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All writers know that within their childhood years were the events and characters that bewitch them and continue to haunt and tantalise them, until they begin to orchestrate these elements into patterns that somehow shadow and recapture aspects of that early life. So the second novel in my Quartet begins in childhood in that tempestuous year – 1939 – when Europe broke apart. The challenge I set myself was to mirror a shattered Europe in a small family on the other side of the Channel, the motive force being an egotistic, barbaric one; I saw a broken family in a broken land, and the remnants of both fighting to survive. It is in the nature of the struggle for survival that all of art attempts to trap, and in the growing pains of our adolescence are its most conscious battles.


Because I had painted his portrait a few years before and we remained friends, I sent a copy of The Tyranny of Love to the ninety-year-old E. M. Forster. He wrote back thanking me and said that he had begun to read it, ‘but found it duly tough’. The first few scenes are of two women chatting on the beach – lower-middle class with no social aspirations, their words seemingly trivial, yet loaded with a subtext heavy with sexual tragedies. As the scenes change we learn that Elsie, the char, is having a sexual relationship with Hester’s husband, while her own husband is dying of third-stage syphilis. Possibly this seemed alien to Forster. The novel proceeds to deal with the themes of adolescent angst, sex in all its highly various manifestations, venereal disease and unfaithfulness; while a Forsterian theme of social aspirations and the unique way these can torture people is suffered only by the parents of Matthew Simpson’s girlfriend Jane.


Though Sundy and Reg (the main characters of Anarchists in Love) also appear in this volume, the emotional heart of


the novel lies with Matthew, Eddy’s only son, in his adolescent love for the strongly intellectual and epistolary Jane, and in his struggle with his bisexuality. The Tyranny of Love is my preferred novel because it explores this mental torture, which thrusts Matthew to the brink of insanity. I allowed myself the freedom to use language more freely and poetically, and to experiment with passages of italics (whereby the inference might be taken that it was all either dreamt or real – that Matthew might define it either way). I also explored the libidinous adventures of Eddy and his mistress Mabel – a crude almost seaside-postcard counterpoint to Matthew, Reg and Sundy.


On an Arts Council tour of the Midlands I read aloud one of Eddy’s scenes when he uses a Drambuie bottle as a sex aid. As I had grown up with these Rabelaisian activities, I was unprepared for the audience’s reaction: they either fell about with laughter or voiced solitary outrage. Mary Renault wrote to me and made a number of choice comments, saying how well I had created ‘one of those stifling, intolerable family ambiences’; that ‘Eddy must rank high among the detestable characters of fiction’; that ‘Jane and her enlightened parents trying to communicate are wonderfully perceived’; and ‘to be honest I could have done with fewer cocks and cunts, after ten years’ nursing one takes the human anatomy more or less in passing’. Mary was also concerned that I should inform anyone experimenting with Drambuie bottles that it could be dangerous and might result in an embolism.


The BBC’s MD Huw Wheldon and his wife Jay were admirers of the novel and claimed that it was certain to be TV fodder for a serial – but not yet (this was the early 1970s), as they thought it would be all too shocking.


I think the title may have puzzled some readers. But it has long seemed to me that the concept of romantic love exerts a tyranny over our imaginations and behaviour; our culture is crammed full of versions of it, often to the detriment of people’s lives. Certainly this is true of my own existence. Both Hester and Jane were sustained and then made miserable by their belief in the idea of a perfect, ideal love so powerful that it is, by its nature, eternal. Others (like myself) hold to the belief that human nature is such that it can adequately love more than one person at the same time, and all are enriched by it.




Yet at the same time we are nothing without love: it is the most exalting experience we are fortunate to experience, it compels us to create both art and progeny, it lifts us towards the divine and thrusts us into hell, driving us insane with both sheer bliss and deep grief. When in love, we feel it is only now that we are really living, soaking up new experiences, sensitive to the world, attuned to its subtleties, born again. No wonder it has the power to send a thousand ships across the sea.


This is a novel about love in many of its complicated guises. I dedicated it to my son when he was only five years old. I needed to hand on to him part of the mystery.
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HESTER SAT knitting upon the beach, hemmed in by towels, the tumbled clothes of the children, an empty carpet bag and a Thermos flask. Behind her tufts of grass showed where the dunes ended. Her black hair, parted in the centre of her head, was pulled tightly back into a bun, that now by midday had untied itself and fell in a loop over her right shoulder.


Her friend, Maud, sat up and fingered the curls of her blonde hair, pinched her waist in with her fingertips, lit a cigarette, then loosened one strap of her striped bathing costume. The sky, cloudless and cornflower blue, felt to Maud like a warm sponge. ‘Mmmm, the heat,’ she murmured, ‘lovely,’ and moved her body sensually. Then she added sharply, ‘I still think you do too much.’ And she frowned and turned over on to her stomach. Her figure was that of a young girl, firm and without fat, yet she moved with the clumsiness and weight of a large insensitive animal.


Hester, who had been momentarily jolted by this last move, said, ‘Ah.’


Maud sat up.


Hester sighed, and thought, How she does fidget.


‘If only the sand didn’t get everywhere,’ Maud cried, and began to shake her knickers.


Hester noticed that though the knickers were silk and edged with lace they were also discoloured, while hers, she thought with some satisfaction, though only of cotton, were clean on every day.


‘You do too much, too much,’ Maud was still saying, shaking her head and picking grains of sand out of the silk seams.


I don’t know how she can still wear them, Hester thought; then she sighed, partly because of the discrepancy in personal cleanliness and partly because that made her feel alone and solitary. ‘I used to think …’ she said, putting her knitting down and gazing out to sea.


Then she saw the calm undisturbed beauty of the scene: the sea a thin blue ribbon that lay ice cold in colour against the wide bronze sweep of sand, the ancient dark breakwaters split by the savage fury of winter storms, their heavy limbs weighed down by the weed and molluscs, and the children, tiny, black, sticklike, far out on the sea’s edge, looking like marks from a hidden pencil moving across a page.


‘… it would be lovely to have a place by the sea for the kids and everything.’


‘I know.’ Maud’s voice was velvet, indulgent, cosy. ‘I know,’ she said again.


Hester, with an ear that was sensitive to even the slightest insincerity, sighed within her again, but the desire to talk, to explain was stronger than her own fastidious demand for the truth. She dropped two stitches and carefully picked them up again.


‘I can’t understand why your Mum paints in dark glasses.’ Maud stared over at Rosie who was sitting in a deckchair placed in the only triangle of shade that the beach now seemed to afford.


‘She never seems to paint in water colours,’ Hester said absent-mindedly, still staring at her knitting and feeling somehow that the garment looked wrong. ‘Perhaps they gave me one ball of wool that wasn’t the right colour?’


