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Preface to the 2015 Edition





I had not read this third volume of my Generation Quartet for fifty years. What struck me with surprise, and slight horror, was how the ethics of loving, its agonies and joys, are so unchanged; so much so that I am still living through all of the problems so vividly described by my characters. As I am still immersed in this, it must be that the idea of art as catharsis is an illusion like all else – an illusion that nonetheless makes for a particular dynamic in their creative lives of artists who have a strong belief in its efficacy. With my sibling protagonists Matthew and Sundy, there is almost a maelstrom of diverse feelings driving them in their various relationships. I am grateful that tidy, happy endings were not a goal that I ever desired in art, or was able ever to perceive in life.


One of the central themes of the novel – constantly posed as a question within the lives of loving couples – is that of faithfulness. Is it necessary? Or can some adjustment be made to incorporate aspects of free love? Does a one-night stand ever embrace some form of love or is it just lust, plain and simple? But then again, is lust ever truly plain and simple? Do men and women see this matter differently? Arguably every individual has their own perspective, but I believe gender does play a singular role because women are not just sexual partners but also mothers.


If the small nuclear family that began to exist in the twentieth century is broken by unhappiness, children are made yet more vulnerable and suffer badly. But is this partly the fault of society itself and its indoctrinations, its emphasis on the small family unit being a stronghold of purity and faithfulness, a haven of security? Women do tend to see sexual faithfulness as a necessary factor in a relationship because they not only carry the child but continue to protect it while a growing infant. Fathers desiring happy families go along with all of this, though I believe the male libido to be a reckless and amoral force.


Is my character of Matthew a portrait of a weak-willed creature blown by every chance wind? Or is he an honest man attempting to pursue the truth within his own nature? What of his wife Jane and that inner gulf she carries of emotional infantilism that screams in panic so often at the slightest imagined danger? Does her academic vanity – her intelligent insight into the nature of others, her rhetoric and rationalism – save her from an arrogant puritanism?


Then there’s Matthew’s sister, Sundy. Oscar Lewenstein, who built his career as a producer on the runaway success of the 1963 film of Tom Jones, fell in love with this character and tried to make a film from the first two books of this Quartet over a period of about six years. He failed to raise the finance, not helped by his own exorbitant demands. Nevertheless, Oscar’s attraction to Sundy almost equalled mine, and he was sure that I had to have known just such a person in life in order to have created such a fictional portrait. In fact Sundy was, like most authors’ characters, based on at least three different people from whom I took details. But she was certainly in my imagination the lively and lovely, dotty, witty and effervescent creature that I’m always attracted to.
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PART I







Come live with me, and be my love


And we will some new pleasures prove


Of golden sands, and crystal brooks,


With silken lines, and silver hooks.


—John Donne The Bait



















One





‘Now, I don’t want to alarm you Mrs Pearson….’


‘Well you have,’ Sundy snapped, involuntarily tightening her grip upon the telephone and listening to Becky’s head-mistress.


The hurried words went on, the abrasive voice slightly hysterical: ‘It was Miss Templeton who first pointed him out to me, and the day before yesterday I studied him most carefully, Mrs Pearson. He’s elderly and most shabby. Of course in these matters we are very discreet….’


‘Of course, but Miss Evans, could you come to the point?’ Sundy said, catching sight of her reflection in the mirror and noticing there was a smudge of clay from her forehead to her chin growing white as it dried.


‘Our local policeman is such a help. Two years before we had a little trouble—I only tell you this in the strictest confidence of course—nothing serious, but still….’ Sundy imagined her sitting at her pine-wood desk, dressed in the ochre blouse and the tweed skirt. ‘… so I alerted them, of course, naturally, and as so often happens the man wasn’t there. But why I’m ringing you is, well … Miss Templeton pointed it out, you see. She watched him, and he really only stared at Rebecca….’


‘Look, I’ll come down to the school this afternoon, that’s the best thing, isn’t it?’


Sundy replaced the receiver. God what a day, she thought. Everything happening, she might have known it. Jamey woke up this morning groaning, complaining of pains in his chest, head and even his wrists. She knew he was a hypochondriac, but this was going a bit far. ‘Darling,’ she said. ‘If you’ve got pains in the wrist, it must be because you threw the poker cards at me last night.’


‘Did I?’ he said dreamily, and then suddenly remembering through the drunken blur, he cried: ‘Oh my God, yes,’ and roared with laughter, collecting her in his arms and murmuring: ‘Sorry sweety, sorry, but you know I always lose my temper at games.’ She smelt stale whisky and bad breath, and she thought: You do these things and expect everything the next morning to be forgotten and forgiven, and somehow because of your charm and kindness it nearly always is.


She stared into the mirror and rubbed the clay away. It crumbled on to the parquet floor, obscuring the polish that was Mrs O’Connell’s pride and joy. ‘Damn that old trout, Miss Evans,’ she cried. ‘Sex-starved, that’s what she is, I warrant,’ and she shook her finger in the mirror, ‘imagining elderly men crouched about her girls’ school, ha! But I suppose …’ there might be something in it all. How horrible if there is. Then she stared down at the telephone. ‘If you bloody well ring again today …’ and muttering curses she hurried down the black-and-white tiled hall, hung with a few of her paintings and drawings, all five years old, for she hardly painted at all now, she preferred to carve and sculpt.


Mrs O’Connell had the silver out and was rubbing it violently. Sundy paused. ‘Before you point it out, dear Mrs O’Connell,’ she said, ‘there’s some clay on the parquet floor in the hall.’


Mrs O’Connell glanced up at Sundy with the kind of horror she might have had, had she learned that the Pope was fallible. ‘Now you’re not to worry about it at all,’ she managed to say.


‘I don’t, but you do.’


‘These things will happen, it’s in the nature of it all, and I’ve been clearing up after ladies these last forty years. It’s the cigarette smokers that are the worst, I’m telling you that,’ she added, eyeing the drooping Gauloise in Sundy’s mouth.


‘Not a lady, I’m a woman,’ Sundy said. ‘And I might tell you, Mrs O’Connell, I’m getting at my wits end today. Too much is happening. I can’t cope,’ and as if to underline her last statement, the telephone rang again. ‘You answer it, say I’m out,’ Sundy said. Mrs O’Connell bustled out into the hall, for she loved answering the telephone, and was her most formidable on that instrument. Sundy heard her say: ‘No, I’m very sorry, she’s out, but you may leave a message.’


‘Now what would I have said if it had been Mr Best-David himself, that’s what I was thinking,’ Mrs O’Connell said as she hurried back into the kitchen, ‘though I think it’s wrong for me to tell a lie to your own mother….’


‘Mrs O’Connell, do stop talking, and tell me who it was and what was the message?’


‘Your own mother, I was saying. Mrs Simpson. She said she was in London and might call.’


‘Well, she’ll be lucky if she finds me in,’ Sundy said, going through the courtyard and into her studio. The beeswax had hardened now and was not usable. She relit the spirit stove and placed the tin in its dusty saucepan of water, holding it there with some iron pincers, shaking the tin and watching the wax melt slowly inside, its opaque amber turning transparent. She dipped the rag in the warm melted wax and began rubbing the finished carving with it.


Mrs O’Connell knocked on the studio door, opening it six inches and poking her head through. ‘I’ll be going if there’s nothing else you want me to do. I’ve had to leave Becky’s room, there’s books open all over the floor.’ Then she edged the door open a little further and moved in, saying in hushed tones: ‘The poor child’s brain will get overloaded if she reads as many books as that. She’s such a small one, Mrs Pearson, and they can’t take the strain at that age.’


‘Goodbye, Mrs O’Connell,’ she called cheerfully.


How she loved this house. It had been left to Jamey by a great-aunt, and perhaps because it had been in that family for years it had caught some of the atmosphere of Jamey’s parents’ country house, which if anything, she loved even more; it was an atmosphere compounded by peaceful gentleness and discreet superiority; the furnishings in both houses were dowdy and unfashionable but never ugly. The house was between Notting Hill Gate and Ladbroke Square; it was in a cul-de-sac and the worst disadvantage was that the road was always full of parked cars. It was originally Georgian, but the Victorians had added a coach-house on the end of a small wing at right angles to the original, and later owners had added other idiosyncratic pieces, so that the house was of conglomerate and undecided form. From the outside it looked disturbingly neglected, as Jamey had maintained for some years he could not possibly afford to have it repainted; the paint was discoloured and peeling and to put anything on the stone windowsills was to encourage a fall of plaster. Inside the house, the various rooms were odd-shaped and gave the visitor unexpected surprises. Becky especially adored the back stairs that were inside a cupboard, and on the two or three occasions that Sundy’s parents had paid a visit there Eddy always got lost, and one would hear him bellowing from some subterranean corridor: ‘Sundy, where’s your bloody toilet, I’ve lost it again.’ There were at least three in the house (including one which had a Victorian pump for a flush and a burnished mahogany seat that went from wall to wall). Hester always excused Eddy by murmuring: ‘He’s not used to a house like this dear.’ Some of the furniture she knew belonged to Jamey’s wife Catherine, but she never enquired what, and this element in the house was the one thing that unnerved her. She suspected that it was the grander kind of furniture: the marble and gilt console table, the Chippendale sideboard, the small eighteenth-century rather feminine mirrors, which with her paintings were generally placed strategically over faded or peeling wallpaper; but these objects, like Catherine’s existence, like her adamant refusal to divorce Jamey, were things she had to push away, shutting them out of her consciousness because her love for Jamey and his intense idolatrous devotion to her was something she treasured so deeply, and their love and this house was the growing centre of her world. For no man had loved her with such a storm of feeling, with such a rage of possession as Jamey did last spring and summer. She had just begun to put the shattered pieces of her life together after her husband Reg had left them, she had sold the Brighton house and bought a studio-flat in Battersea, she’d had one vague affair with a journalist—good sex and mildly funny company but nothing too demanding—and she had been quite happy feeling that she could manage her life and it would all be pleasant and enjoyable. Her London exhibition that spring had been a better success than she had hoped for. Then she had met Jamey, and her whole world was suddenly charged with his insistent presence.


It was at a literary party; she had been commissioned to do a series of woodcuts for a new edition of Thomas Hardy and had been invited to meet the editor. She knew no one, but she noticed Jamey because his voice was the loudest and the most persistent, because he had a small circle of mostly female admirers and because when he laughed at his own anecdotes the noise he made was forced and hysterical. Without being aware of the process within her she slowly drifted into a state of fascinated curiosity. She was introduced. He fixed a smile of shimmering charm upon her which she felt was appallingly artificial and said: ‘But I know, I’ve admired your work so,’ then returned to his story. ‘… sitting in the Grand Hotel at Lausanne wearing a red wig and one of those enamel masks that Queen Alexandra went in for, and I was terrified of her. I must have been about twelve, and she’d sit there and say “Gluttony, James, is a coarse and common sin,” and in a terrible voice, pointing her stick at people she’d cry “Look at those huns,” and then this appalling old hag would whisper: “Do remember, James, that of all the sins, sexual licence is the most pleasurable, it has done for my youth more than any Swiss doctors….”’


Sundy glanced with curiosity at his audience. There was Diana Ford—whose beauty made Sundy feel plain—blonde and imperious, biting into a canapé and saying: ‘Mmm, I’ve got a great-aunt just like that. She’s so grand she talks with a Cockney accent.’ There was a female novelist who clasped and reclasped her hands staring up at Jamey with earnest hero worship, and her husband, whose fixed bland smile appeared to be perennially carved on an unnaturally unlined face. Sundy turned away, seeing that Aubrey Dale had just entered the room (he had been for some years the editor of the magazine that Reg had once worked for). His grand manner interspersed with a sinister inquisitiveness always unnerved Sundy; she began to scrutinize the wallpaper closely.


‘You disappeared.’ Jamey was there, tall with dark curling hair, going bald, one lock of which fell over his forehead.


‘You’ve never seen any of my work.’


