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Preface to the 2015 Edition





The last volume of the Generation Quartet carries on the story of the Simpson brother and sister, Matthew and Sundy, and of their various partners. This includes the horrific struggle for proper access to Matthew’s son and all the ploys his ex-wife, Jane, uses in that process to manipulate, control and take revenge while disguising it with much highbrow theorising on her role as moral arbiter and guardian of the child. The action takes place in the late 1960s, when the law was stacked against fathers, especially bisexual ones. Matthew has little chance of winning, as he attempts to lie his way out of the traps that Jane constantly sets for him. Experience of the Janes in this world convinces one of the constant need to be suspicious of all ideologies, for throughout history they have disguised the cruellest of inhumanities whether great or small.


Sundy, too, makes an attempt at freedom – to live alone, away from male partners, as mother of her children; while a third character, Reg, threaded through the four books on the edge of both the sibling’s lives, continues to captivate and intrigue. Drama and farce occur because both seem to me to be ever present: the most heartrending scene in life is never far, in my experience, from the banana skin lying in wait to wreck the moment – or perhaps to save it from dire melodrama. The greatest gift to primates is that of laughter and Homo sapiens appears to have broadened this facility, so enlarging our experience of happiness, an antidote to cruelty and barbarism.


A new minor character in this book is a portrait of my agent Peggy Ramsay. Other writers have felt impelled to recreate her on the page and stage. On rereading the novel it struck me as both authentic and affectionate – as was Alan Plater’s portrait of the same astonishing woman in his play Peggy For You, acted brilliantly by Maureen Lipman. Of course, some of the other characters are based on real people. After reading this volume and thinking he might have recognised himself, Robin Maugham asked me to confirm as much. I answered that all the characters are mixtures of different people. He seemed relieved. Brighton was then (and probably still is) full of notable eccentrics, and they were irresistible to me in their dottiness.


Eddy, the father of the Simpson family, is a Marmite character: people love or loathe him; some were unconvinced by him. Julian Symons, then reviewing for the Sunday Times, in a column otherwise praising the novel, complained that no father ever asked the question of his son about the qualities of differing orifices. As I had written down this exchange soon after it had occurred, I wrote to him and said I knew of such a father and such a conversation. But I was still disbelieved. Possibly this illustrates that humanity is far more complex and idiosyncratic than we ever want to accept.


I have tried in these four novels to be as honest to my experience as I can be, to be ruthless in my vision of others as I have been to myself, even though we know that all truth is subjective. For I believe with passion that unless one is truthful one is lost in a world of foolish fancies. If readers find the life of my characters confusing and intolerably messy I would plead, with the reviewer at the Sunday Telegraph, that ‘it has the intensity and sprawl of life itself’.


 


Colin Spencer, 2015
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Parents and Sons























1





The oily black canal runs from the harbour and serves the gasworks, the banks are flecked with coal dust and grit, heaps of refuse and garbage, marred by old remnants: rusted bedsteads, tyres and torn sheets of polythene. Between the rotting hulks of old barges and the harbour which still trades, there are wharfs crammed with pleasure-craft of every style, from a rowing boat to a three-masted schooner. Over this area there hangs a feeling of neglect; trade and industry seem arbitrary and the yachts symbols of idleness and waste.


At noon it grew dark. In his studio on the wharf, Matthew, turning away from the empty easel, watched from the window. Black bars of cloud rode upon the heaving sea, looming over the coast, a regiment of masked giants, their heads a spumy tangle that moved across the slate-grey sky. The sea, all whirlpool and waterspouts, laced with changing furious patterns of spray, seemed to obey no fixed law of physics.


The sound – a distant roar – awoke in him a sense of alienation, immediately stressed by the friends surrounding him. On this weekend before Christmes he had been trapped in an impromptu party; wine was drunk, toasts were made, anecdotes were told with relish.


The masts of the moored craft below the studio began to swing like pendulums, and with their movement sounds started, lonely and individual: chains rasped against stone, corrugated roofs rattled from their loose bolts, people shouted in warning and inquiry. He saw tarpaulins heave and arch beneath restraining ropes, then unroll, rear up and flail like shapes of drowning men. On a pad he began to draw rough impressions of this change, fascinated at the violence. Pebbles and gravel were thrown on to the wharf and the road beyond, the rain descended with the virulence of an equatorial storm. Now Matthew could not see through the window and he lighted oil lamps, placing them among his guests.


‘My dears, what a passion Zeus is in, let’s pour another libation to him at once, to thank him that we’re not at his mercy in my houseboat,’ Tommy Needham spoke: now in his late sixties, a war correspondent of past distinction, a pederast of obsessive inclination, independent but penniless, reminiscent of a turtle as his wrinkled head with its beaked nose craned upwards. ‘My little coracle will be sunk and then, dear Ainley,’ he placed his mottled hands together in mock prayer, ‘you’ll have to buy me another.’


‘You old rascal,’ Lord Clough replied, laughing – though his bank account felt unease – ‘I know you’ve got your beady eye on that smarter boat. Well, I can’t possibly afford it.’ He was a novelist of fame, a playwright and traveller, a searcher for the elusive Adonis who would combine passion with servitude. A quest of infinite frustration, as Matthew had told him.


‘I’m quite sure Tommy’s cwaft must have been damaged in Dunkirk,’ Count de Rosenbeau said; his dentures made a hissing noise which, together with his inability to pronounce the rolling ‘r’, made him difficult to understand.


‘Dear Bernie,’ Tommy said, clapping his hands in delight. ‘You desire always to give aristocratic lineage to any battered hulk.’ It was an ambiguous reference to the count’s heritage, for he claimed to be descended from a European monarch whose mistress, his grandmother, had been a cross between Lola Montez and Mata Hari. ‘Whether the holes were made with German bullets or not is quite irrelevant, the rain still pours through and I have a choice of either dying of pneumonia or hypothermia.’ His mouth sank at the corners into a grimace of gloom.


(I must ring Jane, Matthew thought: I said I’d be back for lunch and I’d promised Nicholas a war game.)


Gavin, an erudite literary reviewer, was speaking to Tommy of Karen Blixen. ‘Extraordinary revelation, for we had the same great, great, great-grandfather, Count Tychson, the friend of Tycho Brahe.’


(Lineage, family, roots: his forebears were an Essex wheelwright, a Romany on Epsom Heath and a baker in Battersea.)


‘A hydrocele is very nasty,’ Ainley pronounced. ‘It’s when the balls blow up.’


‘It is fluid upon one ball,’ Tommy spoke. He had a pedantic nature and constantly corrected his acquaintances.


‘There is too a dedicatory epigram by Lucillius,’ Gavin interrupted. ‘“Dionysius, the only one saved out of forty sailors, dedicated her the image of this hydrocele, tying which close to his thighs he swam to shore.” So even a hydrocele brings luck on some occasions.’


Tommy laughed, beating his thighs with the flats of his palms.


(He saw through the windows a sudden shaft of lightning. He felt how meaningless his work was, how false all hopes were, how insubstantial were these people who drank and chatted in his studio.)


Matthew flung an old raincoat over his shoulders.


‘My dear boy,’ Tom cried out in alarm, ‘you can’t go out in this.’


‘I must ring Jane. I told her I had to work, but I promised it would only be in the morning.’


‘She has the disposition of Medea,’ Tom whispered to Gavin with a smile of mischief. ‘Though as far as I can perceive she has never managed to acquire a golden fleece for him.’


Outside the fierce wind tore at people’s clothing, distorting the human form; the weird figures seemed like echoes from an old nightmare.


Matthew shouted into the telephone. ‘I’ve never seen such a storm. No, I can’t get back, no buses … the road is flooded.’


‘Please darling, I get frightened … I hate storms … Nicholas is wanting you…’


‘I’ll get back as soon as I can.’


‘I suppose you’re with Tom, drinking?’ she stated acidly.


‘I’ve been working.’


‘But it’s dark as night here,’ her comment was heavy with suspicion.


He ran back to the studio, the rain hit his uncovered head with a clash of knives. He saw that a rotting hulk was floating down the canal towards the furnace of the gasworks, which glowed with flashes of vivid orange.


‘My dear boy,’ Tom cried out, ‘you’re soaked.’ For a moment he fussed maternally over Matthew, lighting the extra oil fire and pouring him out another glass of wine. Yet the subject of his conversation with Gavin drew him back to his chair. ‘Yes, do go on. Snobbery.’ He raised his voice with a mocking side-glance at the lord – whom in secret they termed His Pumpship – and the count, both in their view bogus.


Gavin lowered his voice, stroked his beard and continued. ‘I have often been sustained in the ghastly vicissitudes of life by a sense of family pride, a sort of Gascon arrogance. Ridiculous, no doubt, but if kept to oneself of great pragmatic value. Is this snobbish? I find it difficult to call it that. It certainly enabled Norman Douglas to support many buffets of fortune and he was certainly no snob, although no lover of the middle classes. But one has to keep mum about it or it loses its efficacy. I trust in your discretion to let this fearful secret go no further.’