‘I don’t see how she can see anything wearing those.’ Maud turned to Hester and said with spirit, ‘Well, it is lovely isn’t it?’ But you do too much. You let him ask all those people down here every week-end and you’re tired out when Monday comes. You might just as well be in Croydon. Oh, I know it’s lovely for the kids, but you’re worn out, worked to a frazzle …’ Maud’s wide painted mouth opened and shut, her large false teeth glinting white in the sun. She ground her cigarette out vehemently upon a pebble.


‘Are the children all right?’ Hester said anxiously, half getting up. ‘They’re a long way out.’


‘Isn’t it supposed to be a rest for you?’ Maud felt in the carpet bag for a mirror, took one out, and staring into it she pulled at her eyelashes. ‘Leslie gave me this, it’s called Blue Moon,’ she muttered.


‘Eddy says it’s all right, the way he just floats out in that rubber ring, but I do wonder.’


‘Oh, you know what that little duck is, he’ll be halfway to France by now.’


‘Oh don’t, Maud, don’t.’


Hester, seeing that the children had now come out from the sea, sat down again, relieved. ‘Sundy’s looking after him so he’ll be all right.’


Maud laughed. ‘He’s got a way with him even now.’


‘I do want him to be polite to women. You know what Eddy’s like.’ She knew she meant something else, something more than politeness, but she couldn’t put that into words; besides she had to keep so many resentments within her that she hardly understood the nature of them.


‘Like,’ Maud was shrieking, ‘like,’ so loudly that Rosie turned, took off her glasses and peered up at them. ‘Yesterday when we went into that hotel I could have hit him over the head with the potted fern. Oo, I was furious. You never said anything, not a thing. I was waiting for you to say something. I’ve never seen anything like it. He just barged in first and let the glass door bang back into your face.’


Hester smiled weakly. ‘Well,’ she shrugged, ‘at least one can see the funny side of it. I believe you would,’ she added, ‘I believe you would.’


‘What?’


‘Hit him over the head with the potted fern.’


‘Did you see that Will Hay film? What was it called? Oh I did laugh. Leslie and I, we howled.’ Maud went on to explain the film.


Hester thought, Not all men are like that. And she took off her straw sandals and handled them thoughtfully. Eddy was always good fun, always good for a laugh, so is Maud, Maud is good fun too. Why does Mum keep on staring at us so? Sometimes Maud and she would laugh and laugh, just over things, silly things maybe, but things which struck them as funny. Maybe, she thought, if I didn’t laugh, I’d cry. She drew in her breath and sighed.


Maud’s hard voice went on chipping at the silence. ‘And as for Matthew, I always said that you’d have him raising his cap when he was in his pram.’


‘Yes I do want him to grow up …’ The sentence trailed off lamely.


‘Not like his Dad?’ Maud said brightly.


‘I suppose so. It does seem an awful thing to say.’ She didn’t allow herself to see the full extent of what she had just admitted.


‘Have you talked to him?’


‘Eddy?’


‘Yes.’


‘What about?’


‘Well I would have walked right out of that hotel yesterday if Leslie had done that to me.’


Hester thought, How insensitive of you. Why rub it in? And she said crossly, ‘Do you think it would do any good if I did? Don’t you think I want to? I’ve tried, it’s no good.’


Rosie thought, How that woman does chatter. Charging like a carthorse through all Hester’s delicate defences. Leave it alone. Leave it all alone. She scribbled with her chalk. This beach is like a desert. Nobody else on it, except us. A bronze and yellow desert and I’m drawing an old boat which has been left, half of it eroded, eaten away by the sea’s whisper and stealth, half of it gone, yet the soul is still there, you can feel the rhythm of the sea’s movement in its bones. Perhaps all Heath women get left alone? How Hester arches her fingers when in pain, like a sufferer from rheumatism, and the child Sundy does it too, when she’s upset. What are they doing? As if to pluck their insides out. Rosie’s chalk broke and fell to the sand.


Maud got up and rearranged her towel. She shaded her eyes from the sun, then looked at her watch. ‘Ah, I see Elsie’s gone for her walk again.’ Why can’t you see it? she thought. It’s right there, stuck under your nose. She felt a sudden anger with Hester for being so naïve and stupid.


‘She doesn’t like the beach, that’s what she says,’ Hester said vaguely, going back to her knitting and half wondering whether she ought to begin all over again.


‘What she sees in those fields just beats me. Nothing but grass and sheep, sheep and grass. If you stay here alone you’ll get loony,’ Maud added with a certain tart satisfaction.


‘There are the kids,’ Hester said with pleasure. She stared across the sand at two tiny brown figures who every now and again leapt into me air, running and shouting.


Matthew thought Sundy was a princess who ruled her kingdom – which lay beneath the beach – with a sublime and regal dignity. Now she burst out from the sea and sand like a gold shaded flower, her lithe thin body all rhythm and line, part of the air, as it ran singing through the wind. Oh, how devoted he was, how passionately he felt the misery of never being quite as beautiful or as sublime as she. But now, hysterical with laughter, trying to keep up with her, he felt himself floating, becoming part of the sand and air. The blood within him seemed to be churning just beneath his skin and Sundy was laughing and laughing – princesses were cruel and teased one so – but if only he could just catch up with her, just be able to reach her.


‘Good God, she’ll run his little legs off,’ Hester shouted. ‘Sundy be careful.’ But it was too far away for them to hear.


‘Funny she goes in the same direction every afternoon.’ Maud took a quick look at Hester’s face. It was smiling happily down towards the children. Maud stiffened and said, ‘Want a choc?’


‘That’s all we do,’ Hester said, taking one with a nut on it, ‘eat. We just chew and chew all day because we’re bored.’


‘Mm, but they’re nice,’ Maud said, chewing, her mouth and lower jaw seeming to have a sudden life of their own.


‘You look as if your teeth have just been tied together in a knot with a piece of elastic.’


‘It’s toffee,’ Maud said indistinctly.


‘Well swallow it quickly, otherwise the kids will want some, and it’s just before lunch.’


Maud said, still chewing with a slow circular motion, ‘What do you think they put into this stuff – cement?’


‘Now don’t worry Gran,’ Hester shouted, seeing that they had changed their direction and were running across to Rosie. ‘Don’t you want a towel, dear?’


Sundy stopped and turned. ‘We’re quite dry,’ she called, ‘we’ve been running.’


‘They’re wonderful kids,’ Maud said, swallowing. ‘They’re so brown.’


‘Matthew’s fair like Eddy. He burns easily.’


‘What is that, Gran? Can we see?’ Sundy said, not waiting for permission but staring at the drawing with intense curiosity.


Rosie scribbled on.


‘Can we see, Gran?’ Matthew said, echoing Sundy with religious obedience.


Hester shouted, ‘Now don’t worry –’


‘It’s a boat,’ Rosie said, lying back in the deckchair and twisting her legs round out of the sun.


‘A boat,’ Matthew murmured admiringly.


Sundy stared at it quizzically. ‘I like it,’ she said at last.


‘It looks like a hand sticking out of the sand,’ Matthew said, touching the picture gingerly. ‘It’s slippery,’ he observed with delight.


