Then she turned on Stoker. ‘I wish you wouldn’t make such a baby of him, Stoker. A boy of eight years old sitting on his nurse’s lap. We bring you out for a nice outing, Stoker, I think in return you could keep some control over the children. If Stoker’s going to encourage you to behave like a baby, Marcus, she’ll have to go. And you won’t like that. Get down from there at once.’


She pulled her son’s arm. Immediately he began to scream loudly so that such other visitors to the tea room as had not yet noticed the family party turned towards their table.


‘Never mind, Marcus, never mind,’ his grandmother said. ‘Try not to cry like that, dear, you’re making such an exhibition of yourself.’


‘Which is exactly what he wants.’


‘I don’t think he does, Mum. He’s tired, aren’t you, Markie?’


‘I think I know about my own child best, Stoker. And please don’t call him by that vulgar name.’


Mr Matthews came over and lifted Marcus in his arms. ‘You’d like to come with me, wouldn’t you, old sonnykins? Turbot and lobster sauce and a nice meringue, how about that? And perhaps Mr Paul will have some petits fours for a stout little fellow.’


Marcus looked very grave. ‘Thank you. Shall we go in a hansom cab?’


‘In a chariot, if you wish.’


‘I wash my hands entirely. You see what happens, Granny. My slightest attempt at discipline is undermined.’


‘Well, I don’t know, I’m sure. If Quintus will just find the North Gate for me.’


‘Quentin will go home with you, of course. I’ve never heard such nonsense. Unless he’s to sleep on the nursery floor.’


‘It might be, you know, that the man’s point of view should be heard as well as the clatter of women’s tongues. You and Mother seem to think you own the boy. It may not have occurred to you that he’s reached the age to appreciate a father’s companionship. Well, Quintus, how would you like to live with your Dad again?’


Quentin stared at each of them in turn. There were tears of distress in old Mrs Matthews ‘eyes. He took her arm.’ I think I should go with Granny, sir.’ But it was still difficult to hear him. Young Mrs Matthews rippled laughter.


‘Oh, Billy, someone hasn’t chosen you. You’re losing your charms, my dear.’


Old Mrs Matthews said, ‘I’m sure the boy doesn’t mean …’ But her son turned his back on her.


‘It’s just as well,’ he said, in the direction of his wife, ‘so long as we depend on damned driblets and drablets of charity someone in the family should keep on the right side of the old lady.’


When his mother and Quentin had left, he took his Hunter watch out of his ticket pocket. ‘Well, I’ve got an appointment with a man about a dog. I shall dine at the club.’


Laughing, his wife said, ‘I hope the devilled bones choke you, Billy.’


And laughing, he replied, ‘I’m sure you do, my dear. But they won’t. After Stoker, Mr Paul is the best chef in London.’


She turned her attention to Rupert. ‘I wonder if my handsome boy will grow up careless of himself and everybody else, too lazy even to eat his breakfast egg without spilling it down his waistcoat.’


But Mr Matthews did not glance down. Mrs Matthews put her arm round Rupert’s waist. ‘Of course he won’t. He’ll be famous, won’t he? Entertaining his poor old Mother on his flagship.’


Mr Matthews let his hand rest for a moment on Gladys ‘shoulder. ‘So she’s going to marry a cowboy and leave her father behind.’ He smiled at her. ‘Good old Podge.’


As he moved off, Stoker called, ‘But Master Marcus, sir …’


Gladys spoke out, ‘What about Marcus, Father? You promised to take him to dinner.’


‘And so I will. But some other day, old chap. When we’re all more in the mood. And I’ll take you Podge, too.’ He pulled his daughter’s pigtail, ‘When you lose a little of that weight. A pretty girl is the crown of a good meal.’ He took a half-sovereign from his pocket, then, after reflection he replaced it with a five shilling piece. This he gave to Stoker. ‘Give them all a treat, Stoker, before you leave the exhibition, and see that the littlest fellow has what he wants.’


The Countess said, ‘There, Marcus. Perhaps you’ll know in future that all isn’t gold that glitters. Now, I’m tired. Rupert, you shall see me home. It’s time you learned to be an escort, darling boy. Stoker will take the rest of you on the District Line. You’ll like that. And in any case you ought to know that your father isn’t made of money whatever he wants you to think.’


Just before South Kensington station Marcus asked Stoker, ‘Why did they both laugh when Mother said she hoped the bone would choke him?’


‘Ah, there’s questions.’


‘Mother laughs to make herself more frightening – like the ogress,’ Gladys told them.


‘She succeeds,’ Margaret said. ‘And he laughs to make her more angry.’


‘He succeeds too.’


‘Were your parents awful, Stoker?’ Marcus asked.


‘You mustn’t talk about them like that to Stoker,’ Sukey explained. ‘Must he, Stoker?’ But she added, ‘Most ordinary people don’t make people stare at them in tea rooms and all those awful things, do they?’


‘What were your parents like, Stoker? Gladys asked politely, for the train had stopped at Sloane Square and they could be heard by other passengers.


‘I never knew er. And we never seed much of im. Not when we was little. E was at sea. E paid this woman sometimes. And when e dident, we knew it all right. Then years later when Em was married and I was working along with that Monser Jules at Queen Anne’s Mansions – that’s the one that learned me my fancy dishes – e comes back from sea. “I’m finished with it,” e says, “I can’t keep me victuals down.” And e couldn’t neither. Well e goes to live with Em. Barnum and Bailey’s it was. E ad a bloomin parrot and a concertina and there was this little Chinee that come regular to play with im, a sort of chequers they played. I ad me own room in those days. Dident live in. Tothill Street it was. You could spit on the Abbey. One afternoon I come back tired out after cooking lunches and there e was. “I’ve come to you, girl,” e says. “Em won’t let me ave me squeeze box.” Well I gets im a room, but I told him the bird ad got to go, and the concertina, which e called is squeeze box. Well there was a fuss about that all right. “I’d as well be at Em’s,” e said. “I think you would,” I told im. And off e goes. But then one day ees back again. “She’s sold Polly,” e tells me. Well, I let im stay a week or two. Paid is rent, but I don’t know what it was. Em and I was talking about it only last time I see er. “Things get remembered,” she told me, “it’s only natural.” Anyway, after a bit, I told im I can’t ave that Lee Fu coming ere – it gives me a bad name. Well, there it was,’ she ended for they had arrived at Victoria.


Walking from the station to the house, Gladys asked what had happened to old Mr Stoker.


‘Seamen’s rest,’ was the answer.


‘It wasn’t very kind,’ Gladys said.


‘Didn’t people blame you?’ Sukey asked.


‘Kind! Blame! We was too poor for notions!’


They were all silent, then Marcus said, ‘I expect that’s why they’re so awful. Being so poor.’


His sisters in chorus said, ‘Ssh!’


And Stoker said, ‘Poor! You’re the gentry.’


‘She looks like a gipsy,’ he announced in contradiction.


But when they went to say good night to her in the drawing-room, she didn’t look at all like a gipsy. She lay on the sofa in her feather-trimmed mousseline de soie dressing-gown with eau-de-Cologne pads on her temples. Only one small rose-shaded brass lamp was alight in the dim room.


‘No good nights, I’m completely shattered. Remember their prayers, Gladys. I’ll have a tray in my dressing-room, Stoker dear, after you’ve got them to bed. And you can brush my hair. Something light – an egg or two beaten in milk and sherry. And bring two sherry glasses. You can make me laugh and then perhaps by some miracle, I’ll sleep.’


When Stoker had given them their bread and milk in the nursery, they told Rupert about her treatment of her father. ‘She’s Regan. That’s what she is.’


But they didn’t understand, so he had to recount to them the story of King Lear. Then they all took it up. ‘Regan,’ they cried, ‘Regan,’ except Marcus who cried, ‘Dear Regan.’


Stoker put her head round the door, ‘Now then, off to bed – Or you’ll ave your Ma up ere. And you won’t like that.’


Later Rupert woke to hear Stoker singing one of her cockney songs and his mother laughing. Later still he woke again to see his Mother bending over Marcus’ bunk.


‘You dirty little beast.’ She pulled him out of the bed and took off his pyjama trousers.


Rupert could feel how dazed his brother must be. She had bent him over the side of his bunk and was smacking his bottom with a hair brush.


‘Little wetabed,’ she whispered, ‘dirty little wetabed.’ And then, ‘Gipsy, is it? Very well, beware the gipsy.’ She pushed him back into the bunk. ‘It’ll do you good to sleep in it. Teach you a lesson.’ Rupert pretended to be asleep when she came over and kissed him on the forehead.


Later still they all heard their father returning. Marcus was still sobbing, so Rupert tried to soothe him.


‘“He’ll have to sleep in the dressing-room.” She told me, coming home in the taxi. “Cool off, Countess! We’ll see who’s to cool off I shall make him sleep in the dressing-room,” she said. It’s for always.’ Then finding suddenly the softest, richest tones of his Father, ‘I don’t ask very much of life, children. A book, my pipe, my desk, a comfortable bed, and – is it too much to ask? – a little quiet from my loving family.’ Delighted with his surprising power of imitation, he started to repeat the phrase, when from the corner of the room came his Mother’s voice, sharp and petulant, and raised to a high peak like the voice of a love-bird. ‘I hope you’ll never know, Marcus,’ she said, ‘what it’s like to be in love with life and to be cheated of it.’


‘That’s what she says,’ Marcus explained, ‘What does she mean?’


‘Oh, some rot or other. You do it jolly like.’


‘So do you.’


‘Let’s try again.’


They repeated the same phrases, then they tried out some others. At last they sounded so like that it was creepy and, to break the eerie atmosphere, they burst into giggles. Down below a full row was in progress so that they had no need to hush their delight at their new found game. Giggling and imitating, it was some time before they fell asleep. 
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‘So,’ said Quentin, ‘we’re all agreed.’ Expecting the response that should surely have come in rapid fire, he covered the silence for himself, as he had always done when waiting for volunteers, by prolonged play with pipe and pouch and matches.


Sukey looked in turn at the others mute in their private concerns – Gladys re-threading her ambers, Margaret soaking her feet luxuriously in the hip bath, Rupert lolling on cushions, long legs loosely dangling, hand aimlessly waving the limp Pierrot doll beside him. She put down the monthly tradesmen’s books, her toil for the family, very deliberately.


‘Yes, thank you, Quentin,’ she said, ‘we’re all very grateful to you. Without you things would have dragged on interminably. Coming from outside you’ve seen the whole thing so clearly.’


Marcus’ small puckered white face, his huge dark lemur’s eyes, appeared above the sofa.


‘I’ve seen it clearly for at least two years, ever since my voice began to break.’


‘It hasn’t,’ said Gladys.


‘It hasn’t finished,’ said Margaret, ‘We should be exact even about small boys.’


‘You ought to be especially grateful to Quentin, Marcus,’ Sukey told him.


‘He ought to be in bed,’ Rupert with his plectrum plucked three notes on the Hawaiian guitar on his lap.


‘I left my love in Avalon,’ Gladys sang.


‘That was not remotely the tune I sounded.’


‘I think if it hasn’t broken,’ Marcus said, ‘it’s because Gladys did more than her family share of voice breaking.’


‘Praise heaven for it,’ Rupert cried. ‘Do Dame Clara Butt singing “Land of Hope and Glory” before we all go to bed, Gladys.’


‘Oh, yes, Gladys, do!’ said Margaret. ‘It’ll send us away with high hopes.’


‘Dame Clara Butt’s real name is Mrs Kennerley Rumford. There’s glory for you,’ Marcus said.


‘Kids of that age,’ Rupert remarked, ‘think everything funny.’


‘He’s encouraged at school as a wit and aesthete,’ Margaret explained.


‘And shall be for three more years if all your plans for me work out. Remember that. If I am to stay at school, and, of course, Quentin’s right – I ought to want to – then you’ll all have to put up with my being precocious.’


‘Precocious to the grown ups,’ said Rupert, ‘a wit in the playground. But to us a pimply little squirt.’


Since the others paid no heed to Quentin’s busy pipe sucking, Sukey said, ‘Please don’t think we’re really against Marcus, Quentin. It’s just that he mustn’t be encouraged.’