Tom patted his hand indulgently. ‘Ah yes, but dear Norman let himself become gross. Taking one’s false teeth out in order to suck off a boy of fourteen lacks Theocritan grace and charm.’


‘My American producer is absolutely thrilled by my new play,’ Ainley, fuelled by wine, became more bombastic.


‘We’re out of wine,’ Tom intoned in a voice of doom.


‘Come back for a late luncheon,’ Ainley invited them all with a magnanimous sweep of his arms. ‘Please do, I insist, it’s been so delightful.’


‘Yes, yes,’ Tom agreed impatiently. ‘But we must have more wine now, I’ve got a hoard on my houseboat.’


Matthew was happy at the excuse to leave again.


The chords of wind and rain echoed around him, the canal was bursting over the quay; leaky guttering spat old slime, beach pebbles shuttled back and forth, frail as autumn leaves: the deafening clamour seemed to be inside his skull. He thrust the door of the houseboat open, then going to the prow he bent down, opened a locker and brought out two bottles. As he stood up again he saw the pale image of a young boy’s face staring in at the window, the only colour that of scarlet which ran down the side of his cheek. The image was so vivid, the shock so horrific, that he dropped the bottles and rushed outside, knowing as he did so that the image had faded. He clung to the side of the boat. There was no sign of a boy or any figure, the boats either side were battened down. He returned inside, picked up the bottles and stared again at the window, wondering if the rain’s patterns could have created such an illusion – yet there had been a wound and a flow of blood.


As he returned to the studio in the storm’s lull, he saw the evidence of chaos and confusion. The tornado had disturbed the thin crust of civilization, exposing the refuse beneath. He was struck with a terrible image: that all real life had deserted this planet, that it was left with shadows and reflections, that the storm was part of original creation searching again for its nursery, and failing to find it had now moved on.


*


On some weekends, if Jane wished to be alone to prepare lessons or mark exam papers, Matthew took Nicholas to the studio and there they would paint together. The child would sit on the floor, smearing colour on with his hands. At times they would create objects together, made up from driftwood, cork, feathers and bottle-tops glued onto boards, give them titles and use them as subjects in a story.


Jane knew that Matthew had left them: left her and Nicholas: they were abandoned. Her senses cried out that this was true, even though Matthew returned to the Brighton house every day, slept in the double bed, took Nicholas to his school in the morning: he was not living with them any more. He had gone away, but who with this time?


She stared down at the pile of exercise books waiting to be read and marked. Why must she endure this tiresome chore, forced by Matthew’s fluctuating income to have to teach at a private school for girls? She felt her own powerful intellect was being cramped and starved.


Behind where Nicholas was happily painting, there were shelves crammed with paints, modelling tools, a few books and jam-jars full of various sticky residues which were both unnameable and unusable, a seagull’s wing and a pyramid made from pebbles and glass. This miscellany jutted out into the space to make a small cubicle in which there was a double mattress lying on several planks and supported off the wooden floor by four pillars of bricks. The mattress was uncovered and partly torn, the floor was thick with dust and spots of oil paint; a sordid area. Yet, in Matthew’s heart, the sight he now had of this mattress behind his son’s small active form provoked thoughts of triumph, bliss, satisfaction. He could not deny that he was in that state the romantics call love, yet he deceived himself that the power of his own emotions was still in his control and that by careful consideration and an ethical judgement of the situation, his marriage would not be jeopardized, nor his son’s happiness destroyed.


On this particular Saturday the early-morning sun had become obscured by thick clouds that had risen steadily from the sea. The harbour wall was hidden by a grey mist which clung to ropes and rigging. Matthew had forgotten to buy a supply of paraffin for the heaters; without sun the place became cold and gloomy, their mutual joy dissolved and as Matthew helped his son on with his duffel coat, Nicholas demanded to go home.


‘Not yet, Mummy has work to do. Tell you what, we’ll go and visit Nanny and Grandad. Give them a surprise, eh?’


This suggestion was pondered by Nicholas, his paternal grandfather gave him no pleasure. ‘Well, all right then, but only if you go on with the story.’


Matthew’s parents lived in retirement in a pebble-dash house behind Shoreham, near the River Adur where he and his father had often fished together when he was a child.


Eddy, now in his late sixties, kept remarkably healthy, considering that a doctor had diagnosed fifteen years ago that he was suffering from cirrhosis of the liver; not an astonishing prognosis considering the amount of beer and spirits that Eddy had consumed in his lifetime. But he was proud of the Simpson constitution, extolling its toughness with his usual idiomatic eloquence. He spent many hours working in the garden and his wrinkled skin was freckled and tanned by the sun, but age had shrunk and withered his body, the bouncing spongy fat that he had kept throughout his fifties had gone, leaving sagging folds of flesh, curved shoulders and spine; the energetic movement of his limbs and the arrogant vibrant features of his head gave him the appearance of a troll, still active and malevolent, ready to pounce upon the innocent from his Norse underworld. If Eddy’s appearance became over the years more bizarre and alarming, Hester’s, to some extent, had become more prosaic: she had lost the stature of tragedy (though that singular aspect of her mournful beauty may well have been a figment of Matthew’s tortured adolescence), and though plumper, greyer, growing ever more garrulous, her views tending to be more rigid and prejudiced, her taste more suburban, there was still an area of tragedy which she inhabited. Matthew summed it up in his mind as being Chekhov instead of Racine, but that shed more light upon his development than his mother’s. He saw the trivia of her life, no different from a million other middle-class housewives, but was also intensely aware of the wasteland within her, an arid sense of desolation which her profound religious faith could not disguise or ameliorate; she who, all her life, had aspired to the idea of the pure and good, remained unfulfilled, confused, unable to understand the shattered fragments of life that constantly confined her. He could hear her saying: ‘I should have worked with children. That was my work. I knew it, you know, right when I was a girl. I had an instinct, knew what kids felt, knew I could understand them. Born to it, I was.’


If now the most intense anguish had ebbed away from their marriage, a more pernicious aspect of their conflicting natures surfaced; since Eddy’s retirement Hester now had to endure his presence in and around the house all day, her sensibilities were bombarded by petty irritations, and this continual rasp upon her nerves she found at times unendurable. She and Matthew discussed it, not without some ironic amusement. ‘God forbid,’ Hester had said, ‘that he should find himself another woman, but at least he’d be out of the house. If only he’d go fishing more.’


‘He does, once a month.’


‘Yes, but I wish it was once a week. Mind you, I think they find him a bit much to put up with. You know, that estate.’ Hester was referring to Lord Pearson of Portland’s country park some thirty miles away, where Eddy had made friends with the bailiff and for a yearly sum had fishing rights to the lake and the river in the grounds. For some time now Hester had suspected from hints dropped by the bailiff and his wife that Eddy’s cheerful obscenities and his shabby mountebank exterior would have to be moderated if he was to continue to enjoy the privilege.


‘He won’t see it,’ Hester had gone on, ‘can’t take a hint, thinks they all adore him. Conceit! Never known a man so vain.’


Harold Wilson as Prime Minister plunged Eddy into deep gloom. ‘It’s always the small businessman that Labour goes for,’ he would claim. ‘It’s them that suffer, we haven’t a chance. I pity anyone trying to start up on his own today.’ If he felt anger and resentment against Labour policies it was nothing to the vindictiveness he felt about the working man. ‘Lazy, greedy, no pride in their work, the working man is ruining England.’ This last statement – culled from what newspaper? Eddy still read the Daily Mirror; perhaps he was merely voicing distress at the threat of change that his class felt. But it was a phrase that Eddy returned to with more and more emotion. Though this, at times, would be tempered by a chuckle, by a sigh of relief at the thought that at least he himself would not be alive to see the final humiliation of Great Britain.


The only positive factor in their retirement was that Aunt Hilda now lived with them. Matthew’s maternal great-aunt, now aged eighty-five, had a joyous and compassionate nature and acted as a buffer in the marital tensions.


Hester was never tired of saying: ‘Isn’t it funny, Dad hated dear old Mum but doesn’t mind Hilda at all. You’d think he’d be irritated with her funny ways, but it’s me that gets mad. Have you seen her legs?’


Matthew would say that he had seen her ankles, but what was significant about the rest of Aunt Hilda’s lower limbs?


‘See her walk when she wants to, strides out like a long-distance runner. Sometimes I think she’ll see us both go.’


Aunt Hilda certainly seemed agile and was especially fond of all of Hester’s children, rising from the deep armchair to greet them with an expansive hug and a smothering kiss and without a hint of the tremors her age might give her.


‘She does put it on so,’ Hester’s complaint was. ‘Mind you, she’s good with the washing-up and makes her own bed, but then she’ll say she gets faint and leaves the saucepans. I don’t mind. But I’d rather she’d say she doesn’t like cleaning saucepans. I can’t bear fibs.’


Matthew and Nicholas sat on top of the Southdown bus as it edged its way through the traffic, for the sea-mist had now entered the town and the pavements were empty of Saturday shoppers. ‘Why does Grandad always ask about models?’ Nicholas’s face was pressed close to the window. Matthew stared down to a shop with draped dummies.