‘Fingers,’ Sundy added.


‘I had an uncle called Ozymandias,’ Rosie said, twisting her wedding ring round on her finger. ‘He got all laid out in the sun.’


‘Uncle Ozymandias,’ Sundy said with awe.


‘Nice old chap, bit of an Imperialist. They cut him down to size in the end.’ She got up, groaning with the effort.


‘But there isn’t a boat here, not a real boat.’


‘Isn’t there?’ Rosie said with some surprise, looking about her.


‘No there isn’t,’ Sundy cried, trying to prove the fact by jumping up and down and pointing in every direction.


‘All laid out in the sun,’ Matthew murmured. There was a boat further up near the harbour, though one couldn’t see it from here, and that was Gran’s uncle.


‘So why did you draw a boat if there isn’t one?’


‘So that there would be one,’ Rosie said happily.


Matthew beamed with satisfaction. ‘Can we go out into the sea in the boat?’


Sundy snorted with disgust, turned and ran up to Hester. Matthew for the moment had forgotten everything he felt for Sundy. Now she was nothing. She didn’t exist. There was Gran and there was a boat and somehow there was something else too. The world had a thin skin upon it and so many odd things pierced this skin and for a second you were drawn in, right into the inside and it was frightening. He grabbed Gran’s hand. ‘Have you had your paddle today, Gran, have you?’


‘What a good idea,’ Rosie said, ‘Let’s go.’


Hand in hand they walked back across the sand towards the sea, but this time they didn’t jump over the streams and pools but paddled in each one. ‘Sea water is very good for thick ankles,’ Rosie said.


‘Why are ankles thick?’


‘They get thick,’ Rosie said lifting up her skirts.


‘How do they get thick?’ Matthew asked, putting a pebble into his mouth and sucking it.


‘There’s hardly anybody on the beach except us,’ Rosie murmured to herself, then she looked up at the sea and screwed up her eyes against the sun. ‘Boudin,’ she said. ‘I could dance if I wasn’t so fat.’


Matthew looked up at her. He took the pebble out of his mouth – it was the wrong sort. ‘Do you know,’ he said suddenly, excitedly, ‘do you know Gran what pleases me more than, more than,’ he thought for a moment, ‘birthdays.’


‘What?’ she said, absentmindedly pulling him across the sand, their feet making a curious velvety sound which she thought was very pleasant.


Matthew stopped and picked up another pebble. This could be better. Rosie was ahead now. She loomed up into the sky, her blue and white dress sagging at the hem, her large pink legs stomping on across the sand.


‘If you would dance,’ he shouted. ‘If you would dance for me.’


‘Well there’s a nice thing,’ she said, turning round and looking down at him. ‘I might at that.’


‘Oh do, oh do please Gran,’ he said, urgently clutching at her dress.


‘Now? Here?’


He nodded.


A large mass of blue and white cornflowers crossed the sky hiding the sun for a moment. Rosie waved one pink leg and swivelled round on the sand.


‘Tralala oops,’ she cried.


‘Whatever is Mum doing?’ Hester said, shading her eyes from the sun and peering out towards the sea.


‘What happened to Sydney MacKenzie?’ Maud asked, combing out one golden curl and patting it back into place. ‘Haven’t heard anything of him for ages.’


‘Sydney MacKenzie? He was a nice man. The best of that bunch in the choir. The others, well, all they wanted to do was drink. Whatever is Mum doing?’


‘Dancing, by the looks of it.’


‘Don’t know. We never hear of him now. Eddy quarrelled with him, you know.’


‘That’s it,’ Maud said vehemently, ‘that’s just it …’


‘Sssh. Sundy.’


Maud lowered her voice. ‘Any nice friend comes along and he has to quarrel.’


‘She’s got high blood pressure. She shouldn’t be doing that.’ Hester shook her head.


‘Shows him up, that’s what.’


‘I hope Julie’s all right with that boy. They’re funny people, you know.’


‘Funny. Are you kidding, Hester. The old man wears underpants made out of brown paper.’


Hester laughed.


‘I saw them on the line.’


‘Well he couldn’t wash them, could he?’


‘I don’t know what he does with them.’


‘Well I hope his son doesn’t wear them.’


‘He doesn’t wear any,’ Maud said archly.


‘Maud!’


‘Well, you can see.’


‘Oh don’t say that.’ Hester laid her knitting down, aghast. ‘Now you have worried me.’


‘Oh go on, that kid can look after herself.’


‘I’m not so sure.’ Hester picked her knitting up and began again, the needles chattering to themselves furiously. ‘I’m not so sure,’ she repeated.


‘Aren’t you going in today?’ Maud asked.


‘Well it’s nice and shallow now, isn’t it?’


They looked at each other, smiling. ‘Shall we?’


‘Sundy dear, we’re going down to bathe,’ Hester called.


Maud started to stuff her curls into her bathing hat.


‘I don’t really like Gran being right out there with Matthew. Suppose anything happened? She’s getting on.’


‘She’s wonderful for her age,’ Maud said vaguely.


They began to cross the pebbles gingerly, then on to the sand. ‘What a lovely day,’ Hester said. ‘That boy in the pub last night said there was going to be a war.’


‘I can’t believe it.’ Maud, hands on her hips, looked about her towards the horizon, as if the war might appear at any moment. ‘I can’t believe it, can you?’


‘Oh, I don’t know what to think. Of course he’s a good man.’


‘If only you didn’t have to walk a mile before you get to any sea.’


‘What Mum thought she was doing, I just don’t know.’


‘Exercise.’


‘What, at her age?’


‘Do you mean Chamberlain?’


‘Sundy, are you going to come too? You’re never out of the sea. Yes,’ Hester said vaguely, waving her cap about, ‘I suppose he’s a good man.’


‘Who is a good man, Mummy?’


‘The Prime Minister, dear.’


Sundy ran ahead and did three cartwheels.


‘Lovely little figure,’ Maud said indulgently.


‘You’ve worried me about that boy,’ Hester murmured, frowning. ‘Julie’s only just fifteen you know.’


‘She’s a fine girl. She’s got a figure on her.’


‘Well, yes, the boys have always taken notice of her but … oh dear. Well, they’re Rosie’s friends really, I mean I remember the old man Ferminger when I was a kid. And last Rosie heard of him was he took her out, this was years ago, before the war, he took her out, said excuse me, went down a lavatory and never came up again.’


Maud shrieked with laughter.


‘Why are you laughing, Auntie?’ Sundy cried, running back to them.


‘She waited for an hour, then asked some man to go down, she thought he must be ill or something but nobody was there. He just disappeared. And she never heard of him after that, until she came down here and he was living in that awful hut, with a wife and family. Well he must have been married then, only Mum didn’t know. I can’t stand the man – dirty,’ Hester whispered.


Maud shrieked with laughter again.


‘Mind you, I don’t believe he wears underpants made out of brown paper. Rosie always said he was a gentleman.’