Quentin stopped sucking. ‘The sharpness seems general.’


‘Oh dear, does it? I suppose it does. It’s just a rather silly way we’ve got into. Under it all there’s a lot of loyalty. We’ve had to stand together so often, you see, in the last years when you’ve been away.’


Marcus hid behind the sofa. Rupert strummed. But Margaret took her feet from the mustard bath’s luxury and spoke out.


‘If you had been more of a little mother to us, Gladys, we shouldn’t have to put up with Sukey talking like that in public. It’s your fault. You’re the eldest. You should be our substitute for the Countess’ failure.’


‘As a matter of fact,’ Marcus spoke from behind the sofa’s safety, ‘Sukey was right. We’ve kept up a front and we really are united. If anything’s wrong this evening it’s because we’re shy of you, Quentin. You’ve been away so long.’


‘Keeping up another, more important front,’ Rupert murmured.


‘Talk about schoolkids ‘bad taste!’ Gladys said.


Sukey broke in. ‘The only thing I’m worried about is this relying on the old women. They just aren’t to be trusted.’


‘We’re not going to rely on them. We’re simply going to see that they know what’s what.’


‘Quentin means we’re going to use them,’ Margaret explained. ‘Actually we had all understood that except Sukey. You mustn’t expect her to understand things quickly, Quentin.’


‘It has been a help, Quentin,’ Gladys said, ‘knowing that we don’t seem to you to judge them too harshly.’


‘Oh, no. The war is on.’


‘Against the white slug,’ said Rupert.


‘And the black bitch,’ whispered Marcus.


‘Names don’t help, do they, Quentin?’ Sukey asked. And she repeated her question, for as they all often found so disconcerting he seemed to have fallen away from them into a black chasm of his own thoughts. But now he answered, in the brighter tone he used when he returned to their world suddenly.


‘Battle cries are a bit out of date in modern trench warfare conditions, but we might allow them as a special ration for young hotheads.’


Margaret said, ‘As a returned soldier on demob leave, bitterly pledged to end all wars, Quentin, you offer us a straight diet of jolly military metaphors.’


‘I’m disgusting.’


‘Oh, no, no. I didn’t mean quite that.’


‘Your tongue, Meg,’ Sukey said reproachfully.


‘I was only thinking of Rupert.’


‘Thank you, Maggie.’ Rupert put his hand on his sister’s bare leg where, shapely, it protruded below her kimono. ‘As a matter of fact, I do rather resent being put in with the schoolboys, Quentin. After all I have been dingily winning bread for the house in my awful clerk’s job. Though I’m grateful to you for releasing me under The Plan.’


‘I’m sorry,’ Quentin said, ‘I salute you as an independent artist of future fame.’


‘Salute!’ Marcus said, ‘Margaret’s caution has not been very effective.’


Gladys picked up an empty rubber hot-water bottle and threw it at Marcus’ head.


‘I think,’ Marcus said, ‘that by extending our sharpness to Quentin we show him that we’re more at ease with him.’


‘Oh the ghastly child! But we are, old boy, we really are,’ Sukey put her hand on her eldest brother’s stooped shoulders.


Margaret looked at Rupert and he unfolded himself from the cushions to tower above them in his six feet one. Elocutionwise he cupped his ear, elocutionwise he put his finger to his lips.


‘Hist! I hear creaks.’ Tis now the very witching hour of night.’


‘And witches may well be abroad at any moment,’ Margaret used her cracked cockney pantomime dame’s voice.


Marcus peered round the sofa, ‘Children! Children! Dismal faces! I don’t want dismal faces. I’ve been dancing all the evening and I want to go on and on.’


‘Bandmaster, give the lady a tune,’ cried Rupert.


Marcus rose and continued, ‘I’m in love with life, children. And so must you be. Come on now. Stop looking sleepy, damn you! Let’s raid Regan’s larder.’


‘Cups of coffee and La Bohème and talk, talk, talk,’ Margaret said drily.


‘Till any old hour,’ ended Gladys in her gruff voice.


‘I thought we weren’t to play The Game tonight,’ Sukey said. ‘Quentin said …’


But Rupert was beaming at them now. He had made himself small and cosy looking. His voice was infinitely mellow. ‘Pardon an old white slug for creeping out from under his stone. Back from his club. An old white slug but with a young slug’s heart. But midnight, you know, midnight.’


And maunderingly, mumblingly, they repeated the words, first Margaret, then Marcus, then Gladys – ‘Midnight, Midnight, Midnight.’ As the solemn, empty voices rolled around the room, they all began to laugh, even Sukey, who, at last, in a thick suety voice that she knew would reduce them to final delirious giggles, said, ‘Midnight.’ Then she glanced nervously at Quentin, but he too was laughing helplessly.


Gladys was the first to pull herself together. ‘I thought it was to be plans, not games.’


‘Come,’ Rupert cried, ‘be bloody, bold and resolute. And let me tell you all that nothing may quicker break our resolution and our unity than a sudden little young-hearted, brave-hearted paternal pathos at this time of night.’


‘Unless,’ said Margaret, ‘it be a young-hearted mother’s sudden brave gaiety. Scolding …’


‘Flirting,’ said Rupert.


‘Confiding,’ said Gladys.


‘Cajoling,’ said Susan. ‘Is that a word, Mag?’


But to their surprise Quentin ended it for them in imitation of Gladys ‘deep voice,’ ‘Till any old hour,’ and then in his own voice, ‘No, we can’t run that risk. Off to bed, everyone.’


Marcus stood up in his striped pyjamas and old plaid dressing-gown. ‘Neither of them would have the slightest effect on my resolution.’


Gladys lifted him up, all five foot five, and pressed him to her plump bosom. ‘Oh yes, they would in the small hours.’


‘When their energy is highest,’ Margaret said in a dark ominous voice.


‘And ours is lowest,’ Sukey remarked as a matter of fact.


‘For the small hours are their time,’ ended Rupert in the falsetto genteel tones of a pantomime fairy queen.


Gladys, puffing, set the struggling Marcus down on the floor.


Quentin gave the boy a light tap on his bottom. ‘Off to bed with you!’


The others all looked at their eldest brother. He seemed to be one of them again. And all, except Rupert, who was to sleep there in the fug and debris, filed out of the nursery.


*


At half past midnight, negotiating with uncertainty both the door and the step of the taxi, conscious with some lust but a good deal more nervousness of a peroxide-haired tart hovering a door or two away, he overtipped the taxi driver. ‘Dear old London,’ he said, ‘You’d never know she’d taken such a plastering.’ The driver – though clearly the chap was a cockney – drove off without reply. Counting-mounting the front steps and relievedly-wistfully ignoring the tart, he added, for his own benefit, ‘London, thou art of cities a per se.’ The lock he found ill fitted to the key, but, by great care and concentration, he joined the two. He let himself into the house, remembering the argument at the Club, moving as man’s talk will from wines and France to women and poetry – ‘I have been faithful to thee’ – and, at last, to God, does He exist, and if so, which of all the inspired chaps were right about him. Now as he came through the hall to the stairs, he saw clearly how he should have ended the evening’s argument (great horsehair chairs and balloon glasses of Martell) ‘Give me a lever,’ he said, lifting his handsome head determinedly, ‘and I will raise the world.’ But nobody gave – no one had ever given him that lever; hence he cherished a sense of pathos.


Gladys, by instinct, turned gingerly in her too narrow bed, knew at once, with a moment’s intense panic, the step on the stairs. Then relaxing her solid limbs, she let herself out of the nightmare memory by means of a now familiar comic vision. Like a Punch drawing she saw it; herself, enormous in boxing kit, her gloved hand raised by the ref, he, the little white slug, flat on the canvas, stars rising from his forehead, and beneath the words ‘A knockout.’


‘What’s wrong? Is my little girl too grown up for a good night kiss?’


She had pushed him, and he had fallen, sprawling over the pile of trunks. He had begun to cry.


‘God forgive me, I am drunk.’ Raising himself by one arm, he had smiled his old, bleary Daddy’s smile. ‘Promise me something, Glad Eyes. Promise me never to let this put you off … well, the real thing. Don’t punish me too much. Promise me that. In time to come there’ll be heaps of decent chaps after you.’


At least he’d never call her Glad Eyes again. And Daddy dear, you foul little beast, there have been heaps of decent chaps, and I haven’t been put off men, even when something as beastly as you ‘happened’ to me. Anyway, men! Who wants ‘men’? I have a man so wonderful that even if you really knew what ‘decent’ meant, it still wouldn’t have anything to do with it. He doesn’t have to be ‘decent’, he’s above your ‘decent’ chaps. He has so much strength and power and he’s not afraid to love. He’s made his life for himself and so, unlike you, you lazy little fraud, he’s not too scared to face his feelings. As, with increasing anger, the perspiration began to run down her neck and breasts, she felt Alfred’s arm come round her shoulder, his hand patting her cheek. ‘My darling girl, you must never let things that are past have any hold over you. That’s fatal in life, if you want to be one of the world’s big people. And you can be, Gladys – sweet Gladys.’


So that for you, Billy Pop, billygoat of fathers, bleating and ruttish, women don’t all have to be your little grateful Gladeyes, nor like her turned tigress by your failure, a mock tigress to be mocked. If the world was just little Gladeyes and her you could sit tight in your cosy chair at your important looking, useless desk and laugh at women, God bless them, dear ladies. But it isn’t going to be like that now. We shall be bosses just like you (if you ever had been one that is), not bossy, but doing the job, running the show and running it well. Deserving a man like Alfred who’s a natural boss himself. Equal partners – no claims made. If it seemed far off, well there was Alfred’s help, and Alfred’s arms. Relaxing, cradled in them, Gladys, soft Gladys sank softly back to sleep. And the hard bed she lay on didn’t matter, she knew, one damn.


*


One o’clock. Turning the corner, away from the late tram’s clatter, an Aussie and a Canadian, desperately home-sick, were sick into the gutter. Out of the shadow came the peroxide tart Trixie and bubsy dark French Fifi and all four together, arms linked, made off down the street, singing, ‘Jazzing around, painting the town … after they’ve seen Paree!’, pausing only for the Aussie to be sick once more, into the area of No. 52.


Quentin woke crying. All music, all singing, all out of tune singing, all drunken out of tune singing still brought proportionately these shameful tears dribbling slowly down his cheeks, as the fat slow tears had plopped noisily, disgustingly upon the hospital sheets, in the weak, muzzy-headed days after his second go of dysentery. And every tune still bawled at him as then. ‘There’s a long long night of waiting until my dreams all come true.’ But his shame for this weakness was at least so strong that, in fighting it, he only glimpsed the fearful memories that lay behind the tunes. Never again, never again should men be crippled and blinded by talk and boasts and lies, never again made weak as women to weep at sugary songs. He tried to stretch, but in Rupert’s bed his long legs had no room to uncoil; nor indeed surely nowadays could Rupert’s. And Marcus in the corner in some sort of homemade cot! Well, all that sort of crippling also must go. Whoever or whatever it meant fighting. To hell with England, Home and Beauty if they got in the way. To this he, like others, would lend all his tested strength and discipline and trained intelligence. And, do not forget, you Parents, Brasshats and Hard Faced Men that we don’t believe a bloody word you say. Spitting out the words half aloud, he savoured the hardness of them, and, dried and thinned almostto leather and bone, he fell into firm sleep on the hard mattress in the narrow bed.


*


Half past one, tense, bitter, yet weeping, she had refused his escort, and now unaccustomedly but quite firmly she opened for herself the door of a taxi with her long, elegant white gloved hand. The breeze caught her gold embroidered black evening cape for a moment. It billowed outwards and she shivered. Rapidly she paid the fare, and refusing a demand for more, cut short the unequal wrangle by taking out of her silver gilt evening bag her silver police whistle. She had hardly put it to her lips before the taxi had gone. Even so small a triumph made her for a moment forget her terrible mixed grief and rage. She walked up the front steps quite gaily. Only the usual temptation to slam the front door made her remember how angry, how desperate she was. Yet to enjoy a banged door brought an intolerable risk of facing in her terrible mood anyone, anyone at all who might wake, but worst of possibilities – Billy, woken from sleep in the bed in his dressing-room. She took off her silver dancing shoes and carried them in one hand as she mounted the stairs.