‘Oh, not those models, Nicholas. Real people when they pose for artists are called models.’


‘Why does Grandad always want you to have them?’


Matthew could hear Eddy’s voice: When are you going to have a model at that studio, son, then I can come and hold your brushes?


‘He thinks all artists paint from life.’


They left the bus and walked down a road lined with acacia trees, the gardens walled by privet and laurel, to his parents’ home. It was simpler to enter the house through the kitchen, that door being sheltered by a small greenhouse, a source of fascination for Nicholas as it was also filled with objects and junk.


Matthew entered without knocking. Hester was standing with her back to him, as she turned he saw that her face was grubby with spent tears.


‘What is it?’


Hester opened her mouth, tried to speak, then he saw the lips close tight and an expression of rigid hatred suddenly cloud her face.


‘Good God, Mum, luv, whatever is it?’ He went to hug her but she stepped back, then felt in her apron pocket and drew out a crumpled sheet of Basildon Bond.


‘Read it for yourself,’ she said, the words jagged with the emotions she was suppressing.


He took the letter, noticing that the handwriting was immature and that the Biro had been faulty. He glanced at the signature first and saw it was from Angela, Julie’s daughter by her first marriage.




Dear Nanny,


Mum wants me to write to you and to tell you myself about what has happened. You met Paul when you came up here last summer. Well, I’m going to have his baby. Mum says it will upset you and I’m really sorry it has happened like it has. Also, I don’t want to marry him you see and Mum says that you will think I ought to, but I don’t love him any more. Mum says we ought to think about it and I agree. Please forgive me, Nanny.


Lots of Love,


                      Angela


PS. The baby is expected in six weeks time and we shall look after it here.





‘Good God,’ Matthew muttered. ‘But has Julie just noticed the lump then?’ He stared up at Hester’s face and saw how she was suffering. ‘Oh Mum,’ he went over to her and enfolded her in his arms. Outside the kitchen window Matthew could see Nicholas’s hand reach up for a flower pot and begin to shake the earth out of it. Hester began to sob on Matthew’s shoulder.


‘The way … the way,’ she stuttered through her sobs, ‘the way they’ve been brought up.’


‘Now, don’t take on so. Please, please, Mum.’ The intensity of her grief appalled him, he searched his mind for something to snap her out of this morbid horror she had always had for sex outside marriage. ‘Now come along,’ he murmured, ‘you’ll be the most glamorous great-grandmother that ever was.’


Her body shot away from his grasp, she looked up at him with fury. ‘Bugger that,’ she spat out.


Matthew turned away and stared out of the window, seeing that Nicholas was making a sandcastle from the earth spilt from last summer’s geraniums.


‘But she is nineteen, Mum. Good heavens, it seems quite sensible that she’s not going to rush into marriage.’


‘Oh I don’t mind that. What I hate is that it should happen at all. Can’t you see?’ She jabbed at her eyes with the handkerchief, rubbing the tears away savagely. ‘Mike and Julie, ’spose to be Christians. That Whitechapel Settlement, oh, all very fine, helping out in the East End and what happens at home? Those kids have been dragged up. I’ve told Julie time and time again, Mike should spend more time at home. That’s where his responsibilities are. But no, not him, he’s weak, that man. Julie told me. Married the same type, she says, just like Graham, she says, she has to make all the decisions and he just falls in with them.’


‘Well, I don’t know,’ he said lamely.


‘You walk into their home and what do you see? Some bloke that’s just got out of prison sleeping on the sofa. Poor chap, Julie says, staying with us for a few weeks. Well, what about those kids and the influence on them? That’s what I’d like to know.’


‘Mother really,’ he said, annoyed with his own image of what she ought to be. ‘You’re talking like a prejudiced old Tory.’


‘Oh, give ’em a home, that’s Christian, I’m not saying it isn’t. But with those two all their concern and Christian love goes on those ex-prisoners and they haven’t got any left for the kids. That’s my point. Look at David, plays truant, running around loose, never know what time of night he comes back. Can’t spell the simplest word. No prospects. Doesn’t know what he wants to do, talks to you out of the corner of his mouth and sounds as if he’s been brought up in a slum. I won’t go there. Julie knows. I’m just disgusted with her. I told her this morning.’


‘What did she say?’ he asked with surprise.


‘She agrees with me. She blames it all on Mike.’


‘Another happy marriage.’


Hester sighed. ‘My three kids and look at their lives. Jamey’s divorce is through but does it look as if Sundy will marry the man she’s been living with for years? I can’t understand her. I used to be so close to her. My Sundy, she’d tell me anything. Not any more, but none of you can pull the wool over my eyes, she’s not happy any more. I know it. How can she be? Living in sin and now when she’s got the chance she does nothing.’ Hester glanced at her son’s face. ‘Oh yes, and don’t tell me you’re happy. I pray every night that you will be…’


‘Mum, please.’


Hester gave a slight smile. ‘Well, you haven’t looked so damned miserable lately. Anyway, it’s none of my business. But sometimes, Matthew, oh yes, sometimes I feel we’ve brought into the world nothing but discord and misery in our kids’ lives, and it goes on and on like the Bible says to the grandchildren as well…’


‘Oh Mum, this gloom won’t do at all.’ He put his arms around her and she laid her head on his shoulder and gave a dry sob.


‘Cried my heart out, no tears any more,’ she muttered.


He held her tightly for a moment. ‘How about a medicinal brandy?’ he suggested brightly.


‘Might help,’ Hester sniffed.


Matthew took the half-bottle from the kitchen cupboard and poured his mother out a small measure. ‘But did Julie say she’d only just realized that Angela was pregnant?’


Hester picked up a colander and threw some brussels sprouts into it; she shrugged before she spoke. ‘Just what I’m saying, yes, they only knew this week. They said to each other Angela was putting on weight, but a bloody lump right under their noses and they didn’t suspect anything. When what happened last summer was they used to leave Angela and Paul on the sofa together and go to bed. Ought to have more sense.’ Hester tore the outside leaves from the sprouts and flicked them distastefully into the sink. ‘Modern mothers, makes me sick.’


‘But if they wanted to make love, they would have anyway. I mean, why the hell didn’t Angela use a contraceptive?’


‘That’s where I disagree. You make it easy for them. All this talk on television encourages them. Anyway, look at Angela, she’s always been a bit backward, I mean, she’s not her age. I don’t think it even crossed Julie’s mind. Well, she’s always been a bit on the naïve side too.’


‘What does Dad say?’


Suddenly Hester stopped peeling the sprouts and turned around to face Matthew, she smiled, then the smile lengthened and she began to laugh. ‘He said, oh dear me … he said,’ her shoulders were shaking with laughter, ‘that the young these days had no morals and it was disgusting.’


Matthew clapped his hands and began laughing too. ‘Coming from him,’ he cried.


‘Coming from him,’ Hester echoed. ‘I couldn’t believe it. I thought I hadn’t heard right.’


‘Did you say anything?’


‘I was speechless. Just dumbfounded. But if he says it again, I’ll tell him, I’ll just remind him of Mabel and bloody Elsie, all those damned floosies, only last week he told the vicar about them. He always has to boast. I don’t believe in God, he said, I’m not a hypocrite, I’ve enjoyed my life, I’ve had the women I want and I’ve broken every commandment there is except one. That’s what he said. To the vicar.’


‘What commandment hasn’t he broken?’ Matthew inquired, feeling sure that Eddy had smashed the lot.


‘Oh, you know,’ Hester said. ‘Honour your Father and Mother.’


*


‘Bugger that, she said so furiously,’ Matthew laughed again, then glancing up at Jane he saw her tears. ‘Oh but darling, what’s upset you?’


She wiped her eyes. ‘Poor Angela, I just think … it’s so sad. I’m sorry. And your poor mother, I do understand what she feels.’


‘Well, so do I.’


‘You did comfort her, I hope.’


‘She cheered up when Nicholas walked in covered in mud and geranium leaves. But she was so furious with Julie. That means she’s out now for a few months and Sundy will be forgiven for not marrying Jamey and be back in favour again.’


‘You are cynical about your mother. She’s so good, kind and brave. Look at what she’s put up with all these years.’


‘No need to tell me.’


‘Glad you rang, I was getting worried.’ The truth was – though Jane hardly cared to admit it to herself – that such days at the weekend gave her the breathing space her nature needed. To share a home with anyone, much less a family unit, she found an oppressive weight on her life. Solitude was necessary to her, it gave her time to repair the ravages that a highly nervous psyche continually wrought within her.


She scrutinized her husband. ‘Don’t you want a glass of wine? You don’t seem to be drinking much lately.’


He laughed. ‘Is that a complaint?’ He knelt down in front of the chair and took her in his arms. ‘Maybe when I drink it’s because I’m so unhappy and lately, well…’ he kissed her.


‘What?’


‘I love you, really, really I do … you know you find it so difficult to believe, but it’s true.’


‘Oh yes, oh yes,’ she twisted his fingers in hers. ‘We can be happy, we really can, can’t we?’


He kissed her ear.