‘One,’ he said, his fingers stroking the empty glass. ‘My cousin bought one last month, I meant to go to the exhibition, but …’


‘You were just too busy. Or the gallery was too far away for me to pop in, in my lunch hour,’ she grinned, ‘I’ve heard all the excuses …’


‘Yes, aren’t people horrid? I’m a publisher, and I really think you artists get a raw deal, you’re the target for everyone. I say, let’s find some more scotch.’ He held her arm tightly. They stood in a corner staring out at the darkening evening. He began to talk about that painting and what it meant to him. ‘It’s not only such an original piece of work, unlike anything else being done now, but it has …’


‘War and Tears,’ she said, ‘that’s the one.’ She looked up at him curiously; he wasn’t really crying, was he? He was suddenly so deeply silent that the moment became a curious parenthesis where she felt her life’s meaning was escaping through something damaged and wounded.


They had dinner together. ‘It was my wife, the painting reminds me of her, well us, really. We’re separated.’


‘Why aren’t you divorced?’


Again that nervous sound, half laugh, half cry of despair and anger. ‘We’re Catholic. She is more than I am, I suppose. She’s also spoilt and so damned rich it’s almost vulgar.’


So Sundy knew what she was up against right from the beginning; eight years before she had known this extraordinary miracle with Reg, now helplessly she watched as something coiled, radiant with pain and pleasure, from out of both of them to entwine, locked so fearfully that without his voice and presence she became morbidly empty.


‘I’m not your damned party pick-up tonight,’ she shouted. ‘Find a deb your own size and class.’


‘You don’t understand,’ he murmured, his head lowered, his body drifting towards hers in the back of the taxi while her hands, stubborn and proud, persisted in redoing up the buttons of her coat. ‘I can’t let you go tonight, I can’t … I don’t know what it is, I’ve never felt like this before. I can’t say it’s love. I’ve only known you four or five hours, but I can’t bear you to go …’


She entered this house for the first time. It was dark. He was drunk and couldn’t find the light switch, he kept on swearing. She remembered how the taxi driver had looked at her—almost with pity, as if she was saddled with a lunatic. She thought: I don’t think I even like this man very much. I don’t even find him physically attractive. He’s a mass of nerves. He gets too drunk too easily and he’s not my class.


She was in the drawing-room, a glass of whisky in her hand. He put on a record and went towards her. ‘Dance,’ he whispered, ‘just dance.’ They moved slowly around the furniture.


‘I’ve got a daughter who’s nearly seven,’ she said, ‘and I’m not a dyke. How about you?’


His inhibitions over making love were terrifying; he was all emotion, like an open wound; she was almost certain that he made the sign of the cross before their naked bodies embraced. She carried with her no contraceptive; and he was terrified of making her pregnant. He kept on muttering: ‘I’m so bloody fertile, I just know it,’ and then rolling back off her body and roaring with laughter. She felt a kind of curious and strange pity for him; his body was thin and long, his buttocks hardly bigger than his thighs, but in his length there was also a kind of squareness, an angularity and awkwardness that expressed itself in hysterical clumsiness. The bed table rocked and several books fell on to the floor. He embraced her with such sudden harshness that she was breathless; then suddenly he pulled the bedclothes away from her naked body and said almost viciously: ‘I must look at you.’ He switched the light on. The room was soft and brown. The bright pink sheet lay across the bed and framed his bleached body, the black hair on his body was distributed wildly yet sparsely, it grew on his shoulders and down over his torso like seedlings starved of water.


‘Oh Sundy,’ he cried and buried his face between her legs. She felt his late-night beard, abrasively harsh, cruelly rubbing against her softness; she cried out with pain, arched her body to get away from his chin and lips, but he followed her persistently.


‘Oh no,’ she said, ‘stop,’ and then she felt his tongue, hot and alive working into her and his teeth gently biting the skin, burrowing, nibbling like some furtive dark animal. It was then that the bed started to move; it pushed the table over, the light fell on to the floor and went out.


‘Those damned castors,’ he cried out furiously.


Sundy knew the bed was still moving. It was like a small ship in a gale, it ran across the highly polished wood floor making no sound. Slowly she said: ‘Tell me, Jamey, where are we now?’


He swore. She heard him get up, he switched the light on. He stood there, tall, thin and laughing, with a large erection, his shadow thrown on to the wall and ceiling behind him, oppressively sexual.


‘Why is sex so funny?’ he asked.


Her memories of that Easter were confused. Becky was away, staying with Sundy’s sister Julie and her vast family over the holiday. She was in London and free. There was a night when they drove drunkenly round and round Ladbroke Square singing  the last quartet from Der Rosenkavalier. That same night she sat in a tree in the square and drank Pernod; her dress of white lawn was torn, it fluttered in the wind and clung to her body. She wanted to climb from branch to branch upwards higher and higher; she felt her body to be weightless so that when she reached the furtherest delicate twigs etched against London’s neon sky she would lie upon them cradled like a bird swinging softly, her soul hushed in awe and triumph.


Now he seemed quite different from the drunken hysteric of that first night. He seemed strong and calm, always amusing, always attentive, concerned in the minutiae of her daily life. From his office he rang her up once a day; almost every morning she received a letter from him; he broke appointments, shammed illnesses, lied hysterically to old friends, so as to be always free to see her. He came to her Battersea flat bearing small presents of flowers, wine and records; he exploded with righteous anger when she at last informed him that her husband, Reg, had left her for her younger brother. ‘Poor kid,’ he murmured, ‘God what you’ve been through,’ and she saw that his eyes filled with tears out of feeling for her. ‘It’s all too much for you,’ he kept on saying, ‘trying to do all this, working as hard as you do and being such a wonderful mother.’ Carefully she watched how Becky reacted to him, and was relieved when Becky’s response was enthusiastic. He filled her life with his charm, he radiated a brilliance and a delight in the absurdity of life, entwined with a deep compassion that moved her away from the frozen scepticism of the failure of her marriage and the emptiness of a few half-hearted affairs. She began to feel that she could never have enough of this man, that he was not only necessary to her but that he was the ultimate answer to her own life, that with him she would learn, that through him she would be made increasingly aware, that life had suddenly become a miracle, a wild and frantic orgy where all her senses chorused.


Yet still she knew she must show care, for her daughter’s sake as well as her own; that surely a relationship which had erupted out of nothing and grown so quickly could have no certain roots, that it would be only a matter of days or at the most weeks before it exploded and left them both with nothing but the nausea felt after the stimulation of an artificial drug.


‘This weekend you will come back with me. To my parent’s house. They’re away, but I want you to be there …’


‘Why can’t we stay in London?’


‘Don’t you like the country? You’d love it, please, Sundy, please …’


That Friday night there was a little traffic on the narrow country roads and outside the Triumph a velvet silence covered the spring foliage of tree and shrub. The car brushed the grass verge, the briars scraping against the car windows, and she felt his suppressed excitement, that something burned within him which did not belong to her. The car passed between two stone pillars, swept beneath a low tree then swung round following the curved drive and came to a halt in front of a porch. The clouds were low, half-obscuring the moon; Howard’s End, she thought, this is how that house must have looked. So this is where you spent your childhood. This is full of You. Or was it full of a dream? The house was serene, content; nothing destructive had ever lived out its life inside its walls. And when the morning sun filled their bedroom and she got out of the bed leaving him asleep and stared out of the windows, she saw the gardens laid out in solemn pattern—the formal rose garden, the lawn beneath three chestnut trees, heavy with their great pink and white blooms, the silver birches, a sweet-smelling lime and a judas tree—and something exultant trembled inside her.


Jamey ran across the lawn with an expression of despair: ‘The Nelly Moser’s got the wilt.’


‘Who?’ Sundy said aghast.


‘The Nelly Moser,’ he said, pointing behind him.


Sundy looked and saw the garden wall; and a wild duck squawked, flapped and flew out up into the sky.


‘What do you think I ought to do?’ Jamey said, ‘cut it out?’ He led her across the garden, and pointed to a clematis, half of which sagged disconsolately. He shook his head sadly murmuring ‘It’s the worst thing they can get, there’s nothing you can do about it.’


Sundy looked at him half-amused, for his distress seemed to her so out of proportion. She said briskly: ‘Oh I’d cut it all off. I mean if you have a bad tooth you have to have that out, don’t you?’


She lay in the deck-chair wondering what the people were like who had lived in this house. Jamey she already loved, but didn’t understand. But what were his parents like and the younger brother that Jamey talked of contemptuously? Singing his own personal version of Papageno, Jamey carried a drinks tray across the law and laid it down beside her. She sat up. ‘What are they like?’ she said. ‘Who are they? You’ve never told me anything about them.’


He twisted the drinks round in his hands. ‘My mother’s rather fierce,’ he said.


‘Yes?’


‘And Papa is rather gentle and rather sad.’


‘Why are all the women in the upper classes so bloody matriarchal? Don’t you ever breed a mouse?’


‘We’re not the upper classes,’ he said almost angrily.


‘Well, lord, ducks, how can you sit here and say that….’


‘They’re not rich,’ he said defiantly. Then with sudden tenderness: ‘If you met them you’d understand.’


Later that afternoon he handed her a book that was called Themes and Recollections. His grandmother had written it. She turned the pages and thought: Lord, all those damned Bloomsbury faces again. There were the Middleton Murrys, Mark Gertler, Lytton Strachey and Lady Ottoline Morrell, reclining on a chaise-longue with a bowl of Arum lilies at head and feet. There were the Lawrences stuffing themselves at some tea-party—free-loading as usual, Sundy thought—with Iris Tree, the authoress, who seemed to be smiling down at Lawrence with beatific indulgence. Sunday read a page here and there, discovering that the family were related to a famous Victorian essayist, an architect, a surgeon; that another branch of the family had produced a notable Edwardian painter and wit; but as she went on reading the book that weekend her resentment of this hierarchy of intellectuals slowly went, and in its place came fascination and respect.


Sundy knew as she plucked flowers for the London house that she had not only fallen in love with the man but had also become enchanted by his roots, his way of life and his family and environment. She not only then adored Jamey but in loving him could feel that she was part of a tradition. It may or may not still be powerful, but she felt the weight of it in the past. They were half-Jewish, but had become converted to Roman Catholicism. In the last hundred years their influence had spread, their sons and daughters marrying in the same imaginative and intellectual class. They were possessed of a passion to reform and to liberalize through art and practical works; they went to meetings of the Fabian Society, they knew the Webbs, there was no man in the family that did not absolutely believe in the right of women to vote, they were pacifists by inclination, but fought in the wars out of hatred for tyranny. They were idealistic but affluent, both of which qualities Jamey’s father knew were not represented in his two sons. The passion was depleted, there was nothing to believe in any more; the parents had lost their Catholicism and the sons cared nothing that they were half-Jewish.


All that spring and summer Jamey continued to plead and beg that Sundy and her daughter would come to live with him in the house off Ladbroke Square. She said: ‘If it was just me I would, but it’s not. Suppose next year you chucked us both out? I can’t risk that for Becky’s sake.’


‘Don’t you trust me?’ he cried with horror.


‘Yes, of course, but I’ve learnt, haven’t you, not to trust my own feelings in these matters.’


‘Catherine is bound to give me a divorce soon …’


‘I’m not sure that I would marry you anyway.’


‘Oh my God, what do you want?’


The impossible, she thought, what women always do want.


But the urge to live with him was strong. She was so tired of fighting all the small trivial battles of life alone: so bored with having to cope with the studio flat in Battersea that had a difficult landlord, ancient plumbing, a roof that leaked and windows that never shut properly; so tired of warding off unattractive men and being both a father and mother to Becky. Besides, she knew then as she came up to her thirtieth birthday that she was more attractive now than she’d ever been. The plumpness of her early twenties had gone; she was small but bony, her features, hands, feet were compact; she had inherited her mother’s dark colouring and she had learnt to dress simply but excitingly. She cut her hair herself, shorn like a boy’s, and when she stared at herself in the mirror she saw a face that was mobile and lively, that had all the appeal of an original, spirited woman. Why should she not now give all this to a man who longed for her so much? No man could be more tender and thoughtful, and wasn’t this rare and to be valued above any other considerations? The cool rationalism of her mind was eggshell thin, her soul trusted him absolutely, and it was that finally which moulded all her decisions.


 *


‘Oh. So you are in.’ Hester stood at the top of the front doorstep. ‘Your woman, she does bite your head off so. She’s just like a prison wardress,’ she went on, stepping into the hall; then staring at Sundy closely: ‘But what’s up with you, you look as if you’ve been through a hedge backwards.’


‘Mother,’ Sundy hugged her. ‘Oh I’m glad to see you. What a day. Haven’t had time to comb my hair, that’s all. Come through into the kitchen and I’ll make some tea.’