‘How did she meet him?’ Maud asked.


‘Oh, something to do with her paintings. He took some away. I don’t believe she got those back. But you know what Mum is like, she didn’t seem to worry, always waiting for a gold bar to hit her on the head.’


‘Oo, the water’s lovely.’


‘Hallo darling. You’re not getting cold, are you?’ Hester called. ‘Don’t touch it. It’s a jellyfish. It will sting you.’


Matthew waded out from the sea. Rosie took his hand and they moved along the shore.


‘You all right, Mum?’ Hester called. ‘There’s some tea in the Thermos.’


‘That boy of yours is good. I’ve never known such a good kid.’


Hester muttered, ‘Eddy bullies him. That’s the only thing.’


‘Poor mite,’ Maud said with pathos, then, changing her tone to a sturdier note: ‘Well, it never does a boy any harm after all.’


‘I don’t like to see him hurt,’ Hester said crisply. ‘You can’t tell me that does anyone any good.’


The water was up to their waists. Now gingerly they let themselves down. ‘Ah, ah,’ they murmured. The water was up to their necks; slowly, timidly, they pushed the water away with their hands still saying, ‘Ah’, and sometimes, ‘Lovely’. Conversation had ended now, for the business of swimming was a difficult, elaborate art that called for all their concentration. Hester, her tongue between her lips, her eyes studying her hands with anxiety, began to move them in a timid breast-stroke. Maud did likewise. They made little progress, and only sideways, for to go deeper into the sea even at low tide they thought dangerous.


Maud said, ‘Do your feet come off the bottom?’


‘Do yours?’


‘Sometimes.’


‘Are they now?’


‘One’s off,’ Maud said proudly.


They ran back up the beach, sometimes making little girlish jumps, laughing with pleasure.


Sundy, trailing a piece of seaweed, had crossed the sand and disappeared into the dunes.


Rosie sat on a breakwater, her ankles in a pool. ‘Toes don’t change much,’ she observed, ‘over the years.’


Maud and Hester rubbed themselves vigorously. ‘Well, I suppose they’ll come back late as usual,’ Maud said, taking her cap off and shaking her hair down.


‘Late as usual, I suppose so,’ Hester said wearily, for a moment suddenly seeing her life blank and desolate, with little consolation. ‘Of course one wouldn’t mind if it was a couple of days, or even four days out of the week, but every bloody day, week-ends as well,’ she shouted.


‘Well,’ Maud said, smiling with pleasure, ‘I’ve never heard you swear before, if you ask me it’s about time.’ She stood on one leg and wiped the sand out from between her toes. ‘If this goes on for the whole week I shall tell Leslie. I shall give him a bit of my mind.’ She looked up at Hester who was staring out towards the sea, her face blank, expressionless. ‘Have another choc?’ Maud said warmly, taking the box out from the carpet bag.


Matthew, arms outstretched to either side, was a bird. He ran along the sea’s edge, his nut-brown feathers as sleek as a mill pond, and rose up into the blue green sky, his head back, his mouth open, his neck straining to gain the weightless, effortless delight of curved flight.


The sea’s shuffle over the shifting sand murmuring against the wind, the shells’ tiny chatter as the waves receded, an aeroplane flying across Rye Harbour: he heard them all. A dog barking. A family high up on the beach crunching over the pebbles, his sister calling from inside the dunes. His mother’s voice too. Lunch was ready.


But he was a bird skimming across the sand, the wind covering his body like a skin. There, he could see the sand was ribbed and dark like the skeleton of the boat and here, silver, a blazing whiteness which scorched and burnt, and here there was a sea animal, its neck rising out of the sand, its charred body flaking away as the sea and the wind broke it.


No one, nothing could shoot this bird, maim or bring it down to touch the earth, no one.


He flew towards Rye.


*


Sundy was shouting, ‘Look what I can see. Come on, slow coach, just look what I can see.’


Matthew laboured up the highest sand dune of all, his short brown legs sticking down into the hot white sand until his toes curled upon the deeper sand which was dark and cold. Then he lost his balance, waved his arms and toppled over. Sundy ran down the dune, and dragged him up by the wrists.


‘You are silly. Oh, you are silly, you’ll miss it.’


‘What is it? What is it?’ He was trying to dance with excitement, but the loose sand came up over his knees in a great thick cloud. Sundy picked him up and staggered back up to the top of the dune.


‘There,’ she said triumphantly, pointing along the coast road. Matthew screwed up his eyes.


There in the distance was Mr Ferminger standing in his cart with the white pony lifting his legs delicately like a circus animal, his hoofs chipping upon the twisting road like a xylophone. ‘It’s Mr Ferminger,’ Sundy said in her deepest voice. ‘Is he coming to give Gran a ride?’


‘Why doesn’t he give us a ride?’ Matthew cried with frustration.


‘Maybe he thinks we’d fall out of the cart,’ she said trying to find a valid reason. ‘It doesn’t look very strong.’


‘I’d hold on tight,’ Matthew claimed proudly.


‘Yes, and so would I,’ Sundy said. ‘But Mummy doesn’t like Mr Ferminger.’


They stared down as the pony and driver got nearer. His appearance was theatrical, he looked like a prophet or a lay preacher of an obscure religion, with his grey beard and his wide-brimmed hat; but when Rosie drove beside him, Mr Ferminger’s manner seemed to change, and as the two of them jogged along the coast road they seemed more like something out of vaudeville. Rosie clung to her tattered and striped umbrella and began to sing, songs that sounded full of riot and gusto, and Mr Ferminger would laugh and pull his beard and wave the long whip above the pony, flicking its back with it.


‘One day,’ Sundy said, ‘I shall ask Gran whether, as a great favour, we might ride with her.’


*


‘“Hello dear, had a good day? Cor blimey, we’ve had a good catch, just come and see”.’ Elsie laughed. ‘Well, won’t he say that, Leslie? You’ve heard him. If any man sounds guilty, you do.’


‘Go on,’ Eddy said, pulling the float away from some weed.


Elsie sighed. ‘Well, I suppose I’ve got to go now. I sometimes think it might be nice if I could get a lift. I have a four mile walk each way just for my tom tiddler.’


‘Leslie,’ Eddy called. ‘Are you doing anything? Why don’t you take Elsie halfway back, drop her on the Lydd road. That will be better for you, won’t it dear?’


‘Well, don’t bother ’im,’ Elsie cried stoutly. ‘You can do it. After all, it’s your tom tiddler.’


‘That’s right,’ Leslie cried, from behind a briar bush, ‘I’ve already had to walk half a mile across some fields trying to find another spot to fish while you’ve had your ding dong. You go on and take your lady back, Ed.’


‘It’s not ’is after all, is it?’


‘Not ’is what?’ Eddy asked crossly.


‘Not ’is tom tiddler. There, there,’ Elsie said in a pacifying tone, seeing Eddy becoming irritable, ‘it’s a dear little tom tiddler and I wouldn’t be without it for the world.’