‘Matthew,’ she said very quietly, ‘do you think … as you’re selling more paintings to the gallery … well, our income does look better now, doesn’t it? Might we try and have another baby?’ She gave him no time to reply, because this cost her so much to say, and continued quickly, ‘You know for years I felt such fear after that dreadful birth with Nicholas, but now I know … I’ve got my strength back. I know it wouldn’t be so bad the next time. I’d have it in hospital and they wouldn’t, with my history, let me go on for days in labour, they’d probably give me a Caesarean anyway … so I know I could go through with it. And just having one child, it’s not good, is it, not for Nicholas? I mean children ought to be able to criticize their dreadful parents and it would be a nice age for Nicholas, he would be so proud and good with a baby sister, don’t you think?’


All the time she had been speaking he had caressed her arms and face, listening attentively and nodding slightly in agreement.


‘You say you’re happier now, you say you love me and then, you know, I always feel such a sense of relief when that man, Reg, is out of the country. He seems still to have such power over you…’


‘It was his suggestion that I took my work to the Best-David Art Gallery.’


‘I know. But then …’ she gave a light laugh ‘… I didn’t trust that suggestion. I was quite sure he had an ulterior motive, but I couldn’t see what.’


He brushed her lips softly. ‘You are an absurd baby.’ Then he began to unbutton her blouse, slipped his hand underneath and kissed her with such fervour she now felt alarm.


‘No, Matthew…’


‘Yes, here. Now, in front of the fire.’


‘But we must think about it carefully. Or if … well, what about the casserole? I’m sure it’s done.’


Gently he had pulled her to the floor, but she was still quietly struggling. ‘Let me go to the bathroom and put the damned thing in, please darling. We mustn’t be irresponsible. That would be wicked.’


He had tugged her skirt off and now she sat in front of the fire and pulled her slip over her head. ‘Yes, let’s be irresponsible, let’s make love without those bloody contraptions.’


‘You don’t see it, or feel it,’ she said laughing, releasing the hook of her brassière so that Matthew now cupped her breasts in his hands.


He fell on top of her, pushing her flat onto the floor so that she yelped as her head hit a chair leg. ‘Shut up.’


‘Don’t dare talk to me like that!’ she announced in her best schoolmarm tones, as she watched Matthew’s clothes flying off and being thrown all about the room.


‘Let’s make babies. Let’s have twins,’ he chanted with exultation, and because she so dearly loved him, because this schoolboy exuberance enchanted her, she felt her whole soul and body fill with gentle passion which overwhelmed all reason, so that she hugged his nakedness tightly inside of her.


*


On the same day, a little earlier in time, Sundy also lay on the floor; Joe was crawling over her, tugging at her skirt and investigating her toes. She was only dimly aware of his activity, because she was also on the telephone to Reg who had rung from Ireland.


‘Well, okay, you haven’t yet told me the reason why you want Becky to go to a boarding school.’ Reg returned to the question which she had no wish to explain.


‘Keep on changing my mind about it. Things are difficult.’


‘With Jamey?’


‘Not necessarily … I think it’s me, if you want to know. I’m going through a bad patch. Feel I can’t cope. I mean you see Becky on her best behaviour, maybe you can remember what adolescence was like? Well, she’s in the throes of it and I don’t feel … I get frantic … that I’m doing all the wrong things. Maybe, some distance between us would be best for both of us? But Reg, I haven’t decided. I just wrote in a panic, you’d have to pay half the fees anyway.’


‘Seems the classic way out with divorced kids.’


‘Can we change the subject? Ouch,’ she cried as Joe wrenched a toe back. She dragged him on to her lap. ‘Why are you in Ireland anyway?’


‘We’re doing an edition of Irish writers for the magazine. Also it’s easier to get to London.’


‘Why London?’ she asked, feeling an obscure motive in this admission.


‘Oh, it looks as if I’m moving on.’


‘On where?’ I might well have said on whom, she thought.


‘Can’t say at the moment. Needs finalizing.’


‘Well, Reg dear, I’m sure you’ll get what you want.’


‘But will you?’ he asked quietly.


She ignored him. ‘Are you staying in Gibbs Toothpaste Castle again? Oh Reg, you do pick the rich and influential. What’s Basil Thrupp going to do for you, I wonder? Could it be something with moving on? Though I mustn’t pry because you were helpful, you stopped Jamey being swindled out of his partnership, so I am grateful…’


‘Good,’ he answered crisply. ‘How’s Boyo?’


‘That’s my name for him,’ she said crossly.


‘Didn’t know you had the copyright. But it does fit his cheerfulness better than Joe.’


Her hand stroked the child’s hair. ‘He’s lovely. Just beautiful.’


Later as she bathed him she felt such overwhelming love for this chubby creature, his pinkness, softness, shapelessness, his laugh, his dark-blue eyes and curly brown-black hair and the fact that, from quite small, he had a distinctive personality, a dancing mischievous somewhat pert reaction to her; she felt close and entwined with this one – more so than when Becky had been this age – felt she could understand his thoughts and reactions, felt he belonged to no one else but her.


She began to wash Boyo gently with the soap, murmuring to him: ‘There we are now, a good clean boy, and who is it that’s going to live with your old Mama, eh? Just you and me Boyo, away, deep in the country, maybe we’ll get a dog and some puss-cats, maybe some chickens. Oh yes, we’ll have fun, you see.’


He clung to her as she hauled him out and laid him on a towel.


The door opened and Jamey stood there, he looked a trifle bemused, then staring down at the baby gently prodded his tummy with his finger. ‘What’s all this about a rural retreat? First I’ve heard of it.’


She shrugged. ‘Well, he doesn’t understand, does he?’


‘Yes, but I did.’


‘Jamey dear,’ she said with slight sarcasm. ‘There’s not much about me that you’ve ever understood.’


He took a step back. ‘Oh well, if you’re in one of your fierce moods,’ and he closed the door.


After she had tucked Boyo into his cot she returned to the drawing room where Jamey was seated reading a typescript.


‘By the way, Reg rang again from Ireland. I do think you might write him a line to thank him for sorting out all that business.’


‘What did he want this time?’


‘Oh, just asking about Becky.’


Jamey’s pencil marked the typescript.


‘Well, is it too much to ask? Merely good manners, I would have thought…’


‘That man always means trouble,’ Jamey said in a low voice.


‘What bloody cheek. He saved your job, saved you from being swindled by your mistress. Well, that’s what it was, don’t deny it.’


‘There was no proof. It sounded like malicious gossip.’


‘What for? To break your liaison up with Georgi? Why should Reg do that?’


‘Because too often he seems to be the éminence grise behind London sex scandals,’ Jamey snapped, still turning the pages of the typescript. ‘I haven’t forgotten the time when he sat on those stairs outside eavesdropping on a private conversation.’


So engrossed were they in this argument that they had not heard the front door open and Becky’s footsteps on the stairs, nor could they know that she had now adopted the same position as her father, sitting on the top step with her back against the wall, listening with vague interest, for she was at the age when eavesdropping is only fascinating if it is personal.


‘Reg is Becky’s father, that’s the important point.’ She shouted at him and there was silence for a moment.


‘Both of them,’ he muttered, without looking up.


He had hardly spoken before Sundy swirled around and faced his chair. ‘Look Jamey, I can’t endure living here any more. I can’t stand this frozen gulf between us. I can’t endure living with a feeling of guilt, though God knows why I should, considering I had two rolls in the sack with Reg after you had been carrying on with Georgi Bloom for over a year, yet because of Boyo, because I hid who his father was until after he was born…’


‘Why tell me then?’ Jamey asked with icy precision.


‘To be fair to you, that’s why … You know I wanted to leave last year when I told you. You know that you forced me to stay, you said that black feeling I had, oh that I couldn’t bear you to touch me, you said that would go … well, it hasn’t, has it?’


‘I don’t know,’ he mumbled.


‘Christ, Jamey, we don’t share the same bedroom any more. My choice and I want it that way. Haven’t you noticed if you do hug me I am tense and cold and though I fight it … all feeling hasn’t yet gone, I know that, I’m very, very fond of you … but that isn’t enough, is it?’


‘Isn’t it?’


Becky thought: What a sad bitch Mummy’s become ever since the baby was born. No wonder Daddy left her.


Sundy turned away from Jamey and pulled the curtains across the windows. ‘Your parents in all their kindness and wisdom, sometimes I ask myself what heritage they gave you and Roland. You demand love yet you’re frightened of real responsible involvement.’


‘Save me from cheap Freudian explanations, Sundy. Look, I’m not going to be a pessimist about us. We’ve lived together for almost six years, every relationship goes through bad patches, we have to have the will to survive them. Whatever you say and feel now, I know we can still work. You don’t want marriage, okay … let’s go on as we have done. I can be a father to both your children. I feel no jealousy about Reg, no resentment against Boyo, I think he’s a super kid, all bounce and grins and burps, besides Mama is potty about him.’