‘Is that Mrs Thing here?’ Hester asked, looking nervously about her as she followed Sundy into the depths of the house.


Sundy put the kettle on, and Hester sat down in the kitchen, staring out at the conservatory with its Edwardian stained glass. ‘I must say, he’s got green fingers, your man,’ she murmured. ‘Just look at those lilies. Mine always flop.’


‘I’ve got to go around to the school soon, Mother,’ and Sundy briefly explained why.


‘Oh no,’ Hester sipped her hot tea. ‘It’s that funny china you’ve made again dear. Why will it taste of eau de cologne?’ and she stared up at Sundy frowning. ‘Oh I do hope it’s not what they think, but I’m glad the head-mistress telephoned. I like to know, don’t you? Do you remember, we had that trouble in Croydon when the man showed his, you know, to Angela and Geraldine. I mean, I don’t know what you say to the kids. I can’t remember what Julie said then. But the man was a bit funny in the head, I think.’ She went on chattering and drinking tea, telling Sundy she’d tried to do some shopping but London was far too big. Then Sundy heard what she had come here to say. ‘I suppose you still don’t care to talk to your little brother,’ Hester said with slight haughtiness. ‘Well I never thought I’d bring girls into the world that were unforgiving, but there it is,’ and she snapped her handbag shut. ‘He’s seeing a lot of Jane again now. I do hope nothing comes of it. She’s always writing to him, three letters a week.’ Hester sighed. ‘I think she means to get him.’


‘No girl in her right senses would want Matthew,’ Sundy muttered.


‘I don’t know how you can say such a thing,’ Hester said angrily. ‘He’s had his difficulties, but considering everything … well, he’ll be all right.’


‘Maybe she’s not in her right senses though,’ Sundy added thoughtfully. ‘Anyway, Mother, it’s not that I feel particularly unforgiving, just that I don’t want to know about it.’


‘Well, I do see,’ Hester said doubtfully, ‘I mean I’ve always seen your side of it dear, but I just feel Matthew at the moment needs someone to lean on. You always used to be so close.’


‘Matthew has always needed somebody to lean on,’ Sundy said brusquely, and thought: There seems to be some conspiracy to get Matthew and me together again; and she remembered how last month Steven had rung her up. Steven was a nine-year-old affair of her husband’s, an alcoholic, now in his middle thirties, who desperately clung on to the threads of an old art college friendship with Sundy. He had said: ‘Why don’t you see Matthew, I know he’d like to see you,’ his voice eager, longing to provoke dramas.


‘Oh, I don’t know, Steven,’ she had murmured casually, ‘it just hasn’t happened.’ She bit into an apple and purposely crunched it near the mouthpiece.


Then Steven’s voice throbbed upon a lower register. ‘If it’s Reg you’re worried about, I know it’s all over.’


‘Not worried about a thing mate,’ she said cheerfully, ‘just bored to tears by all you lot, that’s all.’ And she’d banged the receiver down.


Hester lit a tipped cigarette with a small heart-shaped lighter, and holding the lighter in her hand she looked down at it and said: ‘Well dear, this is something you’ll have to square with your own conscience. I’m quite sure he could do with your friendship at this time. That woman has far too much influence over him. He gets brainwashed, that’s what it is,’ she said with extra tartness.


Sundy heard the front door slam, and Jamey’s quick clattering of feet upon the hall, the crescent steels he had nailed on his leather shoes created salvos of artillery fire as he clattered about the house. ‘Good God, whatever’s that?’ Hester cried. ‘It’s like a bloomin’ army….’


Sundy laughed. ‘It’s only Jamey,’ she said; then she shouted: ‘We’re here, darling.’ They heard him run down the steps towards the kitchen. He hugged Sundy and greeted Hester, who said: ‘I thought you were the removal men. Do you always make a noise like that?’


‘Oh my God,’ Jamey cried, ‘I’ve got pains here,’ touching his chest, ‘dizziness in my head …’


‘How’s your wrists?’ Sundy said.


‘… aches in my stomach …’


‘Too much lunch,’ she added.


‘Dear, dear,’ Hester murmured. ‘Perhaps you ought to lie down.’


‘… it’s flu. Must be a new bug. Sinuses all choked up….’


‘How’s your ears?’ Sundy asked.


‘No earache yet,’ he answered. ‘Couldn’t work. Impossible. God knows what I was dictating to my secretary. And I’ll tell you, major crisis, oh my God,’ and he started staggering about the kitchen, holding his head, leaning against the sink, taking deep breaths. ‘That man, Sundy, can’t name any names, but the one who’s going to do the spy book for us. It’s all a fraud, and I’ve already given him a thousand quid advance. Oh my God, it’s all my responsibility. Down the drain. What am I going to do?’ and he rushed out of the kitchen and went upstairs.


‘Is he always like this?’ Hester asked.


‘Off and on,’ Sundy said gaily. ‘The main thing is not to take it seriously. It’s a kind of ritual he has to do, it’s his catharsis of the day’s tiresome tasks.’


‘His what? Well I don’t know about that. Well, it would get on my wick, Sundy, rushing around like that. He’s not ill, is he?’


‘Probably got a small headache from overeating at lunch.’ Then she glanced at her watch. ‘Look I’ve got to get round to the school.’


Hester got up at once. ‘I’ll come with you dear. I’ll be easier in my mind knowing what it’s all about.’


Sundy ran up the stairs to tell Jamey. He was lying on the bed, a cold flannel on his forehead. He groaned as Sundy came into the room. She told him quickly where she was going and why. Jamey sat up in bed. ‘Oh no, how terrible. Oh my God, you can’t go there alone. He might attack you,’ and he started to get up from the bed.


‘Attack me,’ Sundy cried. ‘Are you mad? If the man exists he likes little girls.’ Jamey was hurrying into his jacket, and rushing around the bedroom, picking up his handkerchief, tie and loose change, all of which he’d deposited on the chest of drawers five minutes before.


‘You don’t know what he likes. Men like that, they do anything,’ and he clattered out on to the landing.


‘Jamey’s coming with us,’ Sundy called. ‘I thought you were ill,’ she added.


‘I am,’ he said. ‘But this is far more important.’


They pulled up outside the school, and, as arranged, Sundy went into the head-mistress’s study. It was a quarter of an hour before the children came out of school. Jamey and Hester stayed in the car, staring out along the pavement, and at the sight of every male from the age of twenty to ninety Jamey cried: ‘It’s him, I know it’s him. Look, just look, look at the way he’s staring.’ Hester looked out at a particularly elderly white-haired gentleman in crumpled corduroys ambling along the street with a large basket filled with shopping.


‘Oh, I don’t know,’ she murmured. ‘He looks too much like my old Mum. Got the same prize strawberry nose.’


Miss Evans rose, her plump figure stiffly erect, as Sundy entered the room. ‘This,’ she said, turning to the plain-clothes, middle-aged man also in the room, ‘is Sergeant Parsons who has been such a help to us before. I need not say how distressed I am, Mrs Pearson …’


‘Well nothing’s happened yet,’ Sundy said brightly, ‘so shall we save our condolences?’ she shook hands with the policeman.


‘And this is Miss Templeton,’ Miss Evans said, frowning slightly and privately thinking: Divorced artist mother, what chance has the poor child got? Miss Templeton was stroking a pekinese. ‘Poor Yoyo’s sick,’ Miss Evans said, her voice now changed and charged with crème chantilly. Miss Templeton was young and eager, her stockings were wrinkled and she had chalk-dust on her nose, but her face was full of feeling and her voice choked with husky emotion.


She planted the Pekinese firmly back into his basket and clung on to Sundy’s hand with both of hers. ‘My poor Mrs Pearson,’ she husked, ‘what a terrible ordeal this must be, but don’t let your spirits drop. Forewarned is forearmed.’ Sundy managed to disentangle herself and noticed that now both the headmistress and the police sergeant were stationed either side of the curtained window. ‘This is about the time that he appears,’ Miss Templeton explained. ‘A most unprepossessing gentleman, and I couldn’t help observing the fixed glare he’d turn on your Rebecca.’ Her voice and manner were unnerving Sundy. She quickly lit a cigarette, got behind Miss Evans and tried to peer into the street.


‘Of course I’ve got another man down there,’ Sergeant Parsons explained. ‘He’s reading the advertisements at the tobacconist’s opposite. Window reflects everything you see.’


I bet he’s enjoying those, Sundy thought. It was now five minutes before the bell would go, and there was no sign of the man. Sundy lit another cigarette, and turning to Miss Templeton said: ‘How regular are his appearances?’


Miss Templeton’s face took on again that expression of intense suffering and deep concern, her colourless hair flopped over her colourless eyes and the chalk dust deepened the pallor of her face, but her emotions seemed to charge her intense dullness with spiritual fervour. ‘Well,’ she breathed into the word as if it was a balloon and paused to think, ‘it would be about last Thursday. It could’ve been before, but I will say I was definitely conscious of him about the end of last week. And then, I noticed him Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday. Not yesterday, he didn’t come yesterday….’


‘That was when we called in Sergeant Parsons,’ Miss Evans added. ‘It so often happens that way.’


The bell clanged throughout the school, and Sundy could hear desk lids being shut down, chairs scraping and excited screams and chatter of maniac shrillness which began immediately. ‘And did he ever talk to her?’ Sundy asked.


‘On Wednesday he got very close. That was when I was alarmed and informed Miss Evans. But of course Rebecca is on my route home, so I kept an eager eye on her. He followed for part of the way.’


‘You didn’t tell me that,’ Sundy said sharply, turning to Miss Evans, ‘that he followed her. That really makes it more serious.’ She was now convinced; she believed in this mysterious person, and she thought: Thank God there are only two more days of term left. The children were streaming out into the street putting on their brown hats and blazers.


Miss Evans said crossly: ‘They should be attired before they leave the boundaries of the school. How many times have I told the staff this. It brings dishonour on the school. Look at that child’s hat on the back of her head. And that one there,’ she said, pointing. ‘All lopsided. The hat should be placed firmly in the middle, and not at any angle. Really these girls.’


‘No,’ Sergeant Parsons murmured. ‘There seems to be no sign.’ Then Sundy saw Becky, and Jamey had got out of the car, opening the door for her. ‘If that’s your husband ma’am,’ the sergeant said, ‘he should have kept himself hidden.’


Sundy saw with relief that Becky had climbed into the back of the car on to Hester’s lap. ‘I’m not having my child as a bait. And you may depend upon it. Miss Evans, that on Monday and Tuesday I shall be collecting Becky in the car.’ Yoyo barked at her as she left the study, and she thought: Well, I’m not very popular there, but who cares.


‘What a surprise,’ Becky was saying. ‘Nanny as well. Why did you have to talk to Miss Evans, Mummy?’


Sundy leant over the front seat, hugged Becky tightly, kissed her hard on the face several times. ‘What smackers,’ Becky said, laughing, and Sundy whispered vaguely: ‘Oh just something about school fees, darling.’


That night she said: ‘What’s worrying me is whether I ought to question Becky. I don’t want to alarm her, that would be awful, but suppose there has begun some tentative friendship? I ought to know.’


Jamey shook his head. ‘You mustn’t say a thing to her. Try and forget it ever happened….’


‘Oh, don’t be so stupid, how can I?’


‘No, I meant darling,’ he flustered, ‘you’re going to be all alone when I’m in Rome. I don’t want you worrying.’


On the Sunday afternoon they sat in the courtyard garden, Jamey reading a manuscript, she a George Eliot novel and Becky drawing with coloured chalk; each in their own world utterly happy, isolated but indefinably connected.


‘How was it like when I was born, Mummy?’


‘What?’


‘What did it feel like, Mummy?’ Becky began to pull several strands of her hair down her nose, and began to chew the ends of them, her thin legs were crossed beneath her on the stone seat, and in the lap of her pinafore was a spray of syringa she had just picked from the studio wall. ‘Do you think I can remember it Mummy? Were my eyes wide open? Didn’t I blink at all?’