But however gently you come, my darling, however softly you tread, my love, I shall hear your bitch’s steps. Rupert counted them as she climbed the two flights to her bedroom, heard the door click to and bitter-sweet smiled to think how, undressing, she would caress her own body where her lover’s hands had stroked. Good luck to her, since the white slug had never given her what she needed. And damn her too for cheapening the name of mother. Sensing the shape of his own limbs in the bed – hard calves and thighs, long legs, small hips, hard flat belly and wide shoulders, and now a proud erection – he thought how at last he was grown her equal in beauty, and soon (for the last shall be first) would outstrip her, aged, haggard and dried. Meanwhile they were almost a perfect match. ‘Lord, Sir, to think my great lubberly son should grow into such a one as you, as pleasing and wanton a young fellow as a gentlewoman (somewhat past the spring time) could wish to keep her out of the draughts on a cold December night…. But the triumph of the evening was Mr Rupert Matthews’s playing of the young bully lover; it was a rare theatrical experience to watch the man grow from the boy as the evening progressed, even his frame seemed to fill out, and his step to announce an ever firmer resolution. Miss Madge Titheradge brought her usual experienced playing to the part of the older desperate mistress, but it was Mr Matthews’s evening. There was an autumn pathos in Miss Doris Keane’s ageing actress, warming herself sensually in the last rays of love’s sunshine, but Mr Matthews as the young musician, anxious to free himself from a hopeless passion, determined not to act caddishly towards the woman whose infatuation is strangling him, gave us the more terrible pathos of spring in his portrayal of youth’s first realization that life will not always allow us to be noble.’







CHARMIAN: It was that moment in the dressing-room when you suddenly looked at me and saw that I was almost an old woman, that was the moment that you fell out of love with me, wasn’t it, Derek? Answer me, wasn’t it?


DEREK: Don’t torture yourself, Charmian.


CHARMIAN: Answer me. How dare you treat me like a child? You’re insolent.


DEREK: I shall always love you, Charmian. Always. I have told you so a hundred times.


CHARMIAN: Yes, as you do your Mother.


DEREK: God forgive me, no. Not like that. My Mother left me with my heart frozen. And you with your love and your experience have warmed it into life again. That I shall always remember …





‘And we in the theatre that night will always remember Mr Rupert Matthews’ … Mr Rupert Matthews … Mr Rupert Matthews, a handsome, passionate Romeo stepped on to the stage and on to a banana skin and fell on his arse, the silly sod! Pleased by his own sudden self-mockery, Rupert fell into a sweet sleep, cocooned in his blankets on the nursery floor.


*


Half past two. And down the road she comes. With a too ral, too ral, aye, does your Ma know you’re out? Swing, swing, how the bleeding pavements swing. Steady, me little cock sparrer. Hold on to the railing. Whoops she goes! All to feed the fishes. Christ, what’s that? There he comes, my own little Bobby, swinging his truncheon, helmet and all. Smash his helmet over his bloody nose, crying, ‘Wotcher, cock?’ Only she didn’t; holding herself very refined and speaking all la di da, ‘Goodnaite, constable,’ she said. And all the answer clatter, clank echoing down the empty street. Blasted swine couldn’t have the manners to reply, eh? Oh absolutelah, don’t cher know? Archibald? Certainly not. With his hand in his pocket too on duty. Ma, look at Charlie, whoops, ees at it again. Not that she’d say no, herself. What about it, cock, lend us the end of your finger? But they wouldn’t lend you a sausage, not one of them, the bleeders. Not if your name was Henrietta Stoker, mother unknown, probably titled, six years with the Honourable Mrs Pitditch-Perkins, French cooking trained with Monsieur Jooles what had been at the Savoy. Oh, Lord, up she comes! Oh Jesus help me, Jesus help me, Let me to thy bosom fly, While the gathering waters roll … yes, and five years going to the Stockwell High Road Sunday School. Treated like dirt by the lot of them. Regan do this, Regan do that. Lend us a quid, Regan. Regan, darling, have you got a pound handy? My name’s Henrietta, I’ll thank you. Forty-six. Forty-eight. Tradesmen owed everywhere, the guvnor boozed everynight, and she can’t keep her legs shut. Oh, the yanks are coming, the yanks are coming. Well, they came every night up that street. Fifty-two. Home in port. Who says there’s not a God to answer prayers? Oh, who done that? One of them filthy tarts most like. On the steps of our home too. Filthy trollopy lot. If that constable done his job instead of…. Oh, if Madam were to see. This is the home of Mr and Mrs William Matthews. And the young ladies. Their eldest a Major and wounded but not decorated. And Master Rupert, handsome as Lewis Waller, handsomer. And Master Marcus that goes to Westminster School regular or nearly. And they call me their old Regan, bless their hearts. A regular old cockney I am and one of the family. Make them laugh a caution sometimes. Oh Ria she’s a toff, darn’t she look immensikoff, and they all shouted, waatch Ria!


The singing disgusted Sukey before she was fully awake enough to distinguish what it was. Well, living in this sordid little street they had no need to worry about neighbours. It was to be hoped that all the family would be wakened by it, by their beloved cockney character, whose filthy hands and drunken breath they appreciated so much all over their food. At least from what she learned at the cookery school, although with fees unpaid she was little more than a scullion to Miss Lampson, she could occasionally prepare a clean, healthy meal at home when that drunken old creature had taken herself off for the evening. French cooking! Horrible, rich, greasy stuff, and unpatriotic too with butter from heaven knew where and hoarded sugar. Really sometimes she’d thought of telling the police about the dirty old creature, if it hadn’t been that the family would be involved. But, of course, the family wouldn’t be involved – not them, at any rate. They’d he black that they knew nothing of it and let the dirty old wretch go to prison for them, for their greed. And suddenly she found herself sobbing uncontrollably. She buried her face in the pillow so as not to wake Margaret. Margaret who understood people and would put Regan into a book as a comic cockney charwoman, but who did not wake up when the poor, dreadful old thing came lost and stumbling down the area steps, singing some ghastly tune once recognizable no doubt when a girl, all ostrich feathers and boa, she’d sung it up in the gallery, but now the tuneless dirge of a drunken old crone. Sukey’s limbs began to tremble and totter as she felt Regan’s must do, lost and stumbling, on the scrapheap. The physical sense of being Regan disgusted her. It was this that she couldn’t stand any longer in this sordid home, this terrible pity to no purpose, pity for people who were on the scrapheap, in the dustbins, the drunken, dirty old Regan, and him rambling and maudlin in the evenings to forget failure, and her in her rage for the loss of her body’s youth. She wanted to give love and pity where it could be used, where it could make things grow. To a real family where you never felt alone. To a husband with his life before him, to children asking to be shaped, to plants, to animals, small animals. She thought of the kittens that she had watched sleeping under the stairs before she came to bed, her kittens, the kittens she had rescued, and from the memory of their curled-up innocence she found herself stepping out through the french windows and across the lawn, followed by small things of all kinds and down into the kitchen garden to cut the lettuces for tea, and then, putting on gumboots and jackets and scarves in the lobby, to set off in the frosty moonlight to aid the cowman at calving time. Reverently competent with the newborn calves, practical with the sensible cowman, she turned to receive the faithful parlourmaid’s message— ‘The master says, Madam, will you be long?’ Oh, he who can’t be left alone! Turning, she went back in smiling woman’s conspiracy with Ada (yes that would be her name) to the house. Smiling, she snuggled over on to her side and slept, the little ones of all kinds following.


*


Four o’clock, the Aussie at No. 51 woke from a drunken sleep to find French Fifi going through his pockets. Leaning across the bed he hit her once very hard with the flat of his hand across her face. Her scream rang out across the street.


Marcus woke suddenly, soldered tight with terror, powerless to move or utter. Yet surely it was his own scream that had woken him. For some seconds the gipsy’s dark, bony laughter still menaced him, and around her the soft grey mist sweetly offered him escape to treacherous safety. Then the threat of her raised arm faded before he could tell what horrid club she held above him. But the fading nightmare   did not at once release him; he could not so soon turn his head to assure himself of his bunk’s familiar safety. At last the wheezy breathing of his stranger brother lying across the room in Rupert’s bed relaxed his muscles. He followed the beams of moonlight to where they bathed Granny M.’s old screen of varnished scrap work in a shiny pool. In the sudden light he could distinguish nothing, but knew the two splashes of red for the robin in the top left-hand corner and the bunch of cherries in the bottom right. How the robin had changed for him over the years. At first just a robin who visited a wren. Then in turn, a robber robin (straight from Grimm), a robin rag and bone boy (slum chum he sometimes dreamed of), a Regency roué robin (straight from the Scarlet Pimpernel) and now again – parody of a Victorian screen Robin – the robin who visited crippled little Jenny Wren who would never grow quite strong enough to quit the nest. From these scraps of colour in the colour scraps he followed the cold light back again to the window, where, reflected on the ceiling, it revealed, in all their now fading outlines, the Double Hooded Crow and the Woman with the Club Foot – visitors that had appeared when the cistern above had burst a week before his sixth birthday. The chain of stories these two shapes unfolded was longer and far more intricate than the sagas of the screen, for here he commanded all, source and ballad too, so that the Crow in certain lights could become the Bearded Emperor and the Woman’s Club Foot turn into a Mermaid’s Tail. But as so often, now he put childish tales aside and dwelt only upon the forms themselves, making wilder and wilder arabesques, ever more involuted spirals, draping the room in sables and furs and crimson velvets, adorning it with domes and minarets, until at last it was Scheherazade’s room and not his own at all, except that there in the centre of the gorgeous East he sat, cross-legged, round eyed (a page, a mommet, Scheherazade herself, slave-master-mistress) crowned absurdly, fantastically, wonderfully with a vast jewelled tiara almost his own height again; and there, like Venice, he held all this splendour, this gaiety, this nonsense in fee. Until he could build his own world, the familiar ugliness of 52 must be his plasticine. Stretching his small thin legs and arms, feeling his own wiriness against the hard wire mattress of the small bunk bed, he turned on his side to meet whatever the nightmare world had ready for him.


Six o’clock. Billy Pop tried every position of cosy warmth he knew to counteract the increasing pressure of his overfull bladder, but at last he was forced to get up and make use of the chamber pot. He did so, as always, kneeling beside his bed; this and saying the Lord’s Prayer at night in the same kneeling position were rituals he had maintained from his childhood. He had first been made conscious of their absurdity by the Countess ‘mockery in their early married days when they still shared the double room. On this coldish morning in the solitude of the little dressing-room where he now slept, he thought of it again, because in returning from the club last night he had managed to bruise his left knee. It would have been more comfortable to pec standing up, but he somehow felt unable to do so, for he connected the kneeling position in his mind, as he did the Lord’s Prayer and bowing whenever you saw a piebald horse, with good luck. And God knew he was a man who could ill afford to dispense with any luck that might be going. Not that but good luck might well be running his way again, for last night at the club Murphy of Locke, Harrap had spoken to him for the first time since that unpleasant business in the war over the contract –’ When are you giving the world another, Matthews?’ he had asked. Non-committal of course; these people were fundamentally business men. Murphy had added that historical romances were two a penny these days, but good historical novels were as precious as rubies. He had said, of course, that he was busy with his memoirs. But the conversation was pleasant to dwell on – After all, we can all do with a fillip now and again; the confirmation of talent, the belief that we have the goods to deliver. We bring nothing into the world, and it is certain that we can carry nothing out. May be. But in between, man, being the sort of animal he is, does need a little coddling now and again.


Relieved by urination, warmed with the thought of recognition, he set down the chamber pot and decided that his new luck must be followed up. He never felt too well in the mornings these days; indeed a persistent sort of ill health – nothing you could put your finger on – had a lot to do with his small output in recent years. Headaches and a little giddiness were not a help to morning concentration; all the same he’d feel better out of this fusty little apology for a bedroom. Vaguely it seemed to him, too, that if he got down to work early on this morning, Sunday morning, luck might reward him tomorrow in the shape of a cheque for unexpected royalties, or, after all, as he suddenly remembered, the old lady was coming to lunch today…. Musing, he knocked his button hook off the dressing table. Her voice sounded from the bedroom, ‘Billy, Billy.’ He had not heard her call so softly to him, he thought, for years. Something so unexpected was, on top of the throbbing pain in his temples and the sudden big wheel revolutions of the room as he stooped to pull on his socks, more than he could cope with if he were to keep himself fresh for a morning stint. He hummed a few bars of that pretty thing from ‘Les Cloches de Corneville’ to cover his inattention. But, of course, her voice came more sharply, ‘Billy, stop making that horrid noise and come here.’ Holding his brown brogues in his hand, he opened the communicating door. ‘I hoped you wouldn’t wake, Countess. I was creeping about in my stockinged feet.’