‘Oh yes, that’s another shaft of guilt for me to suffer. Your parents and their longing for grandchildren. Well, Roland won’t produce any, and I refuse to sleep with you, so hadn’t you better find yourself a new girl, some nice earthy cow who won’t even notice your unfaithfulness or the fact that bedding women to you is as automatic as clocking in at a factory gate.’


‘That’s a bitchy exaggeration. For God’s sake you might give me credit for some generosity of feeling, for being a father in all ways but blood to both Becky and Joe, at least they have a home, security, comfort. Are you going to despise all that? Or do you think it would be better for them to have a mother sculpting away in some damp cottage never knowing where the next shilling is coming from?’


‘I’ve always been financially independent,’ she answered brusquely.


‘On what you earn you couldn’t afford to live here and probably not in London at all.’


‘Arguments have a horrible habit of returning to money, Jamey.’


‘Maybe because it’s more important than you want to think.’


She sat down on the sofa, suddenly the words that had been spoken so angrily and resentfully seemed to her quite meaningless. The trouble was not this at all. The core of her doubts and grief lay elsewhere and she must explain it to Jamey. ‘Can’t you see?’ she cried out near to tears. ‘That I feel nothing for anyone, except … oh Christ, it sounds so damned awful, except for my Boyo … that baby ever since he was born, maybe it was because I nearly died then, maybe just in those few days when both he and myself were struggling for life, in that time we were so united, so deeply entwined that I feel more than love. I feel a power of such rooted devotion and worship that I cannot even think of much else. My whole being is wrapped up in him. It terrifies me because … will it always be like that? I don’t know, but it is now and so … I am just cold and indifferent to everyone else, yes even Becky … that frightens me too. Why the hell do you think she is being so difficult? It is not just her age, it is me, I have no feeling for her any more. How could it have vanished? What have I done in my life for this to happen? I can’t see any good qualities in the girl at all, nothing but selfishness, arrogance. And it takes all of my strength not to show her the distaste and nausea I feel at her behaviour. Oh, if I believed in God, I’d pray to Him to save me…’


She stopped, hearing a cry. Jamey had listened to her with a frown. He watched her as she stood up from the sofa and walked towards him.


‘You see?’ she murmured. ‘Didn’t you hear? Boyo woke up, he cried out, I must go, somehow he senses something … I know it, so deep inside of me.’


Jamey stood and faced her.


‘Let me go, I must. I’m useless to you. It’s all over between us.’


‘No,’ he shook his head sadly and began to put his arms around her.


‘There. He cried again.’ She swerved away from him and walked briskly out of the room. So intent was she in going at once to Boyo’s room that she failed to notice Becky crumpled on the stairs, her sobs muffled by her scarf; nor did she think it odd that Boyo was sleeping peacefully with his thumb in his mouth.
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The Best-David Art Gallery was in Kendal Street, for it had never been in competition with London’s more ambitious galleries in that élite area around Burlington Arcade; it preferred to exhibit work small in scale, modest in price and within a tradition that might be termed typically English in character; the technical execution being masterful while the content was generally, if not trivial, certainly unambitious. However, Roland Best-David did not disdain a fashionable mode as his father did, he enjoyed a flirtation with idle concepts in revolutionizing the visual arts and never wished to reject a profitable market where paintings were merely complements to interior design; so once a year, if not more often, he imported American and foreign artists and exhibited their work with financial success. The gallery had earned a reputation for being loyal to a tradition of taste inherent in the English nature, while also not afraid to show works thought of as being refreshingly experimental.


Roland’s apartment above the gallery was austerely white, the chromium simplicity of the furniture imported from Italy while the deft paintings framed in silver were in the softest tones and hues. His home did not reflect Roland’s character in the least, except to explain what Roland thought his context ought to be, showing merely the style of his defence against society. Matthew had broached such brittle fortifications instinctively; had he had the foresight to consider the outcome, he might well have been appalled at the destruction ahead.


Certainly on this night in Roland’s bedroom at the top of the house, with one large window facing Hyde Park, the white pallor of the room, the muted tones of carpet and bedcover seemed to indicate the leprosy of their psychological predicament, a situation as desolate and arid as a moonscape.


‘You don’t seriously expect that I would break up my marriage, leave my son and come and live here?’ Matthew’s tone was as outraged as his phrases, as he turned towards the mahogany panelled door and turning the key barred the way out of the room. ‘No, I won’t let you leave until we have discussed it.’


‘My guests…’ Roland was confused.


‘Are well able to look after themselves as they are only interested in themselves anyway. I haven’t much time. I have a train to catch. I have to take Nicholas to his school in the morning. You choose to forget such mundane responsibilities.’


‘Christ. I think I’m going mad.’


‘What kind of pressure do you think I’m suffering?’


‘Well, it’s not helped,’ Roland shouted, ‘by such demonstrations as that!’ He flung his arm out and indicated a large mirror which was covered in words composed out of shaving foam: I luv yer guts. ‘Anyone could walk in and see that.’ Then he became calm. ‘Look Matty, whatever you say, that’s it, it always has been…’


‘No. From your letters all last week you asked me to come to a decision. How can I without discussing it, thrashing it all out with you? I thought at least this evening we would be alone. But Christ, what do I find, fifteen bloody people to dinner…’


They stared at each other shaking with nerves, their furious sexual entanglement was a mutual craving of such rapacity that it had become a mania of the flesh which defied all balanced reasoning.


Three months they had loved each other, for their sexual ecstasy had inflamed all emotions and there were times of tenderness, of deep regard, of a gentle loving celebration which cared for the other; yet, in their secret assignations, such calm had no time to grow and flower into civilized balance or assessment of their fate. Constantly they were flung back into this angry whirlpool, where no decision but the next meeting could be considered.


They kept on crying out: ‘We can’t go on. How can we go on?’ Yet their affair continued, creating deceit and intrigue; under the illusion that their relationship was hidden beneath layers of secrecy, when even now Roland’s guests downstairs in the gallery, where some of Matthew’s work hung, could plainly hear the muffled curses of their quarrel.


Jane believed that her husband was discussing a mural commission at Basil Thrupp’s house in Eaton Square. She had been told in these months so many lies that some at least she believed; yet she knew that Matthew was different, there was an hysterical air about his thought, a lack of logic in his routine, a general madcap attitude that terrified her – yet at the same time he had become more gentle, passionate and loving. She was confused, unable to comprehend what was going on. If Jane had been able to hear the bitter quarrel raging in that tall, terraced house in Kendal Street, she would have been outraged at its nihilism, the total and systematic rejection of her life, their marriage and child. She would have scorned the tears that were shed and refused to believe that they wept genuinely. It would be wrong to suggest that they saw their feelings for each other in any sense other than a grand romantic mad passion, which in the normal way had grown from a few casual meetings, then suddenly sprung into an emotional unity which had seemed elegiac and unexpectedly wondrous. Sensing this lyrical onslaught on his feelings Matthew had hesitated, stepped back, attempted to examine the consequences; yet even then it was too late, for every movement, word and expression of the fated evenings seemed now carved in stone inside his nature.


‘Don’t you understand how split I am?’ Matthew spoke. ‘Can’t you see that I feel shaken, that the two halves of my life are both in ruins?’


Roland flung his arms up against the locked door and crushed Matthew hard against it, he began to beat the door with his fists, then clawing at Matthew’s hair he banged his head against the wooden panel, stopped, then kissed him with fury on the lips.


Such love became their form of punishment, the ordeal they inflicted on each other, for there was an equal law that both were brutally active, both in spasms of fury were passive, so that master and servant clashed and coordinated in a rite of desire and satiation and after the burning pain of orgasm there might be a small parenthesis of peace.


‘So it cannot stop … I have no strength, no will to end it all,’ in a hushed voice Matthew spoke.


‘It can go on. Jane need never know,’ Roland answered, as they lay half-naked.


The vague thought entered Matthew’s mind that they were living in a fool’s paradise. It was as if he had consumed the whole identity of this man, swallowed his life and personality, and would return to Jane that night unrecognizable.


‘Roland has taken the part of Reg,’ Jane had said recently, and he had laughed and denied such a thought as absurdity.


*


‘To be split. What is wrong with being so utterly split?’ Matthew talked to himself: too agitated to return home, he now walked the Brighton Esplanade in the early hours of the morning with a new moon, a shivering crescent of silver perched surrealistically on a pinnacle of the Palace Pier.


The delicate tracery of the ironwork looked like handwriting etched against the night sky. In his confusion, stimulated by passion as well as whisky and wine, having a tendency to fall prey to mysticism, Matthew now felt that these were hieroglyphs that spelt out a message for him. The chaos of the evening had given him a surge of physical energy, so that he was hardly aware of the effort it took to climb an iron pillar and clamber over the balustrade.


Behind him he noticed that all the lights were on in Lord Clough’s house. ‘Some bloody party,’ he mumbled, and creeping from side to side of the pier he pursued the architectural embroidery. He turned around gloomily and saw a placard, it read: Life Saving Class.


At Lord Clough’s house the door was ajar for guests were leaving. He sidled past them with a distant air. ‘Where’s Ainley?’ he asked a pretty fellow with violet eyes and furred lashes, too sensational to be real, surely?