Eddy chuckled. ‘You’re a one, you are.’ He leaned back and kissed her, making a large plop sound upon her lips like a fish popping back into water.


‘You’re a grand chap,’ she murmured, ‘but even your best friend couldn’t say that you’re not a selfish bastard.’


‘Oh, all right then, I’ll take you back. But I was just going to get a bite then. I can feel the fish coming up, can’t you, Leslie?’


‘It’s them bloody eels mess your line up.’


Eddy put the stub of a cigarette back into his mouth. ‘Nothing like a drop of fried eel, jumping around in the pan, cor they’re tough things.’ He turned to Elsie. ‘Not to eat, I mean.’


‘’Ere,’ she said, ‘don’t you bother. I can see it’s killing you. I can walk.’


‘No, no, you can’t,’ Eddy argued, beginning to pack up a few things. ‘We’ll go early, eh Leslie? Then we can call on Charlie, and we’ll all go off for a pint. Yeah, we’ll go early.’ He nodded at Elsie as if to say, I’ve got everything controlled and we’re all putting ourselves out for your convenience.


‘You don’t want to bother,’ she cried. ‘I can walk.’


Eddy pursed his lips petulantly.


‘If you think I’m going now,’ Leslie said darkly, ‘just when I’m getting the bites.’


‘Cor stone the crows,’ Eddy cried in desperation. ‘I’m only trying to give the lady a lift.’


‘Well, give her a lift.’


‘Eh?’


‘No, don’t you bother, I can walk,’ Elsie said, smiling cheerfully.


Eddy turned on her. ‘You said you wanted a lift and you’re bloody well getting one.’ He took her by the arm roughly and gave her a push up the bank. She swung her head to one side, so that her mouse-coloured hair fell back over her shoulders. She had a strong powerful figure – comfortable she called it – but she was still young enough for the bones of her body to show through the layer of fat. Her nose was large and pink and slightly pock-marked, her blue eyes intelligent and alive. She teased Eddy and he only half knew it. ‘Keep an eye on my things, eh Les?’


‘Okay, mate.’


Eddy looked enviously down at Leslie’s fishing rod and at the two fat silver fish that lay, recently caught, by his side.


‘You shouldn’t bother, you shouldn’t bother, you know. I quite enjoy the walk.’


They got in the car and Eddy began to drive across the field. They both hopped up and down on the seat as the car bumped and slid across. Elsie leapt out to open a gate.


‘You better leave ’em open if I’m to get back.’


‘You can’t do that,’ Elsie said firmly, shutting the gate after the car had driven through. ‘You don’t want that farmer mad.’


‘It’s only Charlie,’ Eddy said crossly.


‘Charlie or not; I know.’ Elsie had been born on a farm in Surrey, and even though she now worked charring in Croydon she had remained for the most part untouched by suburbia.


Nettled, Eddy said, ‘Well, how am I going to get back?’


‘You’ll have to open the gates yourself.’


Eddy dropped Elsie on the Lydd road without another word, turned the car round in a wide arc so that it went half up the bank, put his foot down on the accelerator savagely and drove back.


But he loved it here. The very calm flatness of the fields and marshes soothed his nerves. For now in high summer the cornfields were gold and still, framed by an occasional twisted tree bent by the fierce winds of autumn, bent so that it twisted down into the muddy dykes choked with weeds and wildfowl. It was wonderful hunting country: hares, rabbits, ducks, sea and river fishing; what more could he want? He chuckled. And a juicy bit of cunt thrown in for good measure. Yes, he was a happy fulfilled man, lying there with Elsie on the grass, even if she did have a mind of her own and was a bit, just a bit on the independent side. Eddy really liked a little more humility in a woman.


‘It isn’t feminine,’ he said to Leslie settling down on the bank again and winding up the reel. ‘I like a woman to be, well …’ he made a gesture with his hand, a round soft gesture.


‘Yeah, I know what you mean,’ Leslie murmured.


‘You know, mate,’ Eddy cried across the stream, ‘more, more kind of accommodating, warmer, softer, that’s my idea of a woman. Elsie is a bit common you know. Just a bit common.’


Leslie nodded. ‘Yeah Ed, I know what you mean. You should have seen that classy bit at the club in Purley last week. Cor, a lovely girl … juicy.’


Eddy beamed with pleasure. ‘That’s right, they ought to be soft and juicy, that’s a woman.’


‘And not interfere,’ Leslie murmured darkly.


‘Cor, don’t talk to me about interfering, mate. I’ve just about had enough of it. I get three weeks off, old chap, as you know, three weeks in the year. And didn’t I build that place for her and the kids? Well, it’s wonderful for the kids, all the Easter holidays and the whole of the summer they’re down here …’


Leslie, who had heard all this before, studied his float and made occasional noises of sympathy.


‘She complains, and nags all the time. Can’t I just have three weeks fishing and shooting? No. God knows what she wants.’


‘She’s a fine looking woman is Hester.’


‘She’s put on too much weight since the kids.’


‘Well, so have you, mate.’


‘Yeah, I know. She’s a fine looker.’


‘Classy,’ Leslie murmured. ‘I don’t know why Maudie and her get on so well.’


‘Oh, women, I dunno, they contradict themselves all the time. Never satisfied. Cor, I’ve got something here.’ Eddy tensed, the line was straight and hard cutting the water, the float had disappeared, then up it came again. ‘’Ere, it’s a biggin.’


‘It’s the weeds, mate,’ Leslie said with an air of superior knowledge.


‘Bugger you,’ Eddy said with spirit, ‘it’s a bloody biggin, I saw it.’


Eddy began to wind in, playing the fish a little, letting it take some line, then pulling it in again. Its silver snout protruded from the muddy stream. Its eyes of yellow phlegm met the raw air, its slippery body churning the water. ‘Come on in, you bugger.’ He pulled it on to the bank. The fish lay panting, the life in its body still so strong that it leapt about the bank leaving its glassy sharp scales on the tough grass. Eddy’s hand with its thick short fingers grasped the fish: with his other hand he pulled at the hook. ‘Come on out, you bastard, come on then.’ The lips of the fish tore and bled. He went on pulling, wrenching the hook free, but it was still partly jammed. ‘Cor, you took it neat, didn’t you? Eh Les, he really swallowed this hook. But I don’t want to lose it.’ The scales of the fish came off in his hands. Eddy put his foot on the fish, drew out his penknife, and grasping the fish again cut into it behind its head. The bones were strong. He had to force the knife and hack, with short jagged thrusts. Its red and purple guts fell out in a small pool in the lush green grass.


‘Well,’ he said with enormous satisfaction, ‘that’s not a bad one.’
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‘THEY’RE THE only things that grow, marigolds,’ said Hester. ‘I really ought to do something with the garden. Oh, we’ve got some golden rod, but that comes up in September and we’re generally back in Croydon by then.’


‘I said to Leslie, just you crazy pave that patch we’ve got because I can’t be bothered. I just can’t be bothered.’