‘You cried, all babies cry.’ Sundy looked up at the sky beneath the plane tree, there was no wind, everything was still. She heard the rustle of leaf against twig, but saw no movement; the brown bobbly fruit hung in immobile suspension like the moment itself—the moment between the past and the future—that isolated rich knot of experience which her daughter’s questioning had suddenly sent shooting to the surface. Her attention had strayed from George Eliot, yet the novelist’s world had sensitized her awareness so that she now quietly observed in the context of this London Sunday afternoon in this small garden where the foliage and plants, the lush climbing vegetation, was as clarified and textured as a Douanier Rousseau jungle. Jamey was reading in the shade near the kitchen door; from where she sat and if she leant forward she could see his nose, mouth and chin in profile, his lips moving as he read, like a child’s; this profile every few seconds was obscured by a thin film of cigarette smoke, then between the pink geraniums and the florid leaves of the mahonia were his knees and a large hole in the navy-blue gardening trousers showed a disk of white flesh, and further on if she turned her head a little, framed by the flowering jasmine were his feet in grubby tennis shoes, crossed and pointing upwards upon the kitchen chair. She stared at him and thought: What is this strange abhorrence you have of creation? She was remembering how they had made love this morning and the night before, and how it was nearly always the same, he was terrified of making her pregnant, even though he knew that she had a fitted cap, he’d try to manage always to come outside, crushed on top of her stomach, and then afterwards look down and make noises of disgust. ‘Don’t wipe it on the clean pillow slip,’ she’d shouted.


‘I didn’t,’ he’d said, laughing, doing exactly that.


Oh men, men are so odd. ‘Mummy, Mummy, is that a black widow?’ A thin grey spider crawled wearily across a leaf, so frail and insubstantial that it might have been dust. ‘Miss Evans says that black widows are poisonous, Mummy. Don’t get near it,’ Becky suddenly shrieked.


‘It’s quite harmless,’ Sundy murmured not looking up from the page. Harmless, she thought, everything now seems harmless, perhaps even the old gentleman who may or may not have followed Becky. She knew without looking up the exact order of the garden, the house and the way it all fitted perfectly together without strain or tension, holding naturally the three of them, moving freely with the three of them, always there even in the house in the country that Jamey’s parents lived in, for that house and those gardens were only a larger extension of this one.


‘It’s good, very good,’ Jamey muttered to himself, turning the pages of the manuscript.


‘And what did you say when you first saw me?’ Becky asked. ‘I think I might paint you, Mummy, when I was coming out of you. Do you think that would be a good idea?’


‘I loved you so much,’ she said, and she recalled vividly that memory of being extended through time, of travelling through the experience of love. ‘Yes, yes,’ she murmured, ‘I felt free and so light.’


‘Was that because I was so heavy inside you?’


‘Oh no, well, I don’t think so, it was just …’ she said, turning towards Becky, ‘that I wanted you so much that I was giving myself to you, and so for some hours I lost all feeling of being imprisoned in my body.’


Becky nodded solemnly. ‘Why do you say imprisoned?’


But there was no imprisonment now. She suddenly knew as she tried to explain to Becky that that crude nihilistic hopelessness of being trapped in a bag of skin with no way out through tiny orifices, because nothing positive and hopeful existed to come out; that grotesque knowledge which had coloured her twenties, her marriage with Reg and even the three years after he had left them, now never returned. ‘Your birth taught me so much, darling.’


Becky said: ‘I’m going to paint it, I shall paint it now, and call the painting My Beginning.’ My God, Jamey thought, how bloody fey children are and how she does prattle on, this one. Kids are lovely, but sometimes you can have a bit too much of them.


Then Becky frowned and rested her chin on her hands. ‘But I suppose that really happened when Daddy put the seed inside you.’


Seeds, sycamore seeds all over the path, their brown wings like crystallized birds. Then there were fat furry sage-green lupin seeds like miniature broad-beans, and black basalt poppy seeds rattling in their husks like a children’s game, and seeds of conifer and pine and aromatic caper seeds and onion seeds like Streuwelpeter thistle-heads, and Reg’s seed and her seed, and that was Becky, but not Becky, for didn’t she have a mole on her left calf exactly where Hester had one?


Jamey moved, muttering: ‘Make some tea.’


‘I’m too busy to make tea,’ Becky said. ‘I’m painting my beginning.’


‘If the telephone rings, don’t answer it,’ Sundy shouted, and then she added to herself: ‘I get so bored talking to people nowadays. Why is it that now no one seems able to enter this capsule of experience, that now, since Jamey, I’m barely aware of other people we meet?’


‘Do you think green would be all right for your tummy?’


‘Haven’t you got any pink or brown?’


‘No, and I don’t want to use white, because that somehow doesn’t say anything.’


‘Nor does green.’


‘Oh yes it does, it’s like leaves and this garden.’


‘But you didn’t begin here.’


‘No,’ Becky conceded, ‘that’s true. But anyway I like green.’


You didn’t begin here, but I have ended here. I am resting here. I am at home, at peace, and all that is green is somehow gold too, not gold like blatant shimmering metal, not gold, fiery and burning; but a tawny light full of sap merging into clearness. Oh, why is it that now I am so happy, how did it come about? So happy, so content. Is it all Jamey, his life, his roots? But no, it’s both of us. And she is happy too, Sundy thought, staring at her daughter.


‘Mummy, when is Jamey going to put a seed inside you? It would be so lovely to have a brother,’ she said dreamily. ‘I wouldn’t mind having a sister either. Couldn’t you have two more babies? Think,’ she said, as she scribbled, ‘what a good nurse I’d be, and how I could help you with them.’


Oh my God, Jamey thought, she’s at it again, talk about obsessed with babies. ‘Why don’t you put your nurse’s uniform on,’ he shouted from the kitchen, ‘Marianne’s been coughing these last few days.’


‘She hasn’t,’ Becky cried.


‘Well then she’s got flu,’ Jamey added, chuckling.


Sundy looked at her own carving of a mother and child in the doorway of the little studio, staring at the frozen exactness of the relationship—long, lyrical, oval head bent down—and suddenly the space between the wooden head of the child and the mother’s chin horrified her. Was there too much space? Too little? Becky was saying: ‘Mummy, why not?’


‘Darling, I’ve told you hundreds of times, I’m not married to Jamey, not yet. We must wait until that happens.’


‘I think it’s silly,’ Becky said.


‘We would, darling, I told you we would, but it would upset Jamey’s parents so, and he doesn’t want to make them unhappy. You don’t like making me unhappy, do you?’


‘Who’s eaten all the Jaffa cakes?’ Jamey called.


‘There should be a new packet somewhere.’


‘Becky sweetheart, put the table up for me, and mind it’s secure.’ He placed the tray down. ‘Can’t see the Jaffa cakes.’


‘Becky, you know where they are.’


‘You know, I’ve been thinking,’ he said, as he poured out the luminous golden tea and added two slices of lemon, ‘that I ought to give Mrs O’Connell a raise.’


‘But you gave her one at Christmas.’


‘Yes, I know. But it’s such a bloody pittance for all she does. Everyone else gets raises now, except chars. She keeps this house beautifully.’


Sundy nodded, thinking: Actually she doesn’t, she simply clears a clean path through a disordered and filthy muddle, the house being far too big for her to keep clean, but it convinces a man. She sipped the hot tea. ‘All right,’ she said, ‘I think it’s fair. Do you think Becky ought to have piano lessons as well as the dancing-class? She plays one of those damned recorders at school, but that can hardly mean music.’


Jamey munched a Jaffa cake, and waved the packet in the air. ‘True, true. Do you want to learn the piano, Becky? No fiddling about on it like you do now. You’ll have to start the hard grind….’


The piano. Matthew played the piano as a child; she could still hear that Chopin prelude, and the Bach, the first easy one. Matthew in the house at Woodland Drive talking to Beethoven—that was their game together. She spoke to Mozart because he was handsomer and she liked powdered wigs, but Matthew always talked to Beethoven. They had the two composers to tea; Mozart preferred his bread and butter cut very thinly and sometimes was delighted to take cake, but, according to Matthew, Beethoven was above food and pretended to disdain it, though he was known to have taken a large chunk out of a cake that had icing on it when no one was looking. After tea they played their own compositions—actually it was Matthew, but he said that the spirit of the composers was moving his fingers, though as Sundy recalled it, there was always the same plethora of wrong notes with the difficult passages dexterously skipped. Had Matthew been happy with Reg? Four years ago she had felt bitter and resentful, feeling that she and Becky had been cruelly misused by husband and brother. But time and Jamey changed it so that she stopped caring.


Oh, she really wanted Jamey’s child now, now; why did he have to care about his parents? She wanted to give birth to this rich happiness, she felt ripe and fecund as if all her senses were seeds about to burst into flower, and she knew how meaningful it would be to start the child now. She stared at his face and saw all the kindness, the fresh hopeful goodness of his features now in lively animated conversation with her daughter, teasing and joking, making Becky roar with laughter, his dark eyes afire with innocent mischief. Of your child, please your child, she thought I love you so, and it’s so necessary to us, necessary to complete us.


‘Suppose it’s one of my friends, and then they’ll think I’m out,’ Becky said with sudden fierceness.


‘What?’


‘If you’re not going to answer the telephone, Mummy.’


‘Oh darling, really. You know that you can answer it, as long as you say that we’re not here.’


‘Can I?’


‘Well you always do.’


Becky sighed. ‘I don’t think anyone’s ever going to telephone me.’


‘Why don’t you telephone them?’ She looked down and saw the crumbled half-eaten Jaffa cake, its golden crumbs lying upon a smear of chocolate, and a golden pool of tea with its leaves like drowned ants, and Jamey would be thinking about his garden…. Have you seen this clematis, have you seen this flower? The purple one with the stripes centre. Have you smelt this flower? They are all opening slowly inside me, his fingers gentle and sweet, his tender hands brushing the flowers, the cupped petals resting in the palm of his hand and the flowers open … opening inside of me.


‘Do you hear what she’s saying?’ Jamey said, laughing. ‘Listen.’


Sundy turned her body towards the house. Becky’s voice upon the telephone came clearly through the open windows. ‘Okay big boy, come up and see me sometime …’


‘She’s copying you copying Mae West,’ Jamey said laughing.


‘Okey fasten your seat-belts boys….’


‘She does it rather better than I do.’


Becky’s face at the window, her black hair swinging. ‘Mummy can I go and see Sara? Her Mummy will drive over and collect me.’


‘Oh, do you think Annabel should, Jamey?’


‘If she wants to,’ he shrugged.


‘But … I’d better speak to her.’ Sundy got up and went to the telephone. ‘Annabel, is it really all right?’


‘Darling,’ Annabel squeaked. ‘I’m going mad with Sara, all alone. I’d drive anywhere, even back to Scotland. Darling, I won’t stay. I know how you treasure your Sundays.’


‘Well, if you’re quite sure,’ Sundy said as Becky was tugging at her skirt and dancing about with excitement.


‘Yes, yes,’ Annabel cried, ‘and darling, I’ve got to tell you this, and you must promise not to say a word to anyone, but …’ in her gaiety and excitement she did not pause for any promises, ‘I’m having an affair with my au pair. Darling, she’s rather lovely, I mean I didn’t start it.’


‘Oh Annabel,’ Sundy said, laughing, having a mental picture of the large-boned Swiss girl and Annabel’s tiny lively body threshing about in bed together. ‘You stop at nothing.’


‘But it was last night,’ her voice went on full of ardour and wide-eyed amazement that life should be as it is, ‘and she just said my dear, “Can I go to bed with you,” as if, well, it was the most natural thing in the world.’


Sundy returned to the courtyard and immediately whispered that piece of scandal to Jamey, who laughed uproariously. Annabel was the only old girl-friend of Jamey’s that Sundy liked. She had been in a Scottish manse and had run away at eighteen to become a snake-dancer in Morocco. She had then married a homosexual with whom she had soon got bored; fortunately for her, he had been shot as a political agitator. Since then Annabel had had many lovers of either sex.


‘Oh, I do love Sara,’ Becky said. ‘Can I take all my dolls, Mummy?’


‘Not all of them, darling, just two,’ and she thought: How nice it is that Becky and Sara are such friends. Sara was two years younger, but they both shared a secret world, and as far as Sundy could gather, each made up serial stories which on meeting they would divulge. ‘Does anyone know,’ Sundy asked vaguely when Becky had gone back into the house to pack her dolls, ‘who Sara’s father is?’


‘No idea,’ Jamey murmured, still reading his manuscript.


‘Really Annabel is quite impossible. Fancy not even knowing that.’ Strange how enchanting, Sundy thought, such people were, the ones who blindly dance through all the social and moral rules that ever existed, and then she remembered Reg—well, as long as you’re not married to them.