‘Of course I was woken up. You wee wee like Niagara Falls.’


He looked wistful. ‘I’m glad I can still perform some sort of wonder in your eyes, my dear.’


‘Oh, don’t be so coarse, Billy.’ She lay back on the pillows with her eyes closed. Then she patted the bed. ‘Come and sit down here.’ He sat very gingerly at the end. ‘Have you minded it all very much, Billy?’ And when he didn’t answer, she opened her eyes and looked at him. ‘I don’t believe I’ve hurt you at all. What a ghastly little piece of nothing you’ve turned into.’


He picked up the brogues and moved back to the door. She clenched the sheet tightly in both her hands. He thought she was going to scream. He said, ‘My dear girl, that won’t do any good.’


‘He’s going back,’ she shouted at him, ‘he’s going back. Next week. I hate every bone in his body.’


He looked at her primly. ‘I suppose so. But you’ll get over it.’ He became aware suddenly both that he was smiling broadly and that his sudden, involuntary sincerity had goaded her into fury. He added, ‘The children will miss him.’ He sought for other benevolent phrases to restore their usual relationship. ‘We shall all miss his wonderful Yankee directness.’


She seized the ivory box of cigarettes from the night table and flung it at his head. He ducked and it crashed against the wall, showering the floor with black, gold tipped Turks.


‘Oh Lord!’ He mocked her antics, but all the same he turned tail and fled. Her screams followed him. ‘Take your filthy smirk out of here. You gutless swine!’


A crash below her bed woke Margaret suddenly. And then came the Countess’s screams to make her at once, as always, tense with renewed childhood terror. Slowly, practisedly she relaxed by means of the familiar stringing together of words. ‘If a certain cacophonous crying is the hallmark of Greek tragedy, Sophie Carmichael qualified for Clytemnestra herself, a role which she would dearly have loved to play if only in order to shock the bridge club gossips. Her adulteries, though suburban, could perhaps have passed for something more regal if only her husband, James, had been more worthy of Agamemnon’s role. As it was, thought their daughter Elizabeth, rudely awakened by parental quarrelling, their noise might as well be mice as Mycenae.’ Margaret relaxed but she was hardly content with the words. The long analogy was altogether too cumbrous, and the pretension of someone of her half-education scribbling about Agamemnon and Clytemnestra made her blush. Then through the words came a sudden intense vision of her mother’s bare shoulder, and with it the sensation of rubbing her cheek against it, of being squeezed in her mother’s arms, stroked by her mother’s cool, long-fingered hands. It was when she had fallen down on the rocks at Cromer and cut her forehead (the scar was still there, but hidden under her fringe). Her mother had responded at once, had whispered and kissed away her fright. Pity, if not love, nagged her. But she would never be able to reach them, never. At least she could bring them to life again in words that were more complete, more understanding, more just to her own comprehension of them than the flat self-protective ironies of her Carmichael writing. But first she must get away, far enough off to be fair and just and creative. In a room perhaps in the Adelphi (a real writers’ world from what she could tell) she would sit at her desk and words, exact and living, would flow from her pen like the river flowing past her window. Exactly, definitely, she relaxed her long, immature body enough to fall into a light sleep, not so fully that she would fail to awake in time for her early morning duties.


At the sound of Regan’s retching in the basement, Billy Pop almost cut off Teddy’s long tail. Instead he so jolted the scissors that the blade pricked his left thumb. He searched for a wad of cotton wool that he had put away in one of the drawers of his desk. He could ill afford such a loss of precious time. Gingerly dabbing the tiny drops of blood, he reflected on how often work, certainly over the years, his work had been interrupted by trivia. Regan’s regular drunken Saturday night visits to her family in South London, for instance. He’d written something about it during the War, ‘Our Cockney Cook goes over the Water’, but for some reason or other he’d abandoned the essay unfinished. He thought to look for it now, but to find things was always such a business and a half. Also, hunting for something, he might make a noise and wake the Countess again. And then Regan banged the lavatory door. Oh Lord! that would put the cat among the pigeons.


But the Countess, half dozing, was jolted into drowsy speculation, not into anger. How did she get back to Victoria, tipsy and with those poor, old swollen feet, stumbling along through silent early morning streets, lurching over Westminster Bridge? Why didn’t the police charge her? What must it be like? She had been a bit squiffy herself once or twice after parties with Milton and some of the other American officers – suppers at the Waldorf or the Savoy. The next morning the back of one’s throat seemed stretched so dry that it ached, one’s eyeballs throbbed with each step one took. But every week! Why did she do it? Stretching her legs down to the cool of the untouched sheets, stroking her thighs, she supposed that it must be, poor old cow, a consolation, an oblivion for years and years of never having had a man’s arms round her, never a man inside her. Poor old Regan, poor old cow! To have been ugly always and now to be old.


‘This isn’t important to you, Countess, don’t let it get under your skin. You’ve got a lovely home and a fine bunch of kids. And well, if Pop’s no great shakes … you’re still a beautiful woman. And so what? Bed isn’t everything.’ She twisted the sheets in her hands as though they were his rotten neck. How dare he offer her her own children, as compensation, vulgar little Yankee! And to tell her what was everything and what wasn’t. I can tell you, Milton J. Ward, that muck like you wouldn’t be everything to me if I hadn’t made a mess of it all, of everything that really matters. And you’re not, in any case; there’ll be others. Yes, worse and worse muck. And the end of the road couldn’t be far off. With her right hand she took the fingers of her left and twisted them until she cried out against the pain. Stop dramatizing, she told herself. Don’t be soft. And then the memory of Billy’s scared rabbit face as he bolted down his dressing-room hole came back to her and she shook the bed with laughing. If they didn’t care they could at least be frightened. And relaxing she remembered that it was Sunday morning. Everyone at home and under orders. She had decreed that the children should take it in turns to bring Sunday breakfast to her so that Regan could sleep off her Saturday orgies. It was such a benefit for them instead of wasting half the morning lazing in bed! She savoured the word ‘benefit’. Smiling gently at her own hypocrisy, at the hypocrisy of all the world – we humans really were too absurd! – she stretched again luxuriously and, forgetting, fell into dozing thoughts of Milton’s strong legs straddling her.


*


Before Margaret could knock on the door of her mother’s bedroom, the Countess called to her, her babyish drawl a little sharpened in tone.


‘Don’t knock, Wendy. Bring my tea straight in – I can’t stand the slightest noise this morning and your knock isn’t exactly fairy-like, darling.’


Propped against the white, lace-edged pillows between a mass of mauve crêpe de chine night gown and a mauve muslin boudoir cap, the Countess’ thin face was all darkly smudged skin and Pharaoh-sized black eyes. She’ll tell my fortune, but it won’t be a pleasant one.


‘Dancing with all those little brats is giving you a permanent stoop. If you’re like this at seventeen, you’ll look like a battered lamp post before you’re twenty-one. Dear little Wendy.’


With the bed table arranged and the tray set on it, Margaret felt free to skirmish.


‘My name is not Wendy.’


‘Well, darling, I didn’t give it to you. It was your sensible granny M. who found you that name. But it is rather irresistible. Oh, Margaret, have some sense of fun.’ Wendy’ applied to a great gawk like you! If you can’t laugh, take Billy’s breakfast down to him in his study. I’d only just got to sleep after all the noise you children made upstairs last night. Toing and froing! Did Regan put senna pods in your pudding? I’ve never heard such a noise.’


Margaret made no answer and suddenly her mother shouted at her.


‘No one’s to pull that chain at night. No one. Do you understand? No one!’


Margaret’s attention was so intent upon her mother’s expression that she showed no reaction. The Countess returned to her usual drawling ennui. ‘Oh, really, Margaret! If you can’t laugh at that! “The Forbidden Chain”! Why the whole ideas’s too delicious. Sanitary inspectors descending upon us. “Mother’s inhuman order” headlined in the West London Gazette. Heavens knows what absurdity! But perhaps with such constipated children as I have…. Yes, you are constipated, mentally and physically, all of you … Oh, go away, Margaret. I’m tired and I can’t bear you so early in the morning. And tell all of them I require absolute silence. I mean it. Not a sound until eleven. You can call me then. And now give me one of my cachets fêvres for my head. Oh, and Wendy you really must learn to consider others a little. I’ve told you again and again to use lavender water when you’ve got the curse on. Poor Sir James! Poor Peter Pan! Wendy indeed!’


As Margaret handed her the tablets, the Countess sank back on her pillows, mopping the tears from her eyes with a little lace-edged handkerchief. Then she put one long elegant hand to her head to ease the pain that so much laughter had caused her. Her voice followed Margaret out of the room.


‘Now don’t go being hurt. And, Margaret, silence means your father and Regan as well, please.’


Making her way downstairs to her father’s study, Margaret fixed accurately the little stream of frothy spittle that had run from the side of the Countess’ mouth. Later she would make a phrase about it, connecting it perhaps with snakes and venom, and write the phrase down in her notebook. Yet with venomous spittle alone she would satisfy, she knew, only today’s resentment; to give full shape to the Countess …


The smell of stale tobacco smoke halted Margaret for a second when she opened Billy Pop’s study door. Through the blue grey haze she could see him like some soft toned impressionist sketch by Whistler – a symphony in grey: grey, curly hair, neat grey moustache, grey tweeds, grey foulard bow tie, dove-grey cloth waistcoat and dove-grey cloth spats. And to bring the picture together, of course, two dancing, gay points of colour – the amber stem of his curved pipe, the rosy pink of his peach-soft cheeks. ‘Mr Carmichael thought of himself as a symphony, his children knew him to be a nocturne.’ Phrase-happy, Margaret was sucked into his soft grey cloud-kingdom and let herself be kissed on the lips.


‘I’ll have two fried eggs and bacon, Mag. Marcus’s and Sukey’s – shall we call the two eggs? And your sister Gladys’s butter ration if my own has been used. It’s hard to believe that a child of mine can fail to distinguish butter from margarine, but so Gladys says, and she must pay for her Philistine boast. Golly, early work makes me hungry.’


Margaret, determined to remove the twinkle from his eyes, looked fixedly at the mass of cut-out Bairnsfather Old Bills and Daily Mail Teddy Tails on his desk, but when he saw her expression he only twinkled the more.


‘Don’t be censorious, Mag. In any case I’m not as idle as you think. Memoir writing’s an oblique art, this is my hobby and the roots of art and play lie very close together. And then again trifles – the humour of an eye – like these stir the memory.’


She could not help saying, ‘Oh! the memoirs!’ He spoke through her exclamation and so did not seem to hear it.


‘Besides, cuttings like these will be of great interest to my grandchildren if I’m vouchsafed any.’


‘Gladys’s twenty-first birthday should be still fresh in your mind, Father.’


‘Oh, yes, yes, I know. Oodles of time yet. Oodles of time. Especially for you. Especially for my Mag.’


He took her hand. She did not withdraw it, but she said, ‘At seventeen I suppose so. But not more than for Sukey, I imagine, since we’re twins.’


‘You shouldn’t wear brown, Maggie, with your dark skin. Besides, brown’s old maidish. Take a tip from the Countess. Wear gorgeous reds, old golds. Nothing drab or dull.’


‘Old gold means that it is dull. Mother, by the way, wants complete silence this morning. We all disturbed her sleep last night. Especially you.’


‘Oh, Lor! Is she still awake?’ He crumpled for a moment, then triumphantly cried, ‘And she shall have it, bless her heart. Your mother’s energy and wit shine like a steady flame all day to illuminate this house, we mustn’t be surprised when now and again she’s burnt out and low. People suffer for being sensitive. I don’t suppose anyone will ever know how much the war took out of your mother. And the Armistice for that matter.’ He chuckled.