‘Upstairs in the study with Basil Thrupp.’ Matthew started to go in that direction. ‘Don’t disturb them. It’s a film project, they’ve been closeted there for more than an hour.’


Matthew paused. ‘Bloody funny. I had an appointment with Basil Thrupp but that was at Eaton Square.’


The clear brow above the violet eyes puckered in a slight frown. ‘I’m Mr Thrupp’s personal assistant. What’s your name?’


‘Split, I’m split,’ he said angrily, sitting down on the stairs. The assistant wandered off.


‘Champagne is good for you,’ Matthew sang between glasses. The guests avoided him as if he was obscurely contaminated. ‘Nothing but Brighton dregs, all pissed out of their minds.’


Across the drawing room, through the crowd, he saw Gavin; his great bulging form astride a sofa, his face very flushed, his greying beard jutting out aggressively. Matthew drew nearer. Gavin was speaking, gesturing grandly, though no one listened; but his prose and booming voice implied he was holding court. ‘Romeo and Juliet ends with Tybalt’s death. “Of course,” she said, “you must always have known that. My boy, we should have rode together. In Africa, we should have done everything together. Now I am so old and ill, les maladies galantes, and it is all too late.” We drank champagne and I carried her into the restaurant at Claridge’s in my arms, a bundle of unholy bones, feathery, sublime.’


Matthew sat down beside him. ‘Ah,’ Gavin said, ‘a friend, a spark of truth in this garbage which is all flatulence and fake. My dear chap, you’ve heard of singing for your supper. Well, writing for one’s lunch and dinner is His Pumpship’s own, one is tempted to say his only, invention.’ He gulped down a large glass of champagne. ‘I sell my soul for a mess of potage. One glowing review in the Observer next Sunday of Ainley’s new novel’ He rose unsteadily and stumbled through the crowd.


Matthew climbed the fire escape which ran up the back of the house which the study window overlooked.


‘Yul Brynner. Absolutely spot on. Whoopee,’ Ainley was saying. Matthew peered through the parting of the velvet curtains.


‘And what a part for Ingrid,’ he heard Mr Thrupp’s voice. ‘I know she’ll be crazy about it.’


‘Bergman and Brynner again after Anastasia. It can’t fail, my dear Basil.’


‘But what a property, Ainley, you know I consider your novel to be a work of genius.’


‘How kind. I showed you Raymond’s letter. More moving than Bovary. And dear Gavin will give me a rave review this Sunday.’


(What am I doing here? Matthew thought. He had had some vague idea of asking Ainley’s advice, but how could he have thought that was worth having? I’m split. Two halves I want to flush down a sewer. I loathe myself.)


‘The greatest novel of the century,’ Basil’s voice, now near the window where Matthew had leant his cheek. But he was dislodged suddenly. The window was thrust open and he slipped but balanced himself by gripping the sill. He looked down and saw Basil’s hands plumply pink, over-ringed, crumbling a bread roll. He was speaking with sentimental fervour. ‘Sometimes the sea gull’s cry moves me more than poetry.’


Matthew yanked the window down sharply on those hands. He heard Basil’s cry of pain as he ran down the spiral stairs. Outside the front door there was a commotion, a group stood around a recumbent form that lay across the steps, from its shape he recognized Gavin.


As he stumbled into the bedroom Jane switched the light on.


‘It’s gone three. Where have you been?’


‘At a party. Life brims over with parties. Nothing but party time and giggles and champers and silly sods with silly schemes splitting at the seams.’ He chuckled and sat down on the bed with a thump.


‘You’re drunk,’ she eyed him with displeasure. ‘But how did you get back to Brighton? By train? I haven’t slept a wink. You know how I worry.’ He had pulled his shirt over his head and thrown it on the floor. Jane saw the weals left by Roland’s nails. ‘What’s that? What on earth have you been doing?’


‘What’s what? Eh sweetheart?’ He turned in the mirror. ‘Oh that! Went for a walk on the pier, ’cos God had written a message and guard dog attacked me.’


‘Naked?’ she cried out in certain disbelief.


‘Yeah, going to have a midnight bathe.’


‘Diving from the pier, I suppose.’ She watched him as he climbed into bed. ‘Well, you might tell me if you got the commission? As it seems to have been such a lavish party, perhaps you didn’t even meet your host?’


‘Oh, I met him all right.’ He put his arms around her, the heat of the bed made his head thick with alcoholic fumes.


‘Well, did you make an impression?’


‘I think so. Maybe a brutal one.’ He laughed, hearing again the cry of pain.


‘What are you going on about?’


‘He’ll remember me, don’t you worry.’


‘You’re so vain. Was anything decided? We could do with the money, you know.’


He kissed her neck and snuggled into her side. ‘Let’s make love.’


She thought: I must learn to forgive this silly drunken behaviour. I do love him.


She hugged him and he began to kiss her breasts. He thought of Jane’s arse, as pearly pink as a Rubens, and longed to sink his teeth into those twin domes.


‘I wanna kiss your bum,’ he murmured in a slurred fashion.


‘Oh no,’ she said with irritation; as if to imply just slip it up and let’s get it all over with, then back to sleep.


‘But I do,’ his voice rose in that querulous despair of the irrational drunk. ‘I wanna kiss it, bite your bummy. Yes sirree, sink my teeth right into that delicious flesh.’


‘Well, you can’t,’ she said with emphatic irritation.


‘But I wanne er … too.’ The heat of her body made him feel more deliriously drunk than ever.


‘I don’t want to be bitten.’ It seemed to her a most beastly affront and an element of fear now crept into her irritation.


‘It’s just love, my sweetypie, thasisall.’


‘Not love to me.’ She answered as if it was a question in an exam paper.


‘Turn over,’ he tried to push her body, but it stubbornly clung to him. ‘Go on, shan’t hurt, promiff, juswanna stick my teeth into lovely flesh see?’


‘I told you. You can’t.’


It was now, because suddenly there was hysteria in her voice, that his mood of drunken lasciviousness left him and anger was in its place. Unlike Matthew’s background, Jane’s was of such sobriety that she had no experience of the state of inebriation and never saw it as pathetic or harmless; it frightened her and caused panic. But all Matthew could think was why the hell should he not bite her bum, such acts were part of his conjugal rights; and before she was aware of what was happening he had leapt out of bed, turned her over on to her front and sunk his teeth into what he had aimed for. But she had been as quick as he was, the pearly white bum was not poised in the air for a ritual act of sensual celebration; no, it had half turned back to bury itself into the safety of the mattress and her knee came up and hit him in the jaw. This was not intentional, it was pure accident in the flurry of movement, and an involuntary act of defence from Jane, but the blow made Matthew bite his tongue. In a spasm of anger he slapped her face and cried out: ‘Know your master, woman.’ It was an absurd phrase, yet somehow it summed up all the years of marital tensions and frustration and he said it with a mad mockery – but the effect on Jane was devastating. She screamed, staring up at him with terror.


‘I’ll never forgive you.’


‘Turn over.’


They stared at each other with hatred, then Matthew shrugged and climbed back into bed; he heard her furious sobbing through an alcoholic fog, in a few moments he was asleep.


*


Roland was wealthy and exhibited a dotty charm that was endearing; he had a range of expensive, casual clothes, he was tall and slim and had a natural arrogance that comes from a secure heritage. In his middle thirties, he was socially much in demand as a promising bachelor, for he had kept his homosexual nature a furtive secret; the few informed friends he had thought of him as a ‘closet queen’ for he had not yet dared share his life with a lover.


Almost every day Roland wrote hurried letters to Matthew at the Shoreham studio, letters of passion, concern and longing. Two or three times a week they would speak on the telephone. The power Roland had over Matthew grew in intensity, part of Roland’s nature became more prominent through Matthew needing it; he cared for Matthew in the detailed way that a natural parent has for a lame child. He was decisive, planning sales of work and future exhibitions, working to get Matthew commissions for book illustrations, drawings of politicians in magazines and newspapers and easing the whole burden of that struggle to earn a living from art.


This positive side of Roland was only eroded when he felt that their love was threatened by Matthew’s guilt and devotion to his son; it was then that the furious arguments and vituperative scenes ensued.


Matthew would no longer endure the depth of his deception to Jane, he had become ugly to himself, the guilt was too oppressive. He hid his face in his hands and confessed.


‘I love him. I can’t cut it out of me, it’s no good, I’ve tried, if I could give him up, I would. What I beg of you, is to be patient again, to endure this, it can’t go on … it must be some extreme form of infatuation. Why it exists, when…’


‘What?’ he heard her voice, hard and bitter.


‘Now, why it exists now! When we have been happier and more united … I’ve no answer, I can’t see into myself. All I know is that it exists…’


There was a long silence and slowly he turned away from the piano and dared to look at her. She sat in the high-backed Edwardian chair, her hands clasped in her lap, her cheeks damp with shed tears, but staring down at her hands as if they were alien objects.


‘You mean,’ she said slowly, ‘that you refuse to even try and give him up?’