‘What’s on at the Everyman?’ Jamey suddenly asked. ‘What’s on at the Classics? It’s a Sunday evening. We ought to do something.’ He began to move the tea-things upon the tray, stacking them neatly, brushing the crumbs on to the stone seat for the birds.


‘I don’t want to do anything. I don’t want to go anywhere; I want to stay here with you. Here, in this place.’


‘What place?’


‘I mean this place where I’m sitting. I don’t want to move, I’m so happy, I can see everything from here.’


‘Everything?’ He began to laugh. ‘It’s the most secluded spot in the garden.’


Oh, everything, everything, yes everything. He took her hand and kissed her fingers. ‘What will you work on tomorrow?’


‘The pillars,’ she answered.


He frowned. ‘Such a strange departure from your usual stuff; can’t say I like it very much.’


‘It’s not finished. It’s the spaces between that matter. When I was younger,’ she said laughing, ‘oh, a lot younger, I always thought it was the thing itself that I made that mattered. I was carving out a fact. But it’s silence that the sound leaves that matters, just as it is the space between my shapes.’


He went on kissing her brown hands with their rough hard skin. ‘My little labourer,’ he whispered.


‘I wouldn’t mind another commission,’ she said vaguely. ‘I haven’t got Becky’s school-fees for next term.’


‘Well, you don’t have to worry …’


‘Oh yes I do. She’s my daughter, and I jolly well pay for her.’


‘What a darling old fiery you are.’


‘Just wait until we have some of our own, then you can pay the school-fees.’ She leant forward towards him. ‘When is that going to be?’


He grunted, yawned and shook his head. ‘I don’t know,’ he murmured.


‘Would they really mind, would they really care? Surely they’d love to have grandchildren, they’re such kind good people, how could it upset them?’


‘You don’t know them, you don’t know them,’ he said wearily.


‘I think I shall ask them myself. Next weekend, why not?’ She saw sudden concern in his face.


He shook his head. ‘Oh please no, not that weekend,’ he murmured as if it had a singular importance.

















Two





The old coach house in their small courtyard garden had been converted by a large skylight into a studio. There Sundy carved wood, a slow, physically exhausting and laborious craft, the finished work rising slowly out of shapelessness after weeks. She did less and less painting, finding that objects she could feel and touch, objects she could hold and embrace, were more potent as images, and finding also that the almost gruelling monotony of chipping and hammering, carving and cutting, had a peaceful, mesmeric effect upon her life. When painting she had been torn apart, she would come out of the studio angry, feeling she had lost a part of herself, but a part that was ineffective and unconvincing; the opposite happened when carving wood, she felt replenished.


Her exhibition last spring had been reviewed with moderate fervour, and slowly she had collected a circle of patrons who cared, and visited her studio regularly. Last summer she had been commissioned to carve a Madonna and Child for a new church in Birmingham. This was the largest piece she’d ever done, and after struggling for months with it she had at last been pleased with its grace and delicacy; it was a standing figure, carved out of one piece of wood so that the Child sprang from the cradled arms like a branch of a tree, this rhythm being echoed below by a twist of drapery that seemed to make the figure almost levitate. She worked from ten in the morning until six, not stopping for lunch but drinking strong black coffee, a Gauloise always in her mouth, puffing away and sometimes growling at the carving, other times pleading or exhorting it to become what she wanted. Jamey, coming back from the publishing house of Glass and Littmann, would sometimes hear her cursing: ‘Goddamn you, why do you have to be so bloody rotten there?’ and her voice raised hysterically: ‘You make me sick, what can I do? I’m not going to plug it, I won’t!’


While Jamey was in Rome she drove Becky down to Croydon. She sat in the garden listening to Hester, who sighed and said: ‘I do hope nothing comes of it. Don’t you think it would be a mistake for Matthew to marry her?’


‘Lawd.’ Sundy rolled her eyes. ‘I’d say no. But he can’t be serious.’


‘Sundy, you know how intense he is, and you can’t give him advice.’ Hester laughed. ‘I’ve stopped doing that years ago, and if he wants to marry Jane, he will.’


‘Well, you’ve had two divorces in the family,’ Sundy said cheerfully, ‘this will be the hat-trick.’


Hester shook her head sadly. ‘Oh no, I hope not, you haven’t seen him, have you?’ she asked, looking suddenly worried.


‘Matthew? No.’


Hester passed a weary hand over her forehead. ‘I told him not to bring Steven here,’ she murmured. ‘Eddy does loathe him.’


‘Well you know why,’ Sundy said spiritedly. ‘All because of your good works….’


Her mother half-smiled. ‘Well dear, I thought Steven was sincere about Christianity, and I’m sure Gordon Knot helped him a lot.’


They were referring to an occasion when Hester had taken trouble over Steven, feeling him to be in need of Christian love, and Steven, who had a perennial thirst for mother figures, greedily lapped up the attention. On one weekday evening he rushed down to Croydon and came to Hester saying that they must both be in the church at seven, as someone important and high in authority in the ecclesiastical world was praying for him at that time. But the church was locked, and Steven’s agitation was getting more and more intense; then they discovered that the Mothers’ Union was holding a meeting in the crypt, they rushed through it, Hester apologizing as best she could while Steven threw open the door that led up to the church. Unhappily it was only a large cupboard, and while he was floundering about in the darkness among coats, buckets and mops, amidst the startled astonishment of the women, Hester opened the right door, extricated Steven and managed to get him into the church.


‘I know. He arrived for the weekend and stayed for three weeks,’ Hester added.


‘I think Dad was very patient,’ Sundy said, ‘I did warn you, Mother.’


‘He was patient until the night he got up and said: “Steven, I want to propose a toast. Bon voyage, lad…. We’ve enjoyed having you here, it’s now time to go.” Steven just looked puzzled,’ Hester chuckled, then she turned and hugged Becky. ‘And how’s my bright darling? Are you going to dance together?’


‘Yes please, Nanny,’ Becky’s face lit up with joy.


Sundy laughed. ‘Wish I could see this. I do think you’re mean keeping it to yourselves.’


‘It’s our special treat,’ Becky said solemnly, hugging herself with glee.


*


Sundy woke up on the Saturday morning knowing that she was alone in the house and that it was today that Jamey was expected back. Then she heard Mrs O’Connell letting herself in by the kitchen door, and the almost immediate clatter of plates and glasses being moved and washed. She dressed and called out: ‘Good morning,’ and Mrs O’Connell looked up the stairs, enquiring: ‘Is it today Mr Best-David comes back?’


‘Yes today. Tonight I think.’ And as Sundy walked down the street, crossing Notting Hill Gate, and going into Kensington Gardens, she thought: It’s an odd thing that Mrs O’Connell, who is Irish and a devout Roman Catholic, who knows that Jamey’s wife was a Roman Catholic, should always have behaved so warmly and generously to me and my daughter when I’m so blatantly living in what she would call ‘sin’.


For God’s sake why wouldn’t Catherine let him have a divorce—she was a high-class bitch of course, no doubt about that, came from an old county family, she even hunted, was certainly a deb and had grown up into her marriageable years feeling that life, which was men in particular, owed her nothing but pleasure; the only work she had done was to stand outside Harrod’s with a collection box on Poppy Day.


She bought three-dozen red and yellow roses, and, the most extravagant gesture of all, she spent five pounds on lilies, for she wanted the house to smell of flowers. When she returned she got all the vases out of the cupboards and spent an hour arranging the flowers, moving a vase to one room and then to another, matching the colour of flower against furnishings, and as she removed the large vase of lilies from the hall to the dining room for the third time the doorbell rang.


An elderly man in a dirty fawn raincoat stood there, his iron-grey hair long and matted, the dome of his head bald; he stood erect, unsmiling, imposing and slightly frightening in his shabbiness. ‘Yes?’ Sundy said.


‘Mrs Pearson?’


She nodded.


‘It’s been a long time. You don’t recognize me?’


She began to edge the door shut, she shook her head; his voice was educated but slurred. She knew that whoever he was and whatever he wanted he should not have come here today.


‘We’ve certainly got a lot to talk about, Mrs Pearson. Or may I call you Sundy?’


‘Who are you?’ she said, then she found herself laughing nervously. ‘What do you mean, why all this mystery?’


‘Now I know you because I’ve seen photographs of you, and that’s why I thought you’d recognize me.’


She thought: He’s one of those, out from a bin, he’ll open his raincoat soon in another minute and show me his cock.


‘You are my daughter-in-law, after all,’ he added.


‘What?’ she cried, unbelieving, and in the same breath because she had convinced herself that her reading of the situation was the true one, she said: ‘If you don’t go, I’ll call the police.’


His expression was unchanged, but his voice was softer, kinder, when he said: ‘I’m Reginald’s father.’


She stared down at the doormat. ‘I’m not your daughter-in-law,’ she muttered, ‘we were divorced three years ago.’


He had regained all his composure. ‘But he was proud of you. He wrote to me. He sent me a photograph, well it was only a snapshot, of you and Becky, that’s why I’m here. I’d like to see my grand-daughter.’


Then of course she realized. ‘So it was you …’


‘I beg your pardon. May I come in?’


‘Waiting around at Becky’s school, following her.’ She felt furious with him. ‘Giving us all a bloody fright.’


‘But I did want to catch a peep of her.’ He extended his hands palms outwards. ‘I’m all alone, you don’t know how alone.’


She stared at him. The lines in his face were darkened and textured by him, perhaps also dirt. He looked old and wretched. She nodded and opened the door wider. ‘I’m afraid she’s not here at the moment. But … if you’d like to come in.’


He smiled and stepped into the house. Sundy led the way up the stairs to the drawing-room on the first floor, suddenly ashamed of the room’s largeness, the distinctive taste, the carefully chosen modern paintings and the restrained period furniture; she went to the desk and took the red-leather folder, filled with photographs of her daughter at all stages of her eight years. ‘Perhaps you’d like to look at these.’


Mr Pearson took the two frames gingerly, almost reverently, and held them in his hands like a prayer book. He stared down and said nothing.


‘Would you like some tea?’ she asked.


‘Tea?’ he echoed, ‘as well as this? Tea!’


‘Or perhaps a drink of something?’ she added in sudden desperation.


‘I never drink,’ he said, shaking his head grimly, but still staring at the photographs. ‘She’s far prettier than this really, isn’t she?’ he murmured. ‘How she laughs. I could hear her laugh in the play-ground. Do you know my mother—did Reg ever tell you about her? She was dark, and beautiful, she never had a harsh word to say to anyone.’ Then he snapped the photographs shut. ‘Well, when am I going to meet her then? When will she be back?’


Sundy turned and crossed the room. ‘I’m not sure, not sure, that you can,’ she said, her voice pitched high.


‘I have a …’ he began.


‘Oh, everyone has rights. But … and I’m not denying yours … but the one person who has the most right to … well, happiness, is Becky, don’t you think?’ He didn’t answer. He stood there, tiny beads of sweat collecting along the deep lines of his forehead and cheeks. ‘You see, Mr Pearson, when Reg and I separated, well, he lost touch, he didn’t want to see us, Becky has learnt to forget him now. She never asks after him. And, well, how can I say to her: “This is your other grandfather,” when …?’ She looked at him appealingly, wildly.


He took out a handkerchief, crumpled and none too clean, and wiped his face. ‘Then just say that I’m an old friend of the family,’ he muttered.


‘I think … I think I’d like some tea, please stay and have some.’ She walked out of the room and down into the kitchen. She placed the kettle upon the stove and lit the gas, thinking: What the hell am I to do? This is the last person I would want in the house, much less meet my daughter: imprisoned in the war because of his Fascist sympathies, imprisoned again afterwards because of the manslaughter of a Negro in Notting Hill. Who would have thought that this pathetic old man could feel and act so violently?


She placed two cups on a tray, then leant on the washing machine and stared out into the courtyard again. Suddenly he was there behind her, framed in the doorway. ‘I thought I might … could I help?’


How can I not feel sorrow for this man, she thought. How can I stop myself feeling for him? ‘Do you have sugar?’ she asked.


He carried the tray up the stairs. She noticed his hands were shaking and that she had overfilled the teapot, so that as the tray wobbled the tea dribbled out of the spout. He placed it down upon a table. He was still wearing the raincoat.