‘I’ll get your eggs.’


As she prepared Billy Pop’s breakfast in the kitchen, Margaret was assailed by the whistles and snores of Regan’s drunken sleep. She wrote a note. ‘Her Serene Highness hasn’t slept. The mere dropping of a teaspoon may mean death to her in her present anguished state.’ Then she tore the note up and wrote another. ‘Mrs Matthews has slept very badly, please make as little noise preparing lunch as you possibly can.’ They had agreed last night that in this war there were no allies; besides there was no point in talking over people’s heads.


When finally she returned to the top floor her eldest brother was already running hot water into the bath, the door wide open.


‘Mother hasn’t slept, Quentin, we’re none of us to make any noise.’


The battered old geyser reverberated fit almost to wake the dead. The dead and the dying lay all around, teeth grinning vilely white through gas blistered, greenish lips; Harrison’s guts all spewed against the wire, Johnson’s brown eyes, that he had known and answered to, liquefying into no meaning. Only when the thin, dark-haired schoolgirl turned off the tap and made a sudden silence did he see her.


‘Mother wants absolute quiet.’


‘So did so many and they’ve got it. Let’s hope they like it?’


If his meaning was lost to her, he could see that he had alarmed her by his fierceness. There seemed no way to speak to them, for he had nothing to offer them as yet that was speakable, and he could only guess to what absurd stereotype of the returned soldier they believed they were speaking. He tried as usual to banter his way through the thick walls that divided them.


‘Surely such orders don’t apply to wounded heroes.’


She seemed to give his words serious consideration.


‘I think they do, Quentin. Anyway, you’ll soon be demobbed. And then you’ll see how little you’ll be indulged.’


‘Oh, I’m not asking for favours. God forbid! No blacklegging. Unity is strength.’


The reference to unity – subject of their last day’s discussion – got through to her.


‘To bother about our childish troubles after all you must have been through! The least you should be able to ask is reasonable comfort. But in this house! Are you sure there’s enough hot water there? I can boil some kettles in the nursery. Sukey and I did it last year when the Countess had her no-bath campaign on.’


‘No, no, that’s enough, thank you.’


But to refuse anything might break what fragile links he had forged. To show intimacy, he began to unbutton his pyjama top. For a moment the girl’s eyes were riveted on him. Then she was gone. Too late he remembered angrily his shoulder wound. Looking down at the pale hairs fringing the shiny smooth-sided pink pit like an arsehole in the wrong place, he fell once more into his waking nightmares.


*


‘You’re too thin, Margaret. The beast isn’t giving you enough to eat. She can’t be or you couldn’t get in here when I’m out of bed. Not even she can do that. There isn’t room for two in here.’


‘It’s the room that’s too thin, Gladys. They’ve no right to put you in this box room. What are all those great trunks, anyway? I do think at least that the place might have been cleared.’


‘Oh, they’re some old trunks of HER father’s that Mouse sent up from the country. They couldn’t possible be parted with, of course, although SHE’s never looked to see what’s in them. But as she said they do provide a washstand and dressing-table.’


‘Washstand and dressing-table!’


‘Well, there weren’t any before.’


‘And they have the cheek to charge you for it! What’s the good of you going to the Food Ministry place every day and having independence? You might as well be supposed to be still at school like Sukey and me.’


‘Oh, I save a bit for the future this way. Give us a chance. I don’t want to cut up ration cards forever.’


‘And now with The Plan it will all go on Marcus’s school fees. We’ve treated you like a burnt offering, Gladys.’


‘Well, the eldest girl, you know. Didn’t they all get smitten hip and thigh or something? Besides there’s more liberty here than in some of those ghastly digs. You should hear the girls at the office. Sally Shepstone has a notice in her room saying, “No wovens to be washed in the bathroom”. I ask you.’


‘No wovens! Gladys, I must make a note of that.’


‘How is the writing, Mag?’ Gladys touched her sister’s elbow, but the arm was at once withdrawn.


‘The Countess didn’t sleep last night and she wants absolute quiet until eleven.’


‘Oh, Mag, was she foul to you?’


‘Only fairly. She didn’t make me cry. She hasn’t managed that for two years now. I suppose with that awful Milton going back to America we’re bound to have a frightful Countess time.’


Gladys didn’t answer.


‘You mustn’t stand up for her, Gladys.’


‘No, of course not. Only it must be rather hell for her. All the same she’ll have to put up with my ironing, if that counts as noise. I dropped jam on my organdie blouse and I must have it for dinner. It’s my only wearable daytime garment.’


‘You are a bit stingy. Surely you don’t have to save as carefully as that.’


‘The last two weeks I have. Billy Pop was trying to borrow off poor old Regan. The beast. So I had to step in.’


‘You lent to Billy Pop?’


‘Only a couple of quid.’


‘You lent to HIM?’


‘Well only to help keep up appearances.’


‘That’s just it Gladys, to help them keep up their appearances. You deserve to pay them to sleep in a box-room.’


‘Look here. It’s my money. So shut up and hop it, twin squit.’ But immediately she’d said it, Gladys felt her thighs pressing together with embarrassment and shame. ‘Oh, I’m sorry, Mag. I didn’t mean to talk elder sister stuff.’


‘You’re fat, foolish and faithless, Gladys.’ But Gladys could see from Margaret’s eyes that she wasn’t really altogether joking. ‘Honestly I want to pull my weight against them. The team can do with a heavyweight.’ She could hear her own gruff voice pleading absurdly like some schoolboy who asks to be let into the gang. Damn them, she thought, damn them, I am the eldest. Guying her part desperately, she leaned backwards, pretending to pull in a tug of war. She fell heavily on to the bed, her fat legs waving in the air. She sat up, red in the face, ‘What about that, Mag? Collapse of stout party.’


But Margaret had gone.


To where Rupert, with small hand mirror propped over the nursery basin, was busy lathering his chin. He turned at the sound of his sister’s footsteps, his body bowed with age, his beard of white lather stuck imperiously forward. With his right hand he waved the shaving brush, regally he addressed the heavens. ‘You sulphurous and thought-executing fires, vaunt-couriers to oak cleaving thunderbolts, singe my white head!’ … His sister interrupted him.


‘Our present business is general woe. Sir, the countess your mother commands a general silence. She has slept but indifferent well.’


Rupert threw off his senile posture. Towering above her, he was trembling with anger. He stamped hard on the floor. ‘Would it were not so, you are my mother,’ he shouted. They waited tor some reaction, then as Rupert seemed about to stamp again, Margaret intervened quickly.


‘Alas, he’s mad.’


Her comic tone relaxed him. Absurdly he thrust out his slender chest bosomlike, and swelled his pale delicate face to a turkey cock’s trembling red.


‘Send no compliments to my mother. She deserves no such attention. I am seriously displeased.’


‘Displeased in this prettyish little kind of a wilderness.’ Margaret displayed the familiar nursery with a sweep of the hand equally familiar from their childhood theatricals. ‘Oh, Rupert, you’ve never done Lady Catherine before. I didn’t know you knew Jane Austen well enough.’


‘Just a matter of obliging the audience’s taste. If any other lady or gentleman has a request….’ He broke off and flung his arms round her neck. ‘Oh, how I love us all. But especially you, Mag, especially you.’


He saw her wince, withdrew his arm, and plunged once more into pantomime of Billy Pop. ‘And so she shall have silence, bless her dear old heart. No one but me knows, Mag, what suffering the war has cost your mother. Yes, and the peace.’


He was delighted with her delight, and he repeated with sugary solemnity, ‘and the peace, Mag, and the peace.’


‘You’ve been listening at keyholes.’


‘No, no, Billy Pop’s too easy.’


*


Margaret put her head round the boys ‘room and called,’ Marcus!’ Only Rupert’s bed, tumbled as Quentin had left it, confronted her. She walked to the corner of the room behind the large cupboard and looked over the partition of the ‘contraption’.


‘Oh, you’re there. Well, you’re not to make any noise.’


‘I can’t very well while I’m here, unless I drum on the boards and I gave up doing that years ago. It’s so boring. Anyway, Quentin says I’m to have a proper bed. It’s part of The Plan.’


‘The Countess’ll never agree. She’ll say what about sleep-walking?’


‘I haven’t slept walked or whatever it’s called for at least four years.’


‘The bunk bed your old Billy made for you all those years ago!’ Margaret said in the Billy Pop voice.


‘It’ll do for his coffin.’


Margaret edged away from her brother’s place of sleep. ‘Well, you’re not to make any noise, SHE says so. SHE’S in one of her states.’


Marcus made a face at her. ‘All right, grown up.’ He clambered agilely from his box bed and, running to the dressing-up trunk, he rummaged out a scarlet silk ribbon and a long necklace of red beads. The ribbon he tied round his head, sticking into its side an old feather duster for an aigrette. He threw the rope of wooden beads round his neck and shook his striped pyjama jacket off one shoulder. Catching sight of Margaret’s expression he said, ‘It is like the famous photograph, isn’t it?’ Before his sister could comment, he thrust his bare shoulder forward, holding a long pencil in one hand to serve for the Countess’ cigarette holder, while his other hand toyed with the beads.


‘I’m blue, Milton,’ he cried, ‘Blue, dawling. You haven’t given me the lurv I need. Latelah.’


Margaret’s face flushed as red as the ribbon and the beads he had chosen. Delighted, he took off the ribbon and beads and sat cross-legged on the ground as he had for Puck in last term’s photograph of the houseplay. Demurely he looked at her from under his long eyelashes.


‘It is like, Margaret, isn’t it?’


‘Yes. But you’re not to make any noise.’


Completing the performance, ‘No lurv,’ he said, ‘Poor old bitch.’ Then his own dark cheeks flushed red as mulberries.


Finally Margaret returned to her own room. Sukey was busy tidying up, but she immediately sat down in front of the dressing table and seemed absorbed in putting on her little coral earrings.


‘I don’t mind your tidying up, Sukey. Really, after all these years of sharing as if I hadn’t got used to it!’ Margaret laughed.


Sukey avoided comment. ‘I shan’t be a jiffy, old thing. And then you’ll have the room to yourself for your famous meditations.’


‘Meditations! I have to mend a bit of broderie anglaise for the Countess.’ Margaret stared out of the window for a moment, then she turned. ‘You’ll have to be quiet. The horrible Milton’s gone and she’s in a terrible state. She looks a hundred, Sue. It must be awful having it at all if it makes you feel like that.’


‘It’s only temper. Anyway how could anyone let someone like that dreadful man kiss her?’


‘I think there was more.’


Sukey didn’t answer.


‘Do you think you would want a man to ask for more, Sue? I mean being naked and so on.’


‘Oh, it would just happen, wouldn’t it? With the really right person.’


‘You mean like Billy Pop and her.’


Sukey only said, ‘Then think how wonderful having babies.’


‘Like us?’


‘Mag, I don’t think we should talk about it. Just because they’ve made a horrible mess of things doesn’t mean we would.’


Margaret sat down on her bed, made most neatly by her twin. ‘Probably with some men it would be lovely. Jimmie, for instance, if it was half as good as his kissing, and when he’s playing tennis you can see just how …’


‘Mag, your mind!’


‘Perhaps it’s yours. You don’t know what I was going to say. Anyway I’m sure you’ve thought of some boy in that way – Larry Hughes or Geoffrey Upcott.’


‘I haven’t.’


‘I bet you have. What about him?’ She waved a postcard.


‘Oh, Mag, don’t be silly. Owen Nares is just a crush. I’d love him as an escort, of course.’


‘An escort! Really, Sue. I’m not going to let you get away with that. What about Jon Crowe? I bet he has muscles like Tarzan.’


Sukey saw her escape.


‘And what about Colonel Vivian. His muscles …’


‘Ugh, Sue. How can you? An old man like that! You might as well say the piano tuner.’


‘He has ginger hair in his ears.’


‘Or the baker’s roundsman.’


‘Oh, Mag, you can’t think of common people in that way.’


‘No, I suppose not. Well, what about Doctor Croker?’


‘Say ninety-nine. In that case, what about Mr Hargreaves?’


‘A little wider, please, Miss Matthews.’