‘Oh, I like a garden,’ Hester said vaguely.


Matthew stared down at the pebbly road. The sky at the edges was yellow and fawn. The shutters on the blue bungalow banged against each other. Ginger sat upon the fence. She mewed as Matthew passed and looked at him with detachment. The grass tasted of salt, nicer than the grass at Redford Avenue: that tasted sour.


‘Come in for tea now, Matthew. Do you think Julie is back yet? I do hope so.’


The house was painted white and yellow. Matthew stood on the first step. The verandah was green and had striped orange cushions all round it. There were cupboards under the cushions filled with rubber shoes, balls, spades, buckets and tennis racquets. Matthew turned away and walked round the house. The house had thick pebbly legs and you could crawl beneath it. Sundy had pulled him into the centre once and he had clung to her petrified with fright. But you could hear them talking above if you were in the centre. The ground was covered with stones and pebbles like the beach but beneath the stones were insects – earwigs, woodlice and centipedes as large as your finger.


Yesterday he had watched Ginger eat a green caterpillar; she had watched it first, and so had he, watched it as it moved slowly along a leaf, its body arching and stretching; then she had put out her paw and the caterpillar had fallen on to the grass. The cat had eaten it and after eating it had sat in the sun, washing herself.


‘Where’s Matthew? Sundy, where’s Matthew? I told him to come in for his tea.’


‘He’s under the house.’


Hester cried out with impatience. ‘I told him not to go there. Oh dear, oh dear.’ She lowered her voice. ‘It’s silly Maud, but I always feel with anything Eddy builds that it will fall down. And its so dirty under there. I wish he’d block it in but you know with Eddy everything is half finished.’


It will fall down, Matthew thought, of course it will fall down. He looked up at the house anxiously. It seemed very large and tall. But of course it would fall down. He hurried out of the shade towards the back door and knocked on it timidly for the handle was just out of reach.


Sundy opened it. ‘We’re having tea.’ Then her face got wild with indignation. ‘Just look at your hands. Oh Mummy, he’s filthy. You’re filthy.’


‘Not,’ he said.


‘Where’s Rosie?’ Hester cried. ‘You never seem to get everybody in at the same time for the same meal. Elsie should be back now.’


‘I saw her coming along,’ Maud said. ‘Hasn’t she got a husband? What does he think of her being down here for a couple of months?’


Hester raised the teapot. ‘Oh, a beast of a man. She was telling me last week, used to beat her about dreadful. Luckily for her he’s a lorry driver and away for months at a time. I think they’re very unhappy.’


‘Any kids?’


‘Two, I think.’


‘What happens to them, then?’


‘She’s got a sister down at a farm in Surrey where they go. That’s how Eddy got to know the family. He went down there shooting, he gets on well with them, though they’re not my sort as you can guess.’ Hester lowered her voice as she heard the back door slam and nodded at Maud. She called out, ‘Had a nice walk, Elsie?’


‘Yes Mrs Simpson.’ Then the sound of a bucket clanging. “You’ve gone and slopped water all over the floor. Bad as your Dad you are.’


Hester went on whispering to Maud across the tea-table. ‘She’s too familiar with the children and with Eddy. Eddy just can’t keep people at a distance, he laughs and jokes with her all day. In fact, when he’s here I think she gets more attention than I do.’


Maud laughed awkwardly. ‘Don’t be so stupid, Hester. She’s just a char.’ And she thought meanly, Just Eddy’s level.


In a louder voice Hester said, ‘You know I get tired of dirty jokes all day long. No Matthew, sit up. You must be hungry. I wish Julie would come back. And where’s Sundy, now?’


‘She went upstairs to get a book,’ Matthew said, chewing a paste and cress sandwich with relish.


‘What does she want a book for when tea is ready?’


‘I can hear Gran,’ Matthew said proudly.


‘How can you hear Gran?’


‘She makes a noise coming up the road.’


Hester and Maud with their heads on one side listened. Almost inaudible: they heard a panting sound and the vague rustle of a skirt, then the creak of boards in the front of the house. ‘Yes, that’s Mum,’ Hester said proudly. ‘What ears you must have.’


Rosie opened the door and leant heavily on the handle, pausing to look about her. Her bright white hair stuck out around her face in a large halo, and the exertion of the walk, added to the effects of the sun, had turned her face bright pink. Matthew looked at her in wonderment, for he thought she looked lovely.


‘Sit down Mum and have some tea. You didn’t see Julie did you?’


Rosie shook her head and took her cup.


‘Oh dear,’ Hester murmured.


‘Now don’t worry,’ Maud said.


‘Saw Mr Ferminger, that’s all. Going to have a drink with him tonight.’ Rosie panted as she sipped her tea. ‘Nice little fella really.’


‘Well, did he say where Julie was?’


Rosie looked puzzled. ‘No, why should he?’


‘Julie went out with Ferminger’s eldest boy. They were only going for a walk.’


‘He wanted to show Julie something,’ Sundy said brightly as she came into the room carrying a large morocco-bound volume which was as large as her head.


Maud looked mischievously at Hester. Hester’s eyes grew wider. ‘Don’t,’ she murmured. ‘Now sit down for goodness sake and have your tea. What’s that book?’


Sundy placed the book upon her lap and leaned over it to reach her plate on the table.


‘Put the book down and sit up properly,’ Hester said tiresomely.


Sundy ignored her and looked at Rosie. ‘Mr Ferminger lent it to me, Gran.’


‘What is it, dear?’ Rosie said absentmindedly, trying with her tongue to get some mustard and cress out from behind her dentures.


‘Wild Birds of the British Isles. It’s very old.’


‘When did he lend you that then?’ Hester asked.


Maud took her ear-ring off and rubbed her ear, then studied the ear-ring carefully.


‘This morning when Julie and I went round there.’


‘I thought you were on the beach this morning.’


‘Oh no. We went and played there. It’s a beautiful house,’ Sundy said warmly.


Hester, slightly outraged, said, ‘But it’s nothing more than a hut.’


‘There are stuffed birds, Gran, and a real parrot and it’s so dark inside.’


‘Hides the dirt, I should think,’ Hester said primly.


Rosie took out her top set and unwound the mustard and cress.


‘Mum, please!’ Hester cried.


‘Leslie gave me these,’ Maud said, ‘soon after we were married.’


Rosie, with her top lip caved in, said indistinctly, ‘Well, if you must make sandwiches like these what can the old girl do?’


Matthew slumped in his seat and stared at her with pleasure.


‘And there are lots and lots of pictures,’ Sundy went on.


‘Prints,’ Rosie said, putting her teeth back in.


Hester relaxed a little. ‘Sit up dear,’ she said to Matthew. ‘Those curtains they have at the windows are nothing more than rags.’


‘Pretty, aren’t they,’ Maud said, the ear-rings lying in the palm of her hand.


‘Very nice.’ Hester took a cursory look.


‘Why do you think he has so many birds?’ Sundy asked.