Sundy sat down and eyed him somewhat balefully. ‘I hope you’re not going to continue this practice,’ she said, ‘of standing outside Becky’s school, and following her home.’ He began to say something, but she cut him short. ‘You do know that you caused a lot of confusion. You were noticed and the police were called in because they thought you were sexually deranged.’


He leapt up from the chair. ‘What?’ he shrieked, and his face turned crimson with fury. He could hardly speak, he spat out words: ‘… vicious … slanderous lies … the police are in for me, they always have been. I’ll have you know …’ and he advanced upon Sundy with his right forefinger raised, ‘that I come from a well-established English family. Not that I’m proud of it. But I will say it has never been tainted by vice.’


‘Please calm down Mr Pearson and have some tea.’ She handed him a cup and in a voice she thought suitable for lunatics, calm but severe: ‘Now you’re not going to stand around Becky’s school are you?’


He sipped his tea, lowered his eyes and murmured: ‘I want to meet her, that’s all; it’s not much to ask.’


‘I should have to think about it very carefully,’ she said.


He looked up and sneered slightly. ‘You’re a hard woman, but my son deserved that.’


She ignored this remark, and asked quietly: ‘Have you seen anything of Reg’s mother?’ as if to remind him of his own past marital duties.


‘She was killed last spring, on Brighton front, a bus, one of the green ones. Those ones always went the fastest, but …’ he sighed.


She thought: He even seems to have a colour prejudice in buses. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘but, well, she never sounded a very happy woman.’ She looked away out of the window. ‘She came to see Becky once or twice, when we were living down in Brighton.’ Then flinging all discretion to the winds, she went on: ‘Well, she did moan so about everything. It wasn’t much fun for anyone. Reg did give her money. He did try and look after her. You do know that.’


‘There’s a lot of good in that lad,’ Mr Pearson said with a sudden hint of aggressiveness. He took three quick gulps of the hot tea, then set the empty cup down again. ‘He should never have been allowed to have done what he has done.’


‘What d’you mean?’ she cried.


‘This … this … life,’ he said sneeringly, ‘he’s led in Europe with your brother. You could have stopped that. You should have hung on to him, showed him who was master….’


‘You seem to know a lot,’ she said quietly. ‘May I ask how you found this address?’


He smiled, a thin cleverly triumphant smile but changed his face into the mask of an old and broken Iago, but one that was still potently malevolent. Sundy stared at him and felt for a moment real fear. ‘You forget,’ he said, ‘that though I’ve spent more than fifteen years inside her Royal Majesty’s Prisons, I am not ill-educated. Your address? Why I went last spring to the gallery and studied your paintings and sculpture with great interest. As to knowing what my own son is doing, I’ve read the decadent rubbish that he edits in his quarterly magazine….’


‘I believe it has a very good literary reputation….’


‘The number of drawings printed in it by your brother would be suspicious alone. But they are far from being a discreet pair. I’ve been out of prison for two years now. The work that I’m doing has taken me to Vienna and other European capitals.’


‘Did you meet him?’ she asked, sitting suddenly upright in the chair.


‘Yes.’


‘Does he look well?’


‘He tried to kill me.’


‘Oh, not again,’ she cried out and began to laugh, memories of drunken fantasies of Reg holding forth about his rage and loathing for this man flooded into that moment.


‘It provoked rather a scene. I had the police on to him. I charged him with assault….’


‘Well, you two don’t change much, do you? More tea?’ she asked brightly.


He nodded and watched almost greedily as she poured it out.


The telephone rang. Sundy picked up the receiver, the operator’s voice, bright and impersonal enquired: ‘Is that Park 1121?’ Sundy grunted. ‘I have a call for you from Rome.’ She leapt out of the chair, saying excitedly: ‘Yes, yes, I’m here.’


Then Jamey’s voice: ‘Darling, darling, I’m sorry, I shall have to stay here over the weekend.’


‘But why? Surely you’ve done everything….’


‘There’s a party tomorrow night …’ Then some words she couldn’t distinguish, then … ‘Moravia and his wife, and some young succès de scandale….’


Suddenly she was conscious of Mr Pearson breathing excitedly next to her. ‘Is it Becky?’ he said. ‘May I have a word with her?’


She shook her head angrily, trying to listen to what Jamey was saying. ‘No, no,’ she shouted.


‘I must talk to her,’ Mr Pearson said, getting hold of the receiver.


‘What is it, who’s there?’ she heard Jamey say. They were now each tugging at the telephone receiver, and Sundy could feel tears of exasperation and anger coming into her eyes. She placed her hand over the mouthpiece and kicked Mr Pearson hard in the shin. ‘It’s not Becky,’ she shouted, ‘and I wish to have a private conversation.’


He looked cowed, sniffed once and retreated back into the part of the room where Becky’s photograph was; this he held close to him as if it was protection against Sundy’s anger.


‘Who have you got there? What is it? What’s going on?’ Jamey’s voice sounded strange and frightened.


‘Oh nothing, nothing,’ she cried out. ‘But please, darling, tell me how you are.’


‘But I heard someone talking.’


‘It’s no one,’ she said angrily, thinking how monstrous it was that Reg’s father could destroy even this moment.


‘Two days, I’ll see you in two days,’ Jamey said.


She replaced the receiver and turned round. ‘I think it’s time you left.’


*


Sundy poured herself out a large whisky and drank half of it very quickly. She was trembling and she hugged the glass tightly and walked up and down the room. Then she saw that he had taken the photographs. She sat down in front of the desk and stared at the space where they had been, and then she cried. There was something so mean, yet so pathetic about this theft—would he return them she wondered? It really didn’t matter about the actual photographs, she had copies of them, but why hadn’t he asked her for just one? She would have given it to him. And then she realized that he was psychotic, that all his life he’d remained untouched by either reason or human warmth. She knew then that she must remain adamant in not allowing Becky to meet him.


She went on drinking the whisky and poured herself out more. She played records and thought: Why did this ugly part of her past have to return today, and in this house? She felt slightly drunk and very emotional, so that when the telephone rang again and when she heard Matthew’s voice she was entirely unprepared, could not think what to say or how to treat his intense plea to see her that evening.


She managed to say: ‘But why now? Must it be this evening?’


Matthew’s voice was low and insistent: ‘Yes, yes,’ he said, ‘it’s vital. I must see you.’


‘Oh all right, but …’ she couldn’t go on, she felt confused.


At that moment she could not think clearly, besides she had not met him for four years, and though now she tended to giggle over the situation, seeing its ludicrous aspect, there was a part of her that still resented the fact that her brother had been instrumental in the breakdown of her marriage. What did Matthew want? she wondered, what did he want from life? Was he totally queer? Yesterday she had strolled into the Croydon conservatory where some of Matthew’s paintings were stacked. These were the first she had ever seen, and though they were arresting, she felt immediately that they were not unlike the paintings done by lunatics for therapeutic reasons in mental institutions; they were desolate screams in a nightmare world. Hester had followed her in. ‘I wish he’d paint something nice,’ she murmured, ‘all these people with such long necks, why will he give them such long necks?’ Then she turned to Sundy. ‘What do you think of them, dear?’


‘They’re sick,’ she said.


Hester jerked her head away. ‘Oh, don’t say that, please. Now, I do like his drawings, and that’s what sells. If he’d just stick to the drawings he’d be all right.’


‘Does he seem happier to you now?’ Sundy asked.


Hester frowned. ‘He has his moods of course, but …’ she paused. ‘Yes,’ she said, nodding, ‘he laughs much more. More like his old self,’ and as she went out of the conservatory she added: ‘Thank God for a sense of humour, that’s what I say. I mean where would we all be if we couldn’t see the funny side of things?’


At this moment Sundy felt more than prepared to see the funny side of Matthew, because she felt afraid that meeting him again would re-open the wound which loving Jamey had closed. She jumped as the doorbell rang, stared into the mirror for a moment to see how she was looking, then ran down the stairs. Matthew smiled awkwardly, he was suntanned and dressed elegantly and his hair bleached in patches looked yellow and artificial.


‘Gawd,’ Sundy cried, distending her nostrils with displeasure as she looked at his hair, ‘whatever’s happened?’


He blushed, murmuring: ‘The hairdresser left it on too long.’ Then he smiled shyly, and added: ‘Father says I look like a bloody sun-flower.’


‘Come upstairs,’ more from reasons of awkwardness than from high spirits she began to sing.


Matthew was stuttering: ‘It’s g-g-g-good to s-see you.’


She grunted. ‘What are you drinking? And by the way, where have you been all this last week? Mother asked me yesterday if I’d seen you.’


‘I went to Brighton.’ He took the whisky and sipped it.


‘Brighton. I say,’ Sundy echoed, ‘and how’s the old queer life? As gay as ever? Who’s backbiting who? Is Mavis still in the Beehive?’


Matthew sat down on the sofa and frowned. ‘It doesn’t change. I prefer the Beach Bar to any of them.’


‘Lawd, you’re not on rough trade now, are you, ducks? It’s so dangerous. Do be careful,’ and out of nervousness she prattled on. ‘There’s some nasty types that go in there….’


He began stuttering again ‘M-m-m-mostly lesbians. I didn’t want to talk about …’ and he made a gesture of rejection. ‘I came here tonight to tell you that I’m going to g-g-g-get married to Jane, I expect in the autumn.’


She didn’t answer at once. She stared at him and frowned. Then she sighed. ‘Well I suppose we all have a right to travel down to hell whichever way we choose. But honestly Matthew, are you in your right mind? I know you’ve always been rather looney, but, won’t it just be like Reg and me? Only much worse.’


He stared up at her, outraged and hurt. ‘You know nothing, nothing,’ he shouted. ‘You don’t even know her.’ Then he added: ‘Actually I haven’t asked her yet, but I know she will.’


‘Does she know about you and Reg?’ He nodded. ‘You’d better have another drink,’ she said. ‘Well, you know what I think, if she’s got any sense she’ll refuse you.’ They were both getting drunk. He had obviously been drinking before he came, and the expensive elegance of his clothes now suddenly became disarrayed; he took on a wild appearance, drank quickly, shouted, begged, appealed. His mind was obsessed with Jane, and nothing would suffice him unless Sundy would agree that this was the inevitable answer to his life.


Sundy was insistent: ‘Matthew I can’t let you do this. There comes a time when we learn what it is in ourselves that longs all the time to destroy, not only what we are and what we might be but the things outside ourselves that we love most….’


‘I have never been so happy,’ he murmured, ‘never, never.’


‘How can you say that? I just don’t understand. For the last three years you’ve been living with Reg bumming around Europe, and now you say that Jane is the only person you’ve ever loved and you’re going to marry her. It’s madness…’


‘It’s inevitable, it always was….’


‘You’ll destroy each other.’ And she rose from her chair and started to pace the room. ‘I know, I know. Haven’t I been all through it! And why is it you come to me to tell me this? Why did you choose me? You must have known that I would’ve been horrified.’


‘No, no,’ he cried out. ‘I thought you’d be pleased. I loathe the queer world, I don’t want to be trapped in it….’


‘You’re using her,’ she shouted, ‘to get out of the trap. You can’t do that to human beings, you mustn’t, it’s a crime.’


He went on shaking his head. ‘Sundy, you don’t know me. We haven’t met for all this time, you’re judging me on the old Matthew, he’s dead and buried….’


She pointed at him and laughed. ‘Look at you,’ she cried. ‘I’ve never seen anyone so camp.’


He stared at her with fury, then got up and rushed to the mirror. ‘Have you got any scissors?’ he shouted. She went to the desk and handed him a pair. She watched with amusement as he grabbed them and started to cut patches of bleach from out of his hair.


‘You’re going to look jolly funny,’ she murmured.


‘I don’t care. I don’t care,’ and he plied the scissors furiously, scattering pieces of bright yellow hair over the polished woodblock floor.


‘Why are all queers so narcissistic?’ Sundy said. ‘It’s this elaborate love-affair with yourselves that other people find so off-putting.’


‘Stop attacking me, for God’s sake,’ he shouted. Then he turned away from the mirror. ‘There that’s better.’ His hair now was barely a quarter inch long, but so unevenly cut that it looked like moth-eaten fur.


She poured him out a drink, and then hugged him. ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered. ‘It’s not very easy for me, you must see that.’ He sighed and relaxed in her arms, kissing her cheek and fondling her hair.