They both collapsed into giggles.


‘But seriously, Sue. She commands strict silence.’


‘Oh, she is the limit. She goes on exactly as though she was a real countess.’


‘That was the origin of the nickname, dear.’


‘Don’t be sarky, Mag. Anyway, I don’t think it was.’


‘What was it then?’


‘I can’t remember. Ask Rupert. He remembers everything to do with HER. She’s sort of sacred to him. Yet he sees through her completely. I can’t understand it.’


‘I shouldn’t try, Sue.’


‘But I like to think we all know what the other thinks.’


‘How very disagreeable!’


‘Why is it disagreeable? How can we be a team if we aren’t of one mind?’


‘We’re not a team, Sue. We’re a coalition. Like Mr Bonar Law and Mr Lloyd George. For limited practical purposes.’


‘Mag! How can you compare anyone you love to that awful Lloyd George? But you’re only talking for effect like you did in Miss Coulton’s English class. I know you are.’


‘Yes, I suppose I am. And, of course, we are all united. But it isn’t a thing to say. Rupert’s just as bad. You’re both so sloppy and unseemly sometimes. And Gladys too. It blurs the line and makes us seem like them. It’s much worse than talking about naked men. But I do love you, yes.’


‘Dear Mag.’ Sukey kissed her sister on the cheek. ‘I hate sloppiness too. Well, down to the infernal regions. I’ve been ordered to help Regan. Lunch must be on time with Granny M. and Dearest coming.’


‘Sue, we mustn’t put ourselves in the wrong today, whatever happens.’


‘Well, I can’t promise about noise, because old Regan loathes having me in the kitchen as much as I loathe being in the filthy place. She always clatters and bangs as much as she can to show her disapproval.’


‘You’ll have to stop her this morning. The Countess mustn’t be able to make any complaint against us if we’re going to speak out.’


‘Do you really mean us to? It’s easy enough for Quentin to say, but…’


‘You’re not funking it, Sue?’


‘Of course not. All right, I’ll suppress the horrible Regan even if I have to put her head in a saucepan.’


‘Yes, do, please. And see that the food’s just right. You know how greedy the old ladies are.’


‘I’ll try.’


Sukey hooked her right hand little finger with Margaret’s.


‘Till lunch-time then.’


*


In the nursery, Marcus, acutely aware of being hungry, mixed a subtle peacock green in the paintbox lid and listened to the near silence of the house. The sensation carried a memory of a sensation that carried a memory of a sensation on and on back to his dimly remembered baby years. The periodic thump of Gladys’s iron in the next room sounded deadened and dull, Margaret muttering crossly over her sewing was a mere punctuation of Rupert’s continual whispering repetition of his words. Different actions each year, but the same actors producing the same subdued noises. And always, as long as he could remember, he had felt hungry.


‘Peaceful slumber meek and mild, meek and mild. Never would my nights be wild.’ No, blast it. ‘Peaceful slumber sweet and mild,’ Rupert said.


‘I expect you were thinking of Gentle Jesus. What is Chu Chin Chow about?’ Marcus asked, ‘It sounds nonsense.’


‘It is rather tripe. We’re only doing it because Morrison, the accountant, is a baritone and fancies himself as a comic. Myrtle James and I wanted to do something with really passionate scenes. Myrtle’s hot stuff, you know.’


‘Is that the young lady with red hair who came to tea with you and licked the butter off her fingers after eating a crumpet?’


‘Don’t cheek. In any case no one said she was a lady. She’s a typist. All the same she’s had a jolly hard time at home and she’s a good sort. Hot stuff too. If the Countess hadn’t been sitting there like a basilisk, I’d have asked her up here and I believe she’d have come too.’


‘Into the nursery? It wouldn’t have been very comfortable.’


‘No, into my room of course, you idiot.’


‘Oh, I see. Our room actually. I’m very glad you didn’t. She was soaked in a most disagreeable scent. I shouldn’t have been able to sleep.’


‘You wouldn’t have been able to sleep. People think it’s a pretty shocking state of affairs that I should have to share a bedroom with a schoolkid. Of course I don’t usually let on. You can’t let the world know your business in a family like this. And then to be turned on to the nursery floor. At nineteen!’


‘You aren’t quite that yet, are you? I’m very hungry. But I’m sorry if sharing embarrasses you.’


‘I expect we all are, but it’s a special dinner today.’


‘That doesn’t mean I shall get any more to eat even if you do. It’ll just be Sukey’s bread-and-butter pudding and there’s never enough even of that. You’d think they’d know that growing boys need feeding.’


Rupert fished a bar of chocolate from his pocket and broke it in half. ‘You can have this if you like. But don’t make yourself sick. We mustn’t any of us be in the wrong today.’


‘Thank you very much. You needn’t worry. I’m never sick.’


‘You still wet the bed.’


‘You oughtn’t to mention that. Just because we share the same room ought to make you more respectful of privacy than ever.’


‘Oh, ought it?’ Rupert peered over his small brother’s shoulder. ‘That’s jolly good. I thought you were drawing those boring women’s dresses. What is it? Ali Baba for the pantomime?’


‘No. Strange as it may seem to you, I’m not still concerned with pantomimes. It’s Haroun Al Raschid’s palace.’


‘It would make a jolly good set for Chu Chin Chow. We might use it. Wait a minute, though, what’s all that going on up in the corner? That looks a bit thick.’


Marcus giggled. ‘It’s the grand vizier in hot pursuit.’


‘And hot it looks! I hope you haven’t got a foul mind, Marcus Matthews. All the same I think I’ll take a closer squiz at those fleeing nymphs of the harem.’


‘They’re not nymphs. At least I don’t think so. Nymphs are always girls, aren’t they? Those are two beautiful boys. One’s my idea of a yummy boy called Rampion who’s up Grant’s. Of course, I’ve never seen him naked.’


‘You filthy little swine. Just you shut up. I should think you have got a foul mind. It’s worse than that, it’s like a sewer. I ought to punch your head. You’d better watch out. That kind of thinking can easily land you in the loony bin. It’s worse than playing with yourself. I’m not sure I oughtn’t to talk to Father about this.’


‘You won’t, Rupert.’


‘Oh, won’t I?’


‘Because first you wouldn’t be able to get the words out. Secondly we mustn’t upset them at the moment. Thirdly it’s none of your business. Fourthly if it really sent people mad everybody at school would be in a lunatic asylum, and anyway Billy Pop would never allow himself to hear it. Come to that I bet you had a crush on somebody at school. Much worse went on when you were there – I’ve heard about it.’


‘Oh, crushes. Of course there were those. House tarts, and so on. Actually if you must know I kissed one kid once. But only a few complete beasts were foul.’


‘Oh. Then it’s different now.’


Rupert stretched out on the nursery rug, his hands locked beneath his head. He stared at the ceiling as he talked.


‘Look, you’ll grow out of this. Everyone does. So you don’t want to worry. But don’t give way to it. I mean if I could draw like you can I should make some tophole pictures of girls. I’ve seen some. Atkinson had them at the office. Saucy oo la la stuff like Delysia. One was wearing nothing but a feathered garter. Try and think about girls as much as you can, Markie. That’s my advice.’


‘Thank you. But I don’t think I should like to.’


‘But seriously, you’ve got to. It’s a question of growing up. Otherwise people would never get married. And what do you think would blooming well happen to the world then?’


‘I don’t intend to marry. I don’t see how any of us could. After seeing them.’


‘Every woman isn’t a virago like the Countess. In any case she’d be all right if she’d married a proper man.’


Marcus considered. ‘Well, he can’t be a eunuch, canhe? I’vethought about that. Unless you think we’re all bastards.’


‘No, of course, we aren’t. But there’s such a thing as the art of love.’


‘I know there is. It’s by Ovid. I’m sure Billy Pop must have read it. He’s read most of the boring books there are.’


‘Ovid! God, you are a kid. No, I mean some men know how to make love to women and some don’t. That’s all there is to it.’


‘I see. Well, I don’t think I should want to. There’s always something wrong even with the nicest of them. I mean that Myrtle friend of yours having that scent.’


‘Better than a pimply boy. Anyway shut up now. I’ve got to learn these lines. But I’m warning you. If you go thinking all that filth, something ghastly will happen to you.’


Marcus tried to concentrate once more on the peacocks and apes with which he was filling Haroun Al Raschid’s fountained court. But the pleasure had gone from it. He remembered that when he had caught a glimpse of Rampion’s bottom as he was changing it had been very spotty. He looked with disgust at the familiar nursery. Once he had believed that if he yelled loudly enough he could magic into any scene that he wanted, even Haroun Al Raschid’s Baghdad. But now he knew that even were he to yell the roof down there would be no elegant, fountain-cool palace but simply roofless old hideous No. 52, and around him would be not only the debris of the raised roof but all the mess of Sunday morning Victoria – pages of the Pink ‘un flapping against walls, paper bags, banana skins, pools of vomit. Surely there were other things somewhere, things both comical and elegant. Not that it mattered. For the wind had got up and was blowing above and under and around every draughty door and window. No need to scream, for soon the dust would cover all, would silt up in the basement and stifle Regan’s snores, would cover grey Billy Pop with thicker grey and all his paper weights (the See No Evil Monkey, the Lincoln Imp, Mother Shipton) that made his desk a toy town, would bury the drawing room under a sandy film, thick upon the water in the black china bowls where the Countess floated marigold heads, and moving on up above, would strike the Countess’ bed like the Annunciation’s beam, but stifling not awakening. Finally he, too, would surrender to the tender death of dust’s embrace, would give himself…. But something sneezed – loudly and clearly, something in the boxroom under the water tank sneezed and mewed. Marcus came to and laughed at his daydreams. The dust no doubt had reached the kittens. And soon they were setting up a chorus of jerky, competitive wailing, not so shrill as a nest of birds, but more urgent – calling perhaps for their dead mother. Sukey had put them in the boxhole after the taxicab had hit Leonora, when they had all agreed that the small creatures must be preserved from the Countess’ unpredictable love and Billy Pop’s spite-laced maunderings. ‘We’ll all look after them,’ Sukey had said. But they all knew that she meant them to be her particular care. Sukey, then, must act or their mewing would disturb the Countess. Softly Marcus called, ‘Sukey! The Kittens!’


Quentin, too, was stirred from soothing warm water. ‘Sukey, you’d better do something.’ Yet, receiving no answer, he fell back into contemplating the greasy brass maker’s plate on the geyser. ‘The Heatall, Manufactured in York.’ From these letters he tried to make words – he had played this game with the same letters on the same geyser when he was seven. He tried to make ‘Change All’ or Renew All’, but could find only ‘Destroy All’. Yet the water still lapped him deliriously.


And now Marcus, getting no answer from Sukey, paid his tribute to the kittens. He painted broad tiger stripes of brown and yellow into a mousseline de soie balldress he was designing; and the stripes in turn gave him the model’s name: ‘Zaza’. He scrawled this in dashing scarlet ink across the bottom of the cardboard sheet. He turned to Rupert, seeking what should be done to hush the crying kittens, but Rupert was saying to himself, ‘We are the dust beneath thy feet, O Chu Chin Chow’. Marcus watched his brother saying it cringingly and then saying it with a mocking smile; then he walked out into the passage and found Gladys already busily giving the kittens milk from a fountain pen filler.


‘I say, I wonder how Sue gets them to open their mouths. They shut up as soon as this fearsome looking thing comes near them.’


Margaret peered into the basket. ‘Their heads are enormous and their bodies are like snakes. They’re like diseased weasels. I can’t think why one should feel so protective towards them.’


‘Never mind what they’re like, Margaret. Pick up the little tabby blighter and see if we can get him to open his mouth.’


The kitten cried out happily as Margaret held him in the air.


‘Can’t they all be fed together?’ Marcus asked, taking up the beautiful little ginger one and giving his finger to its sharp teeth as a nipple.


‘No, they can’t,’ said Gladys. ‘Why?’


‘Oh, just because they make such beautiful patterns in the basket. But held up separately like that they do look like weasels or something. Perhaps just kittens.’


‘They are each of them just that,’ said Margaret. ‘How self-centred you are, Marcus.’ She tickled the tabby kitten’s ears.