Rosie looked at her, then she said, ‘He always was flighty,’ and roared with laughter.


‘Why is Gran laughing?’ Sundy asked, looking first at Hester and then at Aunt Maud who were both earnestly sipping their tea. ‘Why is Gran laughing?’


Matthew started to laugh too. Hester looked at him and said to Maud, ‘He always does that if Rosie laughs. I can’t think why.’


Rosie stopped laughing and Matthew went on for a second or two longer, then stopped as well. ‘Why did you laugh, Gran?’ Sundy said, frowning.


‘What’s happened to your opals?’ Maud asked.


‘Last time I saw Ferminger he disappeared down a lavatory.’


Sundy opened her mouth wide. Matthew stared in horror at Rosie and then at the book Sundy held on her lap.


‘Don’t tell the children that,’ Hester cried sensibly.


‘Don’t you wear them any more?’ Maud asked turning her head and replacing her ear-rings.


Hester sighed. ‘Oh, too many associations.’


‘Down the hole?’ Sundy asked, investing the words with dark and terrible implications.


‘Down the steps,’ Rosie said.


So, Matthew thought, there were steps inside the hole – it didn’t surprise him.


‘I stood at the entrance for an hour or more, thought he might have a stomach ache …’


Hester cut into the story. ‘It was one of those big lavatories in the street, you know like the one next to the Town Hall in Katherine Street.’


Sundy nodded. ‘Oh I see.’


‘That was the one,’ Rosie said cheerfully.


Hester looked at her in annoyance.


‘I wouldn’t let that stop me wearing them,’ Maud said, cutting a small piece of fruit cake from the slab on her plate and placing it neatly in her mouth. ‘Hasn’t old Ferminger explained this?’ she asked Rosie.


‘Doesn’t remember.’


‘But didn’t he go off with some of your paintings?’ Hester asked.


‘He went down the steps with them under his arm,’ Rosie said crossly.


‘And doesn’t he remember?’


‘Doesn’t want to remember,’ Maud said, chewing with her front teeth like a rabbit.


‘Oh, he’s not bad, he just forgets,’ Rosie said generously.


‘Huh,’ Maud cried, taking a raisin pip out of her mouth and placing it on the side of her plate. ‘Did you make this cake?’


‘No, Elsie did.’


‘She didn’t use stoned raisins,’ Maud said, darkly.


‘Oh, what a pity,’ Hester cried, ‘and it looks such a nice cake. I expect it was my fault though, I put the fruit out on the table.’


‘Is there any ice cream?’ Sundy asked.


‘I told Julie to bring some in and she hasn’t come back yet,’ Hester said sadly.


‘I expect she’s stayed to tea.’


‘Well, I wouldn’t feel like eating anything in that place.’


‘You’ve got a bug about cleanliness, you always did have,’ Rosie said. ‘There’s such a thing as healthy dirt.’


‘Nonsense.’


‘That’s how I brought you up.’


‘And that’s why I’ve got a bug about cleanliness,’ Hester said stoutly. ‘You never dusted from one week to the next.’


‘Never have seen the point of it,’ Rosie muttered.


‘Well if both of you have finished you can get down and play until bedtime. I’m going to go round to Ferminger’s and see if Julie is there.’


‘Can I come?’ Sundy cried.


*


‘You know Eddy doesn’t like you to have a drink before he gets in, Mum. You’ll just make him irritable,’ Hester said as she dried Sundy after her bath.


‘I’m a guest, aren’t I? And guests have privileges,’ Rosie said, as she poured a large scotch out into a toothmug.


‘Well, hide it if he comes in, that’s all,’ Hester said savagely, rubbing Sundy’s bottom fiercely, so that her daughter had to protest.


‘Why do you think I’ve got it in a toothmug? Talk about teaching your grandmother to suck eggs.’ Rosie put her feet up on Wild Birds of the British Isles.


‘All this deceit,’ Hester cried. ‘It makes me sick. Why we can’t all get on together I don’t know.’


‘You do too much,’ Rosie said.


‘Well, you’re not much help, upsetting Matthew like that. I’ve never heard him scream so much.’


‘Yes,’ Sundy said solemnly. ‘He was frightened.’


‘What was the matter with him?’ Julie asked, looking up from a magazine called Honeymoon.


‘And I’m still upset with you,’ Hester said. ‘You should have been back for tea. You told me you would be.’


‘He wouldn’t go on the lavatory seat,’ Rosie said.


‘His little body was so stiff it wouldn’t bend. You could hear him screaming all up the road and it’s all because of you.’ Hester gestured at Rosie whose large round pink nose was deep in the toothmug.


‘But why?’ Julie asked.


‘Oh, he got the wrong end of the stick, something Rosie said.’


‘Well I thought that too,’ Sundy said, ‘at first.’


‘Yes, I know you did, dear. It’s a silly story. Your Gran is full of them. Now go and kiss everybody good night. Elsie, help me lift this back into the kitchen.’


‘Fish and chips again tonight, I suppose,’ Rosie said sadly.


‘If you don’t like it, Mum, you needn’t eat it. Nice fresh fish, you don’t get that anywhere else.’


‘I never would have thought that you’d turn into a shrew. A sweet-tempered girl you always were,’ Rosie muttered.


Hester shot a glance of mingled rage and hurt at Rosie, twisted Sundy round and said, ‘You’ll find Aunt Maud in the bedroom. Go and say good night.’


Hester went into her room and shut the door. She sat down on the bed and stared out of the window. There was a slight wind now, it moved the tall grass in long waving patterns of shadow and light; a tawny owl stretched its wings and hovered for a moment in the sky. ‘Ed,’ she whispered, ‘oh Ed.’ From her apron pocket she took out a handkerchief and wiped her nose, then her eyes. She got up and went to the top of the bed, pulled the blanket back, and with her hand smoothed the pillow, then snatched it out of the bed. ‘My God, you never wash your hair in a month of Sundays,’ she cried to the pillow, shaking it. ‘I only put it on clean a couple of days ago, and it’s filthy, just filthy.’


She strode out of the room slamming the door. ‘Now straight up to bed,’ she cried to Sundy. ‘Stop reading that.’


‘It’s the Stonechat,’ Sundy said as she was pushed into the kitchen. ‘Mummy, I do love going up this ladder.’


‘Well it’s more than I do,’ Hester said as she pulled down a collapsible aluminium ladder. ‘Up you go, and be quiet, I don’t want you to wake Matthew.’


‘Will Daddy be back soon?’


‘Yes. Nightnight, darling.’ Hester held Sundy’s face in her hands and bent down and kissed her.


‘There’s a lot of greens over. Shall I make some bubble and squeak?’ Elsie asked.


Hester went out of the kitchen. ‘Yes, you’d better do that,’ she called.


‘They’re here,’ Julie cried, ‘the car’s just driven up.’


‘Whoops, I’m off.’ Rosie, with some effort, got out from the armchair, picked up her toothmug and disappeared.