‘I can’t. It’s impossible. But please … in a few months, then, maybe then…’


‘Too late then,’ she murmured wearily.


‘No, it is never too late,’ he said ingenuously, ‘But why are you so calm?’


She jerked her head back and stared at him with defiant fury. ‘Calm!’ she spat out the word. ‘How you betray me, the marriage, our son. Don’t you think I suffer to see you despise us all.’ And through her tears she continued, ‘I can hardly believe your irresponsibility. Do you realize that I might well be pregnant again now at this very moment?’


‘But you’re not. You know you’re not.’


‘Ah, but you never considered that aspect, did you? To think that I trusted you not two months ago … can’t you see how wicked your behaviour is? You were infatuated with Roland then. Yet it did not stop you from making passionate love to me. I could be carrying your child and you would leave us without a thought.’


‘No,’ he said confused. ‘How could I?’


‘You mean that would stop you! Oh, I doubt it, if what you’ve told me is true.’


‘You always act like some Victorian ruined maiden.’


‘Is that so. Well, I would not disdain their morality, maybe there was more to it than you ever want to see.’


He had heard this moral sermonizing so many times before. He did not believe her view of him. He discounted what she now told him. That he loved Roland because Matthew was a snob, longing for success and riches, that he knew Roland would provide him with the social milieu he longed for.


Jane took Nicholas to stay with her parents for the weekend; when she returned she was calm and spoke tenderly to Matthew.


‘We can’t continue. I haven’t the strength. Some women can live like this. I can’t. I must leave you, but you know I will take Nicholas. You do understand that, don’t you?’


‘But you’d let me see him often, wouldn’t you?’


He heard himself say the words as if in a dream; his main feeling was relief.


‘Of course,’ she said with quiet definition. ‘If you decide to live with Roland, if you are settled together, I don’t see any reason why Nicholas should not come up and stay with you in London.’


He did not see beneath the surface; he could not tell what it cost Jane to say these words.


The following summer months were unreal, though they had resigned themselves to their failure, sometimes they still made love; Matthew feeling free and full of sensuality, Jane responding with more languor and ecstasy than ever before. Once she said: ‘Do you think we might go on doing this after we’ve parted?’


‘Why ever not?’


*


In the middle sixties the divorce laws were archaic. Matthew wanted a divorce that was cheap and quick, besides, he did not want the homosexual aspect referred to.


‘Aspect!’ Jane laughed. ‘My God, you’re half queer or more than half. That’s why you’re leaving me, isn’t it?’


He frowned. ‘Yes, I suppose so.’ There were other reasons, yet he did not want to discuss them for fear they would provoke anger in Jane. Now, when Nicholas was in his fifth year, he had seen his mother become hysterical with grief and Matthew could not endure the thought of his son emotionally siding with Jane and hating his father for causing the pain. He could not suffer that his son should be struck with the same psychological wound he had lived with all his life.


‘We can get a divorce on adultery and that will only cost-about one hundred and fifty quid.’


‘It would be collusion. That is illegal,’ Jane said sweetly.


He insisted.


‘How on earth do you find a girl who you pretend to commit adultery with?’ Jane asked: she was detached, he should have known, but he trusted her.


‘The Dowager Duchess will find me one.’


‘The who?’


‘You know, Bubbles the Barman,’ Matthew answered. Jane obviously did not know, so he explained. ‘The count’s boyfriend about twenty years ago, then Lord Clough’s, then pensioned off and given the Dower House in Camp Town but because Bubbles was bored he is also the barman at the Spotted Dog.’


Jane snorted. ‘Thank God I shan’t have to hear much more about the Brighton camps. The only acquaintance of yours I ever wanted to meet was Gavin and he’s dead.’


‘What?’ Matthew cried. ‘But when?’


‘Didn’t you see the Observer tribute, it was weeks ago now. He died at a party given by your precious Lord Clough.’


‘Good God,’ Matthew muttered.’ I wondered why there wasn’t a rave review from him. Poor Ainley overdid the caviare and champers…’


‘Christ knows what world you’ve been living in these last months.’


Bubbles took a day to make the arrangement.


‘Gin and orange, no ice.’ Sadie was slim and pretty, she wore a black dress and silver shoes with peep toes and stiletto heels. Bubbles had primed her.


‘That’s my friend over there.’ Matthew turned to where Sadie pointed; slumped over a pint of bitter was a young man in black leather with a tangle of tawny curls and the sweet face of a Florentine youth who might have sat for Donatello.


‘Would he like a drink?’ Matthew asked, feeling this adventure was getting exciting.


‘You can give her another pint,’ Sadie said, then she called across the bar. ‘’Ere, Trigger.’


Trigger sauntered over. She gripped Matthew’s hand and spoke in a bass cockney accent.


‘We do luv each other,’ Sadie said with a deep sigh, ‘’cos, you know, we’ve both ’ad an ’ard life, ’aven’t we Triggs?’


Jane went to a detective who took notes and agreed that Matthew would be followed. But after two weeks Jane said: ‘It’s no good. They say she might just as well be a model.’


‘But I nibbled her ear and kissed her neck in public!’ Matthew said in exasperation.


‘Well, that isn’t adultery, is it? They say that if it is really an affair you would be seeing her in the evening. It seems that if you drink with someone it looks more suspicious.’


One afternoon, as Sadie modelled in the studio, they heard a loud knock on the door. ‘Who the ’ell is that?’ Sadie cried out in alarm. She took off her sun hat and shielded her loins.


Matthew opened the door. His father beamed at him.


‘Hallo son, just passing, thought I’d…’ He stepped around Matthew and now his greeting faded upon his lips as he saw Sadie’s figure demurely recoiling beneath the hat. ‘Well, blimey, that’s more like it. Hallo dear. I’m Eddy, the artist’s father. I help to undress the models for him and then hold the brushes. Want some help now?’


‘No Father, we’re busy,’ Matthew said brusquely.


‘Don’t be like that. Now, what’s your name?’ He took off his battered green trilby and bowed. ‘Nice bit of fluff, eh?’ And turning towards Matthew he gave him a wink. ‘Knew the boy had it in him. Oh, you’re a crafty one, you are.’ Then he saw the mattress. ‘All the home comforts too.’ He turned back to Sadie, and getting out a half-bottle of Scotch from a baggy pocket he offered it to her. ‘Have a drink, luv, warm you up, now don’t let me stop your work. Just you go on as if I’m not here.’


‘Is he all right?’ Sadie asked in a stage whisper.


‘Quite harmless, aren’t you, Dad?’ Matthew said cheerfully.


‘That’s right, my dear,’ Eddy said with gusto. ‘Now, where’s the brushes? I must hold something.’ And he gave Matthew another wink. But as Sadie replaced her sun hat, revealing her beribboned and fluffy underwear, Eddy said: ‘Cor, bless me, that does tickle me fancy. ‘Ave another gulp of Scotch, dear. That’ll do you good.’


‘Don’t mind.’ Sadie moved her hips: Eddy might be old, but he did treat her like a lady.


‘Well, how long has this been going on? You and my boy then?’


‘Several weeks.’ Sadie blew Matthew a kiss.


‘Is that so?’ Eddie was impressed. He sat down on the dais at Sadie’s feet. ‘Lovely figure you got, my dear. I’ll say that. Tell you what, I’ve got the car outside, let’s take a run into Brighton, go to a few pubs and then I’ll take you both out to dinner.’


‘Sorry Dad, we’re busy.’


‘Oh, so you don’t want me along, eh? That’s a nice way to treat your old Dad. Lovely bit of fluff like this and you don’t want me to enjoy it. Well, my dear … what did you say your name was? Sadie. Yes well Sadie, you wouldn’t say no, would you?’


‘Lovely.’


‘Fancy my boy, then. Do you?’


‘Yes. We’re ever so happy together,’ Sadie cooed.


‘Don’t worry son, shan’t tell your mother,’ Eddy raised his voice cheerfully. ‘She’s a puritan, she is. And Matthew in her eyes never can do a thing wrong. Not like me. Cor, do I get it.’


Matthew felt a blind rage building up inside him. He took the drawing of Sadie and tore it into pieces.


‘He’s never done that before,’ she said, confused.


‘That’s what they call having an artistic temperament,’ Eddy offered the explanation and a cigarette.


But at that moment they heard a sound from the doorway which Matthew in his embarrassment over Eddy had left ajar; they stared up to see Trigger covered in black leather from cap to boots advancing on Sadie.


‘I knew yer were lying, showing off to others in yer skin, I’ll kill yer.’


Sadie used Eddy as a screen while he stared at Trigger in dismay. ‘Now, now, old chap, no harm done.’


‘Get away, or you’ll get thumped.’


‘Don’t want to be like that, old man. Have a fag?’


‘I’ll throttle ’er.’


Matthew saw the beginning of a movement in Eddy’s leg and remembered his advice: Kick ’em in the balls, son. He grabbed Eddy’s arm and pulled him away.


‘What the hell?’


‘He hasn’t got any balls.’


‘Not got any balls?’ Eddy echoed. ‘Don’t be daft. Great bull of a brute like that.’