‘This little beggar’s done very well. I won’t give him any more. He’ll get wind. Pick up the white one. That’s the little blighter that’s been raising the roof


By now Quentin had put his head solicitously round the bathroom door. ‘Are you sure you’re doing the right thing?’


‘Well, not sure. That is if you know better, old boy.’


‘I don’t. Poor motherless little things.’


‘It’s hardly for us to condole with them on that score,’ Margaret said.


Rupert loomed through the nursery door. ‘No, indeed, I suspect that’s why they look in such healthy shape.’


‘Oh, you mustn’t,’ Marcus cried, ‘Leonora would have been a wonderful mother.’


To their surprise Quentin said, ‘Dead mothers tell no tales.’ Perhaps to his own, for he immediately returned to the bathroom.


‘We must make up to them for what we’ve never had,’ Rupert said. He bent down and stroked the tortoiseshell kitten. ‘This one’s a girl. Tortoiseshells always are.’


Gladys announced: ‘Sue oughtn’t to keep milk in your room, Mag. If the Countess knew, there’d be blue murder.’


‘You flatter Sukey. I’m sure her blood isn’t blue like the Countess’s. It’s probably pink like Billy Pop’s.’ Marcus’s sisters laughed at his remark, but Rupert went back to the nursery.


Gladys said, ‘It’s a shame Marcus never has any schoolfriends round here at week-ends.’


‘If you remember the way she went on the last time he had a friend here …’


‘I wasn’t at home. Was she awful? Rotten luck, Marcus.’


‘I shouldn’t let her prevent me from asking friends here, thank you. It’s just that this is hardly a house I want to entertain in.’


Gladys burst into a guffaw, but a second later the Countess screamed from below, ‘Who’s making all that unnecessary noise? Margaret, didn’t you give my message? You wait till I come upstairs, you’ll wish you had been born Wendy. If your father had any…. Billy, Billy, leave those old papers for once and give me a hand with your children. Come upstairs.’


‘There is going to be murder,’ Margaret said. She put the kittens back into the basket. Gladys shut the box-room door and stood before it like a sentry.


‘Oh, don’t be such funks.’ Leaning over the banisters Marcus called, ‘It’s the kittens, darling.’


The Countess’ face peered up at him. She had taken off her boudoir cap and her thick black hair streamed over her shoulders.


‘Medusa,’ Marcus murmured.


‘What did you say? It was some impertinence, wasn’t it? I know that smug little smile. Anyway what are you doing on the landing? What kittens?’


‘Dear Leonora’s.’


‘Leonora?’


‘Our darling cat that was killed last week, that’s all.’


‘What do you mean “that’s all”? It was perfectly dreadful. Only a morbid child like you would want to dwell on it. Anyway what do you mean “our darling cat”. I was the one who looked after that cat. And old Regan. She doted on it. You children take old Regan far too much for granted. She’s a human being as well as a servant. What she did for that cat! She and I did everything for it. As far as you children were concerned, it might have died.’


‘It did,’ said Margaret.


‘There you are. The poor creature! It was an adorable cat too. A real alley cat. An independent cockney street cat. That cat and I understood one another.’


‘But you couldn’t remember its name,’ Rupert called from the nursery.


‘Learn to speak without shouting or shut up. You’re not acting now with the Mincing Lane Mummers. Names! That cat was a street arab. Street arabs don’t have names. Well, where is the shameless guttersnipe’s brood?’


‘You shouldn’t insult the dead.’


The Countess turned for a moment to stare at Marcus’s pear-shape face and large dark eyes. Then she struck him a sharp blow on the cheek with the palm of her hand.


‘You’re talking too much.’


She bent over the kittens and, picking up all five of them at once, she disposed of two in the wide sleeves of her Japanese kimono, the others she pressed to her flat breast.


‘They are a mongrel brood! Every colour of the rainbow. Adorable vulgar waifs of the London streets.’


The black and white kitten, alarmed by the swinging of its sleeve hammock, caught for a moment at her bare arm, but this did not check her sweetness.


‘You’ll have to be tamed! You Seven Dials kitten! They’re apaches. That’s what they are, they’re apaches! But who put them in this black hole of Calcutta? It isn’t fit even to be a box-room. It wouldn’t be one if our wage earner didn’t insist on a room of her own. I suppose they were shoved into this hole because they weren’t pure bred Persians. Oh dear, what snobs I have given birth to. But I must say you’re beautiful looking snobs, the lot of you. Even my barber’s block, Rupert, and Gladys is becoming quite a handsome matron.’


‘And as for you, Countess,’ said Rupert, ‘is it Bernhardt and dog, or dog and bone?’


‘Yes, I know the joke, darling heart. But it is a silly one for you to make since you never saw the divine Sarah. Anyway my sort of figure will have its day, you mark my words. And you’re not going to stop me being a doting mother. You’re all quite beautiful. Everyone! Except, of course, snotty nosed little schoolboy Marcus. But then schoolboys shouldn’t be beautiful. That wouldn’t be quite decent. Except for you, Billy.’ Turning she addressed her husband’s head, as he appeared, blowing a little above the stair rail. ‘Your father was indecently pretty as a schoolboy. I have an enchanting photograph somewhere of him just at Marcus’s age. In his mortarboard. A little angel face. Weren’t you, pet? Oh, you don’t know the half of your father. Look Billy, these adorable kittens!’


‘The poor little kittens have lost their mittens.’


‘Oh, don’t be so whimsical. Anyway this little ginger is going to do a number one if we’re not careful. Take them away at once, Marcus. But don’t put them back into that black hole or we’ll have an inspector or somebody fussing. Get a basket from Regan. Not that awful old thing. Where did you children find it? Oh, it’s Rag’s basket! Whoever kept that? How disgusting and sentimental! That’s your fault Billy, you’ve taught them sentimentality. Now remember, all of you, when someone dies whom you love – it doesn’t matter who it is, animal or friend – don’t hang on. Love them and forget them! It’s so much more healthy. Marcus, you’re going to drop them. Don’t droop so. You’re not holding a lily. Sukey had better deal with them. She likes being the little mother.’


‘You sent Sukey to the kitchen.’


‘Sent her to the kitchen! What do you mean, Margaret? She’s gone to help Regan. Sent her to the kitchen! Well of course I did. We don’t pay expensive fees to have her taught cooking if she’s never going to cook. Call down to her, Billy. She’s your daughter.’ She paused to hear Sukey’s response from the depths of the staircase well, then she went on. ‘You, Wendy, what’s your name, since Sukey can never be where she’s wanted, look into the next to bottom drawer of my chest of drawers and you’ll find a square of scarlet velvet. Put it under them in the basket. It’ll go with my red curtains in the dining-room. For that’s where the kittens must live, of course. Not all the time. They must have a box of sand in the kitchen. Regan will explain to you about emptying and filling.’


‘Leonora used to go outside.’


‘Yes, and got killed as a result. No thank you. If you don’t really care about them enough to bother, then you’d much better wring their necks now.’


‘It’s more usual to drown unwanted kittens, Countess.’


‘But they’re not unwanted, Billy. Not by the children and me anyway. Their games are going to be so amusing. Gladys, you can get a ball or something for them tomorrow and then …’


‘You’re not to touch them. You’re not to. They’re my kittens!’


The Countess turned to see a red-faced Sukey shouting at her. Would she rush at her mother, who stared fixedly at her? Billy Pop put a hand on his daughter’s arm. ‘Steady, Sue, steady.’


‘That gold band has done nothing for that child’s teeth, Billy,’ the Countess remarked. ‘So they’re yours, are they, Sukey?’ She came closer to her daughter. ‘Sukey, the little mother, who shut them in a cupboard. Do you have any idea of what a long, slow death stifling is? Gasping for breath. Do you, Sukey, do you?’


The bathroom door opened and Quentin came out in an old mohair dressing gown. ‘They’re our kittens, mother. We’re all responsible for them. And, by the way, Margaret didn’t forget to impose silence on us.’


‘She’d have been perfectly justified if she had, wouldn’t you, Mag? I was absolutely beastly to her when she brought my breakfast. Remind me to be nicer to you all day, darling heart.’ The Countess went up to her eldest son and kissed him. ‘A nice long bath, darling? You always loved to soak. Acting Major Matthews and his kittens! No, Quentin, I can’t have your dignity demeaned like that. An Acting Major going up to Oxford is enough …’


‘London, Mother.’


‘So you keep telling me, dear, but they don’t have universities in London or if they have, they shouldn’t. Anyway a Major at a University is bad enough, but a Major with kittens…. All right, Sukey, you’ve said your piece. Don’t ruin the lunch as well. And speak nicely to Regan about putting a sand-box in the kitchen.’


But Sukey disregarded her mother. She was intent upon apology. ‘I’m sorry, Quentin. Of course, they’re ours. I didn’t mean to be possessive. I should never have said they were mine.’


‘Indeed you shouldn’t, Sukey. Anyway they’re mine now.’ Looking at her children the Countess felt quite warm towards them. ‘You shall all look after them for me. And now enough of kittens. What have you all been doing this morning?’


‘Look,’ Billy Pop held out a book he had taken from the shelves, ‘A first edition of Virginibus Puerisque. It oughtn’t to be here with these old review copies. I remember so well finding it on a junk stall in the cattlemarket at Stirling when I was on a walking tour of the Midlothian.’


‘Oh, how can you be so selfish, Billy? Just the same rambling egotism as your mother. “Do you remember that picnic on the Island?” “Do you remember, Will, when you forgot yourself at the Christmas party, dear little boy?” At least she has the excuse of being senile. But you! Can’t you live in the present for a moment? Don’t you want to know what your children are doing? You’d have done better to write a few more books instead of finding them. Life isn’t just to be found, you have to work for it. There’s nothing to laugh about, Marcus. Your father’s a brilliant man. If he didn’t lack application he’d be somebody. And now I’ve no time to hear what my children have to say, because I have to dress up for your mother. If Grannie M. didn’t insist on sitting up to table, we could all have a nice nursery picnic. You’d have liked that, wouldn’t you, Quentin?’


‘I dare say Quentin picnicked quite often enough at the Front,’ Margaret said.


‘Nonsense. You none of you remember Quentin. You’ve forgotten him while he’s been away defending his country. He has the simplest of tastes, haven’t you, darling heart?’


But Billy Pop was clearly in an interrupting mood. ‘Just to get the record straight I’d like to remind you, Countess, that the formal occasion is as much on your aunt’s account as on my mother’s.’


‘Billy darling, I do love you when you’re touchy. But if I can’t have my picnic, I shall have my revenge. I’ll wear a hat at luncheon just to see your mother’s bewildered face. She can never remember whether I’m doing the right thing or the wrong.’ She began to laugh as she thought of Granny M.’s old head shaking with the difficulties of etiquette. Blowing a kiss to her family, she went downstairs to her bathroom to dress.


Billy Pop was absorbed in Virginibus Puerisque, but he could feel that his waiting children expected some remark from him.


‘If only Stevenson hadn’t whoremongered after that French harlot the novel, but had stuck to his ane fair Scots bride the essay! He was a natural rover, you know. When he could get away from fixed forms and let his fancy wander, he was superb. Listen to this.’


‘We are listening, Father.’


The sound of Gladys’s voice coming distantly made him look up. They had all gone back to their rooms. He decided not to read the extract. Instead, he said, ‘I doubt if it’s true. Your mother as usual was being generous. I didn’t really have it in me to be anyone.’ Getting no reply, he added, ‘But I’ve tried to be a friend to you children.’ In face of their continued silence he decided to take his treasure trove down to his study. As he went downstairs he called, ‘When I eventually have to pay Charon his fare, you will look back on me as a grey man. Not memorable like your mother. But perhaps you may say to yourselves, He wasn’t such a bad old stick.’