‘Are we going to be friends now?’ he murmured. Then for the first time he looked about the room, and said: ‘Isn’t this marvellous. I love odd-shaped rooms.’


She switched on a large table-lamp which sent an amber glow over the floor. ‘I love this room too,’ she murmured. ‘It’s always so light and so full of sun. Jamey goes on about it fading everything, but who cares?’ Matthew was busily staring at the paintings. The room was L-shaped, and the narrow end was extended by a six-sided window, this architectural idiosyncracy extending up the house and finishing in a small onion-dome, while in the courtyard below it fanned out into a stained-glass Edwardian conservatory. Matthew said: ‘Are all these Jamey’s?’ nodding at the paintings.


‘The Tchelitchev was my Christmas present,’ Sundy said proudly, ‘and the Manzu drawing I bought two years ago.’


Matthew stared at the paintings over the mantelpiece, murmuring


‘That’s a bit dull, isn’t it?’ It was an eighteenth-century oil-painting of a romantic landscape in the style of Richard Wilson.


‘Left to him by a great-aunt, with the house. Jamey’s the kind of person who gets things given to him on a plate.’


The room was not overcrowded, the sofas and easy-chairs were covered in plain dark colours; navy-blue and green, these colours being echoed in the walls and curtains. On one side of the room bookshelves rose to the ceiling crammed with a miscellany of books both ancient and new, with a large section of tattered French novels.


Sundy told him that Mr Pearson had called. Matthew made an expression of disgust. She said: ‘Tell me this—what happened  when Reg’s father got on to the police?’


‘We had to leave Vienna,’ he said. ‘That man is evil. I used to come out in a rash every time I saw him approaching. At one point he seemed to be pursuing us halfway across Europe.’


‘He seems to be pursuing Becky now,’ she said bitterly. Then she got up, she was feeling drunk. ‘I think we ought to have something to eat, otherwise we’ll regret it in the morning. Eggs,’ she said vaguely, ‘I’ll scramble some eggs.’


He followed her down into the blue-and-white kitchen with its Portuguese tiles and gleaming formica white surfaces, and they staggered about with the radio blaring out a Brahms symphony; Sundy felt herself lulled into a mood of pleasure and affection. ‘You’re so muddle-headed,’ she said, hugging him.


‘I’m so glad we’re friends again,’ he kept on saying, his eyes filling with tears. Then after they had eaten, he leant across the scrubbed wooden table with its ancient undulations and clasped her wrists. ‘Oh Sundy,’ he said, ‘you must see, you really must see that Jane and I love each other so totally that to live apart is suicide.’ And there was such complete happiness, such profound and serene ecstasy in his manner and expression that the doubts within Sundy began to go. ‘Don’t you see? Jane gives me all the order and serenity. When I am with her I am at peace, I am untroubled, at last free.’


‘Oh yes,’ she said, ‘I know what you mean,’ for what he said so paralleled her experience with Jamey. She shook her head: ‘I don’t know what to say. How can I tell?’ the alcohol and the confused emotional day had bewildered her. She looked at him and shrugged. ‘All I can say is try and be happy’; then she rose from the table, collected the dirty plates and with a moment’s fierceness added: ‘And for God’s sake try and think about her more than yourself.’


That night Matthew travelled up to Tapsley, for Jane and he were going on holiday together. He thought: I wonder if Sundy understood, oh I hope she did, and yet no one can really understand the power of Jane’s goodness, the clarity and perception of her mind, and how both of us demand the other with an over-riding compulsion that drives out all other thoughts and needs. As he travelled in the shaking train, he thought with tender admiration of Jane’s life in that small market town where she was curator of the museum; he thought of her life before he had written to her again, the peace and order of it all.


*


The sun was shining and in tubs, window-boxes and small square gardens, hyacinths, narcissus and daffodils sprouted and waved in the spring breeze, scenting the air and informing the market town that another English winter had passed. Jane pulled the bedroom curtains back and stared out across the narrow garden to where the red brick Tapsley Museum stood. She glanced at her watch and thought: Oh dear, I shall be late again, and that dreadful Fobs will remark upon it. How can I get rid of him? I must bring it up again at the Museum Committee. Do they know he’s a moron? He can’t even paint an exhibition case without smearing paint all over the glass. I had to do it all.


She scampered and hurried about the house, collecting her cigarettes and lighter, her spectacles, a clean handkerchief, and stuffing them all quickly into her handbag. She finished dressing herself as carefully and neatly as she always did, as if her outside appearance must conform to some obscure yet correct ideal. She looked down at her feet; they were, she knew, the most beautiful part of her. She loved her feet, they were long and slender and Modigliani would have painted them with delight; and because of her beautiful feet, her taste in buying shoes was impeccable, her shoes were always elegant and often in advance of fashion. Pity, she thought, the beauty of her feet did not extend any further upwards, and now she smeared a tiny smudge of Elizabeth Arden foundation cream over her large pale face, and slightly indicated with her lipstick that her lips might have been rosier. She thought: Oh that face, a cross between Louis XIV, George Eliot and Dante’s deathmask. And she stuck her tongue out at her reflection.


‘Good morning, Fobs,’ she said primly, rushing past him and not glancing at his soft foolish head because she knew she would be irritated by his expression of inanity.


‘The mayor’s in the office,’ Fobs said. ‘Been waiting this last ten minutes for you, miss.’


Her heels clattered on the wooden floor. She called back at him: ‘Don’t forget to sweep the main hall, it hasn’t been done for three days.’


‘That’s Mrs Brooks’ job. I don’t do her jobs.’


‘She can’t do everything, she’s overworked as it is,’ Jane said, pausing for a moment and fixing him with a formidable stare. Then she turned and went into the office. The mayor was standing with his back to the door, looking out of the window across to the ruined castle, it’s heap of grey stone hardly surfacing above twisting creepers. ‘Ah, Miss Harrison,’ he said.


‘I’m sorry I’m late,’ she said sharply and on her guard, for she looked upon the mayor as her main opponent in the task of reorganization. He was very tall and thin, with a long, tired and gentle face; but his eyebrows were thick and unruly like two fat hairy caterpillars over eyes as cold and colourless as geological specimens. Jane knew that though his mouth smiled and his words were polite and charming, the mind behind the eyes was only concerned with ways and means of keeping her under control.


‘The Museum Committee meets this evening,’ he said. ‘I just wanted to make sure, Miss Harrison, what is under discussion.’


She thought: He knows perfectly well that we are going to discuss what is to be thrown out from the main exhibition hall, but she smiled at him sweetly and said: ‘I believe we must decide on my recommendations for the Great Hall.’


He turned away from her and looked out the window again. ‘I have read your suggestions with great care,’ he said in his soft voice, ‘and I’ve also sounded out one or two members of the Committee.’ Of course, she thought, you’ve rounded up your clique in order as usual to stop any progress. ‘Don’t you think, Miss Harrison, that your suggestions are on the brutal side? Besides the cost,’ and he spread his palms out; she particularly disliked his hands—the hairs were short and thick and his fingernails square and horn-yellow.


She sat herself down firmly in her chair. ‘Professor Thompson at the British Museum particularly approved of these suggestions,’ she was going to get out her main artillery at once. ‘They also had the support of Dr Wilson at the Fitzwilliam.’ She knew what the mayor was thinking even as she spoke, he was sighing within him and muttering: Experts, specialists, upstart intellectual young women, coming into our town, into our museum that we’ve had for nearly one hundred and fifty years and telling us what to do. ‘If the town,’ she went on, ‘is to go on being proud of its museum, and if it is to be visited,’ and here she drew breath, pointing out to him that the number of visitors they had had since she had come here had almost doubled, ‘we will just have to throw out what is appalling rubbish.’


‘Yes, yes, Miss Harrison. But some of the people best known in the town—their families have contributed over the years to the museum, and it seems a little hard on them. All I should like to see are certain modifications to your plans.’ From the inside pocket of his suit he took out a sheet of paper and began to read from it. She closed her eyes in despair.


When he had finished, mustering all her feminine charm and wiles, she said: ‘I am sure we shall reach agreement over this matter. I particularly like your suggestion of keeping the best ornithological specimens. Surely it would have more point though if we kept just the local birds, or those in South-eastern England. It really is no use competing with bigger museums.’


He pocketed the piece of paper and left. She watched him walk down the drive, a green trilby placed flatly on his long head and thought: Oh, why the hell does the committee have to be composed of the butcher, the baker and the candlestick maker. They’re such fools, and they do everything the mayor says.


At lunchtime she went out to shop, hurrying out of the gates of the museum which lay at the back of the late-Gothic church, its gargoyled spire a landmark for many miles around. She went down the hill past the slaughter-house, smelling with distaste the fresh blood, and came into the main market square, on this day full of stalls and milling with people. At the other side of the square next to the George and Dragon she could hear the shouts from the auctioneer in the cattle-market; gaitered farmers were pushing the bullocks into the enclosure, the cattle were snorting, their brown-and-white hides flecked with mud and dung, their black nostrils steaming with fright. Upon the other side of the square stood the eighteenth-century corn market, its Doric columns peeling, the coat-of-arms of the town, done crudely in stucco, hung at the top of the door. She hurried in and looked at the battered second-hand furniture piled indiscriminately in heaps. She always hoped to find a bargain, but she knew that antique-dealers generally got everything that was any good. Mr Edwards the auctioneer saw her, and smiled down foolishly; his hair was Brylcreemed and held the marks of his comb. She knew that he was attracted to her, but she could not endure him. She hurried out and paused at the flower-stall, she was tempted to buy some petunias, but decided it was too early in the year. She hurried on, shopping among the charm of perfect Georgian, hideous mock-Tudor and badly-renovated medieval. She bought with as much care and forethought as she did everything else. ‘Ah Miss Harrison,’ a large woman wearing a flat hat, a tweed suit and ‘sensible’ shoes bore down upon her, and in sudden conspiratorial manner held on to Jane’s arm.


‘Miss Fortescue,’ Jane said brightly, dreading the overbearing manner of the woman, who had already been obstructive upon her committee.


‘Do beware of Mr Symons,’ she went on in the whisper of one who was about to hatch a plot against the Government. ‘He will pretend to be with you, but, Miss Harrison, he is a turncoat. I’ve seen it before, I’ve seen it often,’ she said.


Jane stared with fascinated horror at the three thick black hairs that protruded out of Miss Fortescue’s nostril. She said in the same bright efficient voice she used for these occasions: ‘Oh we all have our points of view, Miss Fortescue.’


‘Aha,’ she cried. ‘You have been brain-washed, Miss Harrison. I said to the mayor the very same thing. We must look after little Miss Harrison. Won’t you come to my coffee-morning tomorrow? You must, I insist. We have such a jolly time. Oh yes, I nearly forgot, you are familiar with that piece of beautiful embroidered silk which is framed and hangs in the Great Hall. It was,’ she said with pride, ‘my grandmother’s greatest work. She was famous for it you know….’


‘Yes, yes,’ Jane said, trying to get past the large form of Miss Fortescue and into Boots. ‘I really am in rather a hurry this morning.’


‘Famous for it,’ she repeated. ‘You won’t remove it from that position, will you? It would upset the town so. They are so deeply fond of my grandmother.’


‘Well, I can’t say anything about that now,’ Jane said brusquely, giving up the whole idea of trying to get into Boots, and now hurrying along the High Street. ‘It’s a minor detail and I haven’t got round to those.’


‘You will come?’ Miss Fortescue called after her. ‘At eleven, tomorrow? It’s the large house with the porch. You can’t miss it.’


As if I didn’t know which house she had, as if she didn’t tell everybody. It was one of the best Georgian houses in the town, and had been owned by the Fortescues since the beginning of the nineteenth century. Jane sighed: power, how they cling on to it in their petty grasping way; a hundred years ago they were one of the three most powerful families in the town. What were they now? Living on a dwindling private income in large, draughty, badly-heated houses, surreptitiously selling family heirlooms in order to make ends meet. It was sad, she thought, and yet in her heart she could feel nothing for them; they were still brash and pushing, flaunting their ignorance with unnerving candour.