Trigger was slapping Sadie who still stood upon the dais.


‘He’s a woman, Dad.’


‘You’re right round the bend as usual,’ Eddy muttered. ‘Well, it’s proper Bohemian if you ask me.’


Trigger threw Sadie’s clothes at her. ‘Get ’em on and don’t you forget I check up on yer.’


‘Thought she was your girl,’ Eddy said. ‘Bit risky carrying on with her when he’s so jealous, isn’t it?’


Trigger turned to them. ‘She’s a good girl really, she don’t mean no ’arm.’ Then she walked to the door and few moments later they heard the engine of her motorcycle.


Sadie stared into her compact, made up her face and combed her hair, while Matthew put away his materials. Sadie tucked her compact into her handbag, and then smiling at Eddy she murmured, ‘Looking forward to a nice dinner.’


‘Er … maybe another night, eh?’ he answered. ‘Don’t want to get in the way of you two love birds.’ Then shaking his head in mystification he murmured, ‘No balls, fancy that.’


The following week Jane told Matthew, ‘The detective said to me that you’re seeing two women. One in the day and one in the evening.’


‘Christ! How dumb can you get?’ Matthew exploded. ‘Last evening we bloody lost him altogether. I had to go back round the corner and I nearly had to put my fingers into my mouth and whistle.’


Jane sighed. ‘I confessed to him today.’


‘What?’


‘He said, “Look, can’t you and your husband collude about it all?” I said, “That’s what we’re doing.” He was quite astonished. He said, “How does your husband find girls like that?” Bit awkward. I could hardly explain about the Dowager Duchess being Bubbles the Barman.’


Her manner was so light-hearted; he should have known.


‘So what do we do?’


‘I have to go away for a weekend with Nicholas. You then bring her here and she sleeps in the marital bed. He’ll come early on Sunday morning and surprise you both in the bed.’


‘How can he do that, when I have to open the front door?’


‘Well, as long as you’re both in pyjamas…’


‘I haven’t got any. And what Sadie wears in bed would not be fit for detectives’ eyes. It’s probably black lurex with holes over her tits and crotch!’


‘Well, we’d better arrange it for next weekend. You do see the point, don’t you?’ Jane now said with exasperation, she hated the thought of this vile girl in her home. ‘If you commit adultery in the marital home that is serious in the court’s view.’


‘How ludicrous English law is.’


When Sadie next came to the studio he asked her.


‘Oh, I couldn’t,’ she said. ‘Trigger wouldn’t like that.’


‘What? Just for one night?’


‘Never,’ Sadie said stoutly. ‘She’d kill me. She’s so jealous, you ’aven’t got any idea.’


‘Well, as long as Trigger comes to the house before the tec starts watching it and then goes before he arrives in the morning, she could come too.’


Sadie frowned. ‘Yeah, I suppose that’ll do. But what about Billy?’


‘Who’s Billy?’


‘Her little boy. She wouldn’t go anywhere without him. Billy always stays with us at weekends.’


‘I didn’t know she had a little boy.’


‘Well, she has,’ Sadie said firmly.


‘Okay. Bring Billy too. The more the merrier.’


At the weekend, as Sadie and Trigger were entering the bedroom, Sadie said: ‘For an extra tenner, we’ll give you an exhibition.’


Trigger burst in, ‘No, we won’t. You know I don’t like that.’


‘Yes, I am rather tired,’ Matthew said, retiring quickly upstairs to the spare bed in the drawing room. He put the alarm clock on for seven-thirty as he had to get Trigger and the kid out of the house, though as the tec now knew he did not see quite why.


Then the doorbell rang. Matthew cursed, wondering whether to answer it or not. He heard Sadie’s voice calling out: ‘Shall I get it, sweetie?’


She certainly seemed to have moved in, he thought. He felt frantic and ran down the stairs, opening the door.


Dick Greaves stood on the steps, grinning. ‘Hi, old chap,’ he said, swaying a little. ‘Yer Dad said we gotta call. He’s just round the corner buying a bottle, told me to make sure you’re in, see. Saw the lights anyway.’


He had already walked into the house.


Dick was Eddy’s manager, who now looked after the building business in Croydon; he had been introduced by Eddy into his Lodge, Eddy had given him all the shares in the business except for a token three hundred split between his children. Dick was doing well, so Hester had told Matthew. Both he and his wife had expensive cars and lived in a detached house on a new Wates Estate in Croydon.


Matthew closed his eyes in despair, his father had the most unfortunate gift of turning up at times of crisis. ‘I was just going to bed,’ he said weakly.


‘Shan’t stay a moment,’ Dick said, pumping Matthew’s unwilling hand. ‘Haven’t met the lady wife, have I?’ Dick took off his hat and beamed. Matthew looked behind him and saw Sadie in a négligé that appeared to have been created out of her underwear, nothing was obscure beneath its diaphanous folds.


‘Pleased to meet you, I’m sure,’ she extended a limp hand.


‘Heard a lot about you, I have, brainy, aren’t you?’ Dick said in eulogistic tones.


‘Oh yes, very,’ Sadie admitted brightly.


‘My son’s at Reading. Couldn’t get into Cambridge.’ Dick looked Sadie up and down with appreciation. ‘Beauty and brains, that’s really something.’


Matthew sat down on the stairs with his head in his hands as Eddy pushed open the front door. ‘Here we are now, wanted Dick to see your house. Just passing, son … well!’ Eddy looked at Sadie and beamed.


‘Introduced meself to the wife,’ Dick explained.


‘Where’s Jane then?’ Eddy whispered.


‘Gone away,’ Matthew moaned.


‘Cor, I wish I was young again.’ Eddie smirked and nudged Matthew in the chest. ‘Let’s all have a drink then.’


At that moment Billy woke up and began to cry, he ran out of the bedroom calling for Mummy.


‘It’s all right, luv. Mummy’s ’ere.’ Trigger appeared, clad in men’s puce-coloured pyjamas. ‘That’s it lovey, you’ll be okay, Mummy’s ’ere, now don’t cry.’ She picked Billy up and hugged him close to her.


Dick glanced at Eddy and Eddy stared back at Dick. ‘What did they put in that barley wine we ’ad at the last place?’ Eddy asked.


‘Search me, mate.’


‘What is going on?’ Eddy asked with irritation.


‘I can’t explain. Please go.’


‘Well, if that’s your attitude,’ Eddy said with pride. As they left, Matthew could hear them. ‘No, that’s not my grandson, anyway the Mum was the father who’s having it off with the bit of fluff the boy fancies, only he hasn’t any balls and gets into a jealous rage when she starts the old come-on routine. Got it, Dick? It’s all quite simple.’


‘Like you said,’ Dick answered weakly. ‘It’s very Bohemian.’


‘Yeah, that’s it,’ his father answered. ‘These artists know how to enjoy themselves.’


At nine the next morning the door bell rang, Matthew was wearing a dressing gown and nothing else, he had read the Sunday papers for an hour after getting rid of Trigger and little Billy, but had really not taken in any news at all. He opened the door. A middle-aged man with a Ronald Colman moustache stood outside.


‘Mr Simpson?’ he asked. ‘May I come in for a moment?’


He took the man downstairs to the basement. The tec opened his brief-case and took out a bulky form. ‘I believe your girlfriend is upstairs and that she has stayed the night with you?’


Matthew said: ‘Yeah.’ Then he shouted, ‘Sadie, come down and have a cuppa.’


‘May I ask how long this affair has gone on?’


‘Oh, about three months,’ Matthew said dreamily, thinking about Roland.


The tec started to write down the facts. Then Sadie appeared, walking with a crude echo of Dietrich down the stairs, holding her frilled, ruched and beribboned négligé up with one hand. She had her complete maquillage on, with false eyelashes, and her hair had been carefully coiled, brushed and pinned in an elaborate coiffure.


‘’Allo luv,’ she uttered – which slightly ruined the image.


The tec’s stoical expression cracked, he eyed Sadie with disbelief. She sat down on the sofa next to Matthew and held his hand with hot sticky fingers.


‘And er … are you … I mean, do you intend to get married?’


‘Oh yes,’ Matthew replied at once, turning to Sadie. ‘Aren’t we, darling?’


‘Yeah, s’pose so.’ She was chewing gum. ‘But you ’aven’t asked me yet.’


‘Oh, that’s just a detail.’ Matthew brushed Sadie’s remark aside.


‘Not to me it ain’t. I think it’s very important.’


‘Er … quite so,’ the tec murmured. ‘And it would help the divorce if we put it down on the form.’


‘Well, put it down then,’ Matthew said irately.


‘Hope to get married.’ The man wrote laboriously. ‘Now I shall have to have the young lady’s name and address.’ Sadie told him.


‘Now, if you’ll both just sign here, I needn’t trouble you any further.’


So it was all over. The state had its evidence. The marriage could be annulled. They had engineered this ugly problem without bitterness and without revenge. It had never once occurred to Matthew that he should have gone to a solicitor. He was sure that the divorce would be through by early the following year and that Jane would make sensible and humane arrangements for him to see Nicholas.
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