*


Rejecting all old sticks bad or good, the Matthews children began to use their Sunday morning leisure. In the nursery Marcus, craving for the newest and smartest, began to paint in a chic Vogue background for his models. In the nursery, too, determining on a new world where reason and humane feelings would reign, Quentin set himself to the recommended book Self Government In Industry. In the bathroom, Rupert, rubbing lotion into his hair, thought of a new sort of play where all would happen naturally in a natural setting–lovers ‘quarrels, for instance, in a bathroom, but not of course an old squalid geysered bathroom like this, a scene all jazz design and gay silk dressing-gowns and hairbrushes, bottles of scent and of expensive hair oil flying across the room in a lovers’ witty battle of words. Beatrice and Benedict brought up-to-date in a Riviera villa perhaps, or a suite at the Ritz, or a gay Paris atelier. Gladys, checking her Post Office savings book as she balanced on the edge of her bed, thought of the new world lying open to girls, a new world that with such interest she would open to them in her brand new employment office with its brand new punch card system of classification, and the newest portable typewriting machines in Kingsway, she and her one or two sensible bachelor girl aides. And Alfred had offered to invest £100 for every £50 of her own capital. Margaret, sitting at her dressing table, wisps of dark hair brushing the virgin pages of her exercise book, worried and frowned over this new story that would at last have its just proportions. Sukey, who was trying out a new eggless recipe, turned from mixing batter for the toad-in-the-hole to see Regan lift each of the pheasants in turn and sniff at them. The light for a moment caught at some bristly featheriness left by incomplete plucking of the largest bird and then glanced on to the dark hairs that protruded from the mole on Regan’s chin. She looked away and concentrated on whipping the batter. When she turned again to make her plea for the kittens Regan was flicking into her mouth a speck of raw giblet from the kitchen table.


‘The cock bird’s the igh one,’ she said, ‘That’ll do for your Granny Matthews. She’s one of the old school. She likes er birds gamey. Miss Rickard’s got a weaker stomach for all er travelling. She’ll take the breast of one of the ens. Or as much as eel leave for er.’ She chuckled.


‘Oh, Regan, the things you remember about us.’


‘That’s part of bein in service, Miss Sukey.’


‘You’ve spoilt us, you know.’


In the great roomy farmhouse kitchen from whose speckless tiled floors one could eat one’s breakfast anyday, Ada laughed. ‘Oh, I gave him a piece of my mind, Madam; “The garden isn’t yours,” I told him, “asparagus like great pillars. The idea of it! Just for your old village show! When you know that the mistress likes the early spikes as thin as her little finger.” It won’t happen again, you can assure the master of that.’ Sukey said to this tall country woman, so neatly dressed in her uniform, almost handsome with her direct self-respecting gaze, ‘Oh, you’ve bullied him, Ada. The poor man! And you know he’s in love with you.’ ‘Oh, he’s all right, Anderson is, Madam. But every man needs to be put in his place now and again. It doesn’t do to spoil them. You know that.’ ‘Indeed, I do, Ada.’ Then laughing – two women together – she looked up and saw Regan’s greasy old apron, a hairpin hanging over her ear.


‘And we’ve spoilt you, Regan,’ she added softly. And then not to upset the old creature, no, rather, surely to be fair, ‘They have. This house. It spoils everything.’ She looked ahead trying to catch sight of Ada, even of the kitchen garden, but there was only the grocer’s gift calendar still announcing June and marked with a bloody thumb-print.


‘Too stiff for your wrists?’ Regan came towards the bowl of batter. ‘Ere, let me.’


‘No, no, it’s quite all right. Oh, you are a darling, Regan, putting up with us all.’


‘Now what’s this you want? All over me, aren’t you?’


The woman was in a rare friendly mood. Sukey, drawing back from a blast of cooking brandy fumes mixed with onion, determinedly separated real warmth from maudlin alcohol. Determinedly also she replied to Regan’s warm self.


‘Dear Regan, you always see through us. I do want something. Yes.’ She made her request.


‘Kittens messing all over my kitchen floor. No thank you. Never eard of such a thing. Insanity that’s what it is. Insanity.’


‘But think of the mice we’ll get if we don’t have a cat to take Leonora’s place.’


‘Leonora! That taxi was a Dispensation, if you ask me. Besides you won’t get no mice in my kitchen. The idea! And if there was, mice droppins is better than cats’ mess. Why, there was an old geezer once sent down to the kitchen to thank me for the sponge cake with chocolate flutings. I said to Monser Jooles, “Chocolate flutings! She’s barmy!” It was only after, I thought of the mice. Mice drop-pins, why when I was working for Mrs Pitditch-Perkins …’


‘Oh, Regan, darling! What an absolutely glorious story!’ Sukey turned and there was the Countess ‘framed’, as she no doubt thought of herself, in the kitchen doorway. Sukey saw in her mother only a means of stemming Regan’s tide.


‘So you’re going to challenge poor Grannie’s cherished ideas of etiquette.’ She looked at her mother’s small toque of pansies and violets.


‘Well, she shouldn’t cherish them if she’s so vague about what’s the done thing.’


‘All the same, a toque’s rather a timorous challenge. Especially with Grannie’s short sight.’


‘A timorous challenge! That’s quite witty for you, darling. I used to think Margaret would be the wit but she’s getting so sour. Perhaps you will be. I hope one of you will inherit. After all I’m here as a constant example, and better still you’ve got Regan’s natural wit. And so you’ve agreed, Regan. I knew as soon as I heard that wonderful mouse story. You’re going to give my kittens a warm home near the boiler. And for party occasions they can come upstairs to the dining-room and be looked at by visitors. You mustn’t let them be a nuisance, Regan. Sukey will see to their feeding, won’t you, darling? And one of the others can empty the sandbox. Marcus, I should think. It will be good for him. No schoolboy should have such clean white hands as Marcus has.’


‘I don’t fancy kittens in the kitchen, Madam. It’s insanity.’


‘Insanity!’ The Countess laughed down the scale. ‘You’ve been got at by Miss Sukey and all those awful school of cookery ideas. Sanity, that’s what they teach there, and look at the result. Those terrible potato flour scones! Thank goodness, Sukey, you only cook for the nursery menu. But you, Regan, you made even the Zepp raids an orgy! Do you remember those delicious little woodcock the night the bomb fell in Covent Garden? But you will take my kittens, won’t you, Regan? I need an awful lot of consoling today. My friend Major Ward has gone back to the United States. He sent a special message to you, Regan. Your praliné ices will live with him for ever.’


The Countess was in tears. Sukey turned away. But Regan responded.


‘You ad igh old times together, didn’t you? And will again. If not with im. There’s others. You’ve never been content with one.’


‘Oh, Regan, you’re a shockingly bad influence on me. Thank heaven for you! And my kittens?’


Regan clicked her tongue. ‘Oh, all right. You can ave your muck box. But don’t blame me if you all get the bellyache. And now off you go if Miss Rickard’s to ave er creme brule.’


‘Dear Regan,’ the Countess said. She went over to Sukey. ‘There you are, darling. The kittens are provided for. And I want you to look after them for me. And Sukey,’ she whispered, ‘do see she doesn’t take another nip. She’s had just enough to produce a superb luncheon, but we don’t want her paralytic. The kittens are called mine, darling, but, of course, you’re the one to care for them. The idea of your sharing with the others was absurd. Do remember, darling heart, that Billy and I have special reasons for wanting to please the old girls today.’


‘Yes, Countess, I understand.’ Sukey felt quite conspiratorial in the irony of her answer, like Mazarin or someone in one of Billy Pop’s historical stories.


She poured the batter mixture into the greased baking tin. The mixture, cascading smoothly white from the smooth white bowl, seemed to carry her along with it without thought or care. Regan, too, was whistling gaily, not in her usual sad, off-key drone.


‘Why are we so happy when she gets her own way, Regan?’


Regan, busy clarifying the sugar, said nothing.


‘I suppose it’s a relief to have her in a happy mood.’


‘Oh, drat you, Miss Sukey! Don’t keep on talking. Your Ma’s avin a bad time. Let’s leave it at that. Anyway she don’t know what a real bit of fun means. You none of you do. The gentry or those that goes by the name. She ought to come over to my sister Em’s place of a Saturday night. I couldn’t let them know what I’ve come down to. ‘She poured herself out a glass of cooking brandy.’ But there, you’ve got to kick the bucket somewhere. And one filthy ole’s as good as another.’


Sukey concentratedly spread margarine thinly on the bread scraps for the pudding she was preparing. So concentratedly that she found to her annoyance that she had prepared more bread scraps than the baking dish would hold even if she left out the always optional fistful of currants. She turned round with released fury when she heard Billy Pop’s voice.


‘Well, Regan, well?’ he was asking.


‘It isn’t well at all, Father. It’s very bad. She’s just called the house a filthy hole.’


‘Oh, dear.’ he began to lick the cream from the blades of the whipper that Regan had used, ‘Oh, dear! Well, there it is. If you know a better ‘ole, Regan, go to it, as Old Bill said.’


‘It isn’t only Regan who wants to go. Don’t make any mistake about that. We all of us hate it here. Not just the dirt but the way you’ve let everything slide. Look at you dropping cream on your waistcoat now.’


Regan dipped a dishcloth in boiling water and rubbed Billy Pop’s waistcoat vigorously. ‘There!’


Billy Pop poured himself out a half glass of the cooking brandy. He took a mouthful and made a face. ‘Not a good brandy.’ He hastily swallowed the rest. Sukey’s full bottom lip was trembling, she brushed tears from her eyelashes with the back of her hand.


‘“April, April, laugh thy girlish laughter, and the moment after, Weep thy girlish tears, April.” Nothing seems so terrible again as it does when one’s young, eh, Regan?’


Regan did not answer him, and, as Sukey started to cry he went over to her. ‘If you’re trying to compete with your mother’s mercurial moods, my dear, don’t. Remember she’s a Mrs Siddons, a Bernhardt. You’re not. Or probably not. You’re peaches and cream.’ He pinched her cheek, but this did not stop her sobbing. ‘Well, you’ve brought all this on, Regan. You’ll have to deal with it,’ he told her. She was balancing the roasting dish against her knee as she basted the ducks. He went over and broke off a piece of well toffeed skin.


Sukey shouted at him. ‘Oh, yes, anybody but yourself. And what have you brought her to? Faithful old Regan.’


‘You’re saying hurtful things, Sukey.’


With this rebuke he faded out of the kitchen like the steam from the brussels sprouts boiling on the range. But something moist remained with them – for Regan a kiss in the cellar before the All Clear, for Sukey the watering eyes the day his last manuscript came back ‘no sale’ from his agents. They also conjure up who only fade away.


*


James Carmichael lightly touched his gay blue and white spotted foulard bow tie. He was out of his seat in a second to greet her. ‘My dear,’ he asked, ‘how do you contrive to look so lovely? Like champagne to the thirsty traveller.’ But her black eyes were contemptuous. ‘James, if you’re going to make speeches, think first. Champagne doesn’t quench thirst.’ His body became bowed, his knees sagged, he resumed his seat before she sat down. Ash fell from his cigarette upon his waistcoat. ‘I don’t seem to sleep. This shortness of breath. But still, who cares?’ he mumbled.


Margaret put down her pen, satisfied that Billy Pop had been nailed on paper. The speech was less rotund, perhaps, less pompous, but then James Carmichael was an idle stockbroker, not a failed writer. His speech would be more truncated, less flowery. But the Countess wasn’t there at all. She was neither herself nor Sophie Carmichael. True, Sophie was intended to be less ‘bohemian’, but this dialogue was that of a dowager – ‘think first’, it was an old woman snapping. Without the Countess’s laughter and mockery, the words were dead. Complexity was gone and complexity was the heart of the life she sought to convey. How to put it on paper? Her fingers itched to tear up all she had written, to find the one magic word that would say everything. If she could convey the surrounding atmosphere of No. 52 perhaps – ‘From below stairs rose the familiar, humiliating smell of cabbage a-boiling and with it Charles’ tremulous tenor singing some ridiculous, sugary tune from Chu Chin Chow.’ ‘A-boiling’ was too affected and ‘cabbage’ too obvious. Why not use the immediate, the familiar and real ‘brussels sprouts coming to the boil’? But where to put the sentence? ‘Like champagne to the thirsty traveller? From below stairs rose the familiar, humiliating smell of brussels sprouts coming to the boil, etc’ Margaret sat back with a smile. It was pleasing, placing irony. And yet, and yet, by ironically placing so carefully it somehow failed to capture the contradictory whole. She flattened the nib of her pen against the blotter until it broke. Now at least she had the respite given her by the task of replacing it.
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