Tapsley was of early medieval origin, the pattern of its streets set out dully on the grid system, some seventy miles from London on the edge of Huntingdonshire. It sat in a small valley surrounded by dumpy hills, and owed its wealth and puritan aloofness to the Quakers, who since the seventeenth century had controlled the town. They had built schools, meeting-houses and a small concert hall; they controlled the town council, and one of the most affluent, Jeremiah Pease in the early nineteenth century, had given to the town its Museum. He had collected throughout his lifetime not only anthropological curiosities brought back from extensive travelling but he was also one of those first gentlemen who with parties of undergraduates began to excavate Roman Britain; armed with small picks and full of fervour, they launched themselves upon the undisturbed countryside. Pease was more scientific than others, and all finds were carefully labelled, though in an excessive zeal most objects were mistakenly made Roman when of a somewhat later origin. When Pease had suggested building a museum some of the less wealthy town councillors, moved by envy and pique, pointed out that a far more suitable building would have been the sixteenth-century house that Cromwell had lived in for some months when fighting the Civil War (it was slowly decaying, and they felt that Jeremiah Pease’s money would be better spent in renovating this historical feature of the town). But the power of personal vanity was such that nothing but a large and new building would suffice. It stood near the crumbled remains of the medieval castle within the old boundaries of the moat; like other Victorian buildings, it was showy and grandiose and ill-fitted for its purpose. It was both badly lit and ventilated, and succeeding curators had little knowledge (and none in any specialized form) to repair and maintain the more delicate specimens. So slowly, inevitably, what had been given with so much pride and vanity degenerated beneath a century’s dust, and objects of original value were soon lost beneath a plethora of other gifts, most of blank mediocrity.


When Jane became curator of this museum her job was to recognize the exhibits and to dispose of the large amount of accumulated rubbish. The Great Hall was crammed with two stuffed elephants, both Indian and African, a rhinoceros, a lion and lioness and every other variety of large cat; around all the walls and in the space between the windows were piled glass cases of stuffed birds, alligators, seals and, where space permitted, plaster casts of Victorian gentlemen, their whorled beards and tilt of head august reminders of the Empire. Oil-paintings of succeeding Quaker mayors with their wives and many children, who clutched pets of sweet docility, hung in the dark corridors above pieces of framed embroidery. A skeleton lay in chips of white granite, the faded ink of its label now indecipherable, it’s bleached grimace extracting squeals of horror from giggling schoolgirls. A canoe from New Zealand hung from the beams of one ceiling, creaking ominously whenever the wind was high; two shrunken heads lay among native weapons, wrinkled and black, without the gloss of leather (the only reminder of our human frailty being the fineness of their white hair). There were drawers crammed full of birds’ eggs and geological specimens, there were plaster casts of the footprints of a brontosauraus and a trunk full of military helmets. The wood of cases and all doors was painted black, and under lock and key and not allowed to be on view, there was a Roman pot of crude pornographic design: two men with phalluses almost larger than themselves were riding a chariot pulled by two more phalluses with legs upon them.


Jane was happy there, happier than she’d been anywhere or at any time of her life, in the full assurance that she could do the job of reorganizing the museum as competently and possibly with more imagination than others of her own generation in the archaeological profession. She worked hard, giving up her evenings and many of the weekends, and the fact that she had once loved Matthew, that he had seemed to be the sole reason not only for her existence but of life itself, faded more and more into the past. As she had been trained at Cambridge as a historian, she saw the present not as a thing apart which comprehends both past and future but as the briefest parenthesis between a past of complex and contradictory designs rushing frantically into an unknown future; therefore though she gave herself so wholly to this museum, she had been so moulded by her experience with Matthew that a part of him was there at every turn and corner of her mind; yet she had decided quite firmly that he could be nothing more to her ever again, and that it was mostly unlikely that their paths would cross. She sat reading in the museum house, she sat at her desk writing long letters, she walked alone in the eighteenth-century garden, planned in formal splendour by yet another Pease, with a Palladian summer house and a spreading cedar tree.


She walked alone, and now in the spring gathered wild flowers, and took comfort from the peace and serenity of this town, and especially from this formal garden. Seated upon a stone bench supported by cherubs, staring over the privet maze towards the subtle splendour of Georgian houses from which the Gothic church rose, she thought: I know what my life will be now; and she smiled ironically at the engraving that her mind had conjured up: Durer’s St Jerome in his Study. I shall never get married now; and she thrust down the emotional loss she felt at the thought of never having children, but she saw the life that opened before her as exciting and rich. I have fascinating friends, she reflected, in various professions, who respect and love me, and this intelligence of mine, which has cost so much time and work, now gives me back much consolation. The art she most deeply admired (the lyrical joy of Mozart, the satiric wit and social cunning of Voltaire, and that totally English painting, Gainsborough’s Mr and Mrs Andrewes), these works and others similar to them were threaded into her consciousness; the joy and pleasure she felt for her own future was the knowledge that she would lead a gentle life, civilized to the point of sensitivity and totally without the bitter furious anguish which Matthew had once called upon from out of her. She had been free of all communication with Matthew for these last four years, and largely because of this her relations with her parents were quiet and peaceful. Gwen and David were deeply proud of their daughter and watched her career with concern and admiration. Gwen also kept an eager eye on any romantic attachment and became thrilled when she understood that Jane was often seeing a young archaeologist who was related to a general, and whose cousin was an historical lady-novelist. Every weekend that Jane went home Gwen would ask, trying to control the excited curiosity in her voice: ‘And did you see Allan last week?’


Jane, knowing everything that was going on in Gwen’s mind, would try her best to make little of the whole friendship. But Gwen with sharp questioning would extract detail after detail, and when she knew that Jane had been invited to the family house in London to meet his parents (but alas for Gwen’s ambitions not the general or the lady-novelist), she felt certain that an engagement would be announced soon. Gwen felt intense loneliness in their cottage; the nearest house was ten minutes walk away, and David left soon after eight and did not return until six, and on some evenings, kept at the school by parents’ meetings and teacher’s conferences, he did not return until very late; and the circumstances of her life were that socially she felt gauche and clumsy—for her pride could not forgive some hypothetical error that she might be making—so her attempts to get away from the cottage were feeble and inadequate. Now that her children were grown up and living away from her she often felt a morose despair gnawing away inside her, seemingly for no reason at all she would cradle her head in her arms and sob bitterly. So daydreams and fantasies about Jane marrying well she wove with delight; a socially distinctive marriage for Jane, she felt, would at last show the world what an exceptional family they were. Perhaps that was too vain? Yet, she smiled and hugged herself, it would be so nice, and it’s about time something nice happened like that. She saw their morning copy of The Times laid beside David’s breakfast egg, and the announcement in tiny print, and she thought of how she would order several copies and send one to the aunt in Wales, and one to the aunt in Durham, and best of all, one to David’s old ailing mother in Wiltshire—that old woman who had always been so catty towards her.


‘Of course,’ she said to David one evening as she was crocheting and her thoughts had carried her so far forward, ‘we shall have to go into our capital in order to pay for the reception.’


‘What reception?’ David said vaguely, looking up from an educational treatise.


Gwen had the grace to blush as she laughed nervously and murmured: ‘Oh, I was thinking of Jane, if Jane married Allan. Well, I mean just think,’ then suddenly she had a moment of panic: How do you address generals, or even come to that, the novelist wife who was married but wrote under her maiden name? ‘We’d have to do it properly, for Jane’s sake.’


‘Wait until he’s asked her,’ David mumbled, reading on.


When later that spring Jane received the crumpled envelope addressed to her in Matthew’s idiosyncratic typewriting—where the letters were shed over the envelope like confetti—and read his request to see her again; she decided at once not to answer immediately, to ignore the letter for a week or two, but throughout that day and the next her eighteenth-century calm seemed disorganized, and in Jane curiosity was a potent force; she must know why he had written to her, why he wanted to see her, all her tranquillity had gone and could not return until she knew this. She told herself quite calmly that Matthew meant nothing to her any more, she had loved him once; but, as she had often told her graduate friends, falling in love with a queer has all the excitement of a parachute jump—without the parachute; and she was quite determined never to become emotionally vulnerable to him again. But, as she wrote her cool reply arranging a meeting in London the following week, she caught herself repeating phrases like: ‘It can do no harm, he was always a very interesting person, we shall probably be very good friends,’ with too much agitation for her to possess complete peace of mind.


They met outside Westminster Abbey. As Jane with hunched shoulders hurried towards him, she noticed with distaste the elegance of his clothes and his hair, which had been dyed; as she approached and he extended his hand she swerved away, saying with false brightness: ‘Shall we walk in the park?’ and he assented, as he always used to. They strolled by the water-birds, and Jane, in her beige skirt and fawn woollen twinset, apologized sarcastically for being in London in what she termed her country clothes. Matthew thought rightly that she possibly had no others, but he hardly saw her clothes—he wasn’t interested in her outward appearance and never had been.


For him she was still the oracle, in the four years that he had spent in Europe, sometimes away from and sometimes with Reg, there had been a part of his soul which had longed for Jane’s presence, he was obsessed with the fact that she held the answer for him.


‘I want you to see my paintings,’ he said, ‘it’s very important to me. When can you come?’ He believed that somewhere in his paintings he had laid down the threads of his longing for her, he believed that there in the work was the umbilical cord that still held them together.


He explained that he was still living and working in the house at Addiscombe Grove; his studio was still in the conservatory where his grandmother’s old paints were stacked and the tin of weed-killer reminded him of the threat to his mother’s life. They asked politely about each other’s family, they talked of the latest Irish Murdoch novel, of the last Kazan film, and Jane told him with mounting enthusiasm and much gesturing with her hands and collapsible umbrella, of her work at the Tapsley museum.


‘Please may I take you out to dinner?’ he said with eager nervousness.


She gave that idiosyncratic laugh, half-jeer with a snort of self-pity. ‘My last train goes at 7.45. I’d love to, if you think you can be so unsmart as to eat so early.’ She cursed herself for the coldness of her manner, the sharpness of her retort, but she was afraid. Something within her had softened immediately, her emotions were engaged, Matthew’s air of appearing lost, his gaiety and charm enchanted her, she was proud to be walking through the park with such a handsome young man, and she momentarily forgot the hideous colour of his hair.


They took a taxi into Soho, it was nearly 6.30 and most of the restaurants were unprepared, and all were empty; but they went into the Hungaria, and Matthew ordered the meal with the kind of easy sophistication that her own father did not have (he always tried to make Gwen perform this ritual, an act that caused much marital irritation, and Jane could not resist calling attention to this, still with cynicism—as if to behave naturally in a restaurant was a sin). Then in the midst of the meal a gipsy violinist appeared, ablaze in the Hollywood version of a peasant’s costume, glittering with gold and scarlet, twirling his moustaches, he struck his bow across the strings and played with intense bravura. It was then suddenly that Jane started to clutch at her twinset and say: ‘Oh, why did you bring me here dressed like this?’ She felt dull and plain, she wanted the comfort of the world she knew to surround her again. She leant towards Matthew and hissed: ‘Can’t you get rid of him?’


Matthew smiled down at her. ‘Why? It’s so funny. I like him.’ And he returned to the story: ‘… and this Salome was a big girl, and very vain about her dancing. She threw herself about that stage like an Amazon, and when she came to the entrance to the dungeon, which was a trap-door in the stage, she began singing that love-song which Strauss does so brilliantly….’


‘Never have cared for his music,’ Jane interpolated, ‘the emotional vomit of a dead Empire.’


Matthew ignored her. ‘She sang with the most almighty verve about the Baptist as a man of God, and the music and the words conjured up a vision of a wild, immensely strong giant of a man, but at the end of her song up through the stage came a funny little dwarf with a pot belly, with half his beard ungummed and flapping loose as he sang. It was the most awful visual anticlimax I’ve ever had!’ Jane didn’t laugh, she expressed polite interest and smiled vaguely.


‘Last summer I was going to Salzburg, but Esther felt ill, and I didn’t want to go alone. You’ve been of course?’ Yes, now he made her feel inferior, before it had been the other way about; and when she returned in the train her mind and emotions were confused; she felt she hadn’t begun to grasp what he was really like. They had both of them played a game, he had just tried to impress her, and she had returned to old methods of fierce critical remarks and perceptive witty axioms in an effort to cut him down to size. But her power seemed not to have the same effects any more.






OEBPS/9780571325993_cover_epub.jpg
Faber Finds

Colin Spencer

Loversin War

The Generation Quartet:
Volume 3





OEBPS/logo_1_online.png
i

FABER & FABRBER





OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png