‘Why does Gran always disappear when Daddy comes back?’ Julie asked.


‘Don’t ask silly questions. You know perfectly well. Maud,’ Hester shouted, ‘they’re here.’ She went about shaking the cushions and smoothing out the seats of the armchairs.


Banging the front door and then the verandah door several times, Eddy and Leslie walked through, weighed down with fishing tackle, which they dropped in the middle of the floor; large wet haversacks smelling vilely of fish, and reels, rods and Oxo tins littered the room. ‘Did you see that owl?’ Eddy said excitedly. ‘I’d like to have a shot at that.’


‘Why?’ Hester said. ‘Must you kill everything?’


‘Hallo dear.’ He kissed her on the cheek. Julie watched him carefully. ‘Had a nice day?’ Eddy asked.


‘All right. Suppose you want some supper now?’


‘Could do with some grub, eh Les? ’Ere look at this one, Hest. It gave me a hell of a dance.’ Eddy ripped open the haversack and revealed the soft flabby body of a beheaded fish. ‘Leslie’s done better today, though.’


‘He generally does, it seems to me,’ Hester said meanly.


‘Hallo love,’ Maud said, giving Leslie a peck on his ear. ‘You’ve condescended to come back then?’


‘What d’you mean?’


‘Oh, nothing ducks. It’s just that Hest and I wonder sometimes whether we’re married at all.’


‘Oh, come off it, old girl,’ Leslie said roughly, taking off his brown check jacket and then his cap. ‘I say, what you say if we all go out for a drink tonight, eh?’


‘What do you mean, “all”?’ Hester asked. ‘Who’s going to look after the kids?’


‘Well, what about your Mum?’ Leslie asked.


‘Yeah, your Mum will look after them,’ Eddy repeated gruffly.


‘Mum is going out,’ Hester said, beginning to lay the table and rubbing the fish knives with the edge of the tablecloth.


‘Where?’ Eddy asked incredulously.


‘She’s meeting Mr Ferminger for a drink,’ Hester said primly.


‘Cor, there’s life in the old girl yet. Don’t care for her choice though, eh Les?’


‘Well, it doesn’t seem quite fair, you know, to leave Elsie,’ Leslie said slowly, scratching his head.


Hester turned around angrily. ‘Not fair, you say. I’ll remind you that Elsie gets paid for doing things like that. Maud, did you hear what he says?’


‘Of all the bloomin’ cheek you men have got,’ Maud said. ‘It seems to me that Hester does most of the work and if she can’t go out one evening a week.’


‘I don’t want to go. I don’t want to go,’ Hester said, beginning to muddle up all the knives, forks and spoons and relaying them all wrongly. ‘Go without me. I’m happier here with a book.’


‘Cor love a duck,’ Eddy said, sitting down with a plomp upon the most comfortable chair. ‘Cor stone the crows. What do you want?’


Hester, grim-lipped, stalked into the kitchen; they heard her say in carefully controlled tones, ‘Is everything ready, Elsie? You’d like to go out for a drink tonight, wouldn’t you?’


The clatter of the frying pan obscured Elsie’s answer.


‘We come back from a day’s fishing,’ Eddy said, ‘and what do we find?’


‘I only thought it might be a nice idea,’ Leslie murmured, shrugging his shoulders.


Maud shut the kitchen door and turned towards the men. ‘It seems to me that you both forget that Elsie was brought down here to do the cleaning, not to have a jolly good time with.’ A vague almost imperceptible shadow seemed to pass over Eddy, and Leslie’s faces. ‘Why she should come out for a drink with us just beats me. If you really feel that you’ve got to do something, bring her back a bottle of beer and a packet of crisps and let her choke herself on them.’


‘’Ere, ’ere Maud,’ Leslie murmured, ‘that’s no way to talk.’


Eddy, very slowly, was untying his bootlaces.


‘Well I’m old enough to look after the children,’ Julie said timidly.


‘There you are,’ Eddy said triumphantly, ‘so she is. Then we can all go out.’


‘You know perfectly well that Hester doesn’t like that.’


‘The trouble with Hester is that she will always put the kids first,’ Eddy cried angrily.


‘Well, thank God she does, because you wouldn’t.’


‘Maud, Maud,’ Hester cried, and opened the kitchen door. ‘Don’t go on with this, dear. I’m not going out and that’s the end of it. You know I don’t enjoy it.’


Maud pursed her lips. ‘You shouldn’t give in.’


‘I don’t enjoy it and that’s that.’ Hester closed the door.


Maud sighed and sat down.


‘Well, how about a drink,’ Eddy said jovially. ‘Come on, let’s forget it and enjoy ourselves. Have we missed the news? Put the wireless on, Leslie. If only you could suggest something that she would enjoy.’


‘I like a nice cup of tea in the morning. I like a nice cup of tea at night,’ a slightly shrill voice sang from the radio.


‘Is that Jessie Matthews?’ Leslie said.


‘Give her a break sometimes,’ Maud said plaintively.


‘It’s not Gracie,’ Eddy said, and began to join in the song.


‘There isn’t even a fleapit cinema to go to in this dump,’ Maud said.


‘I like a nice drop of scotch in the morning,’ Eddy sang. ‘And old Rosie’s been at the bottle.’ He held the bottle up and looked at it quizzically. ‘I like a nice drop of scotch at night.’


‘It’s Jessie Matthews,’ Julie said.


‘It’s not our Gracie. ’Ere Rosie, Rosie,’ Eddy called at the top of his voice. ‘You been at my scotch again?’


Rosie’s door opened slightly and her large pink head poked through. ‘I clean my teeth in it,’ she said.


‘Well bring in your toothmug and we’ll see what we can do. She’s a one, she is, not like her daughter. You wouldn’t think they were mother and daughter, would you?’


‘Mrs Heath is a very nice woman,’ Maud said pompously, feeling that the females were being attacked again.


‘Gin and orange for you Maud, eh?’


‘Yes, I’ll have one. I bloody well need it,’ she added.


‘What you got your war paint on for?’ Leslie asked.


‘I get so bored,’ Maud cried, ‘that I sit in front of the mirror for half an hour and slap the stuff on my face and if you don’t like it you know what you can do.’


‘Keep your hair on, old girl, keep your hair on.’


‘Oh it doesn’t suit some women but it suits Maud,’ Eddy said, giving her a drink. ‘I like a nice drop of scotch at night. And a bit of crumpet,’ he added, jumping up into the air and waving one little leg. ‘Well, here you are Rosie, you didn’t make it so quick tonight. Usually when I call “drinks” she’s here, easily the winner, right in the front line, aren’t you love?’


‘I won’t pretend that I’m not attached to it,’ Rosie said with an air of dignity as she poured out a generous amount.


‘You going out with Ferminger tonight then? ’Ere, you know he’s a married man,’ Eddy said with relish.


‘We have some things to discuss.’


‘Oh you ’ave, ’ave you. Things, she says, eh Les. And what kind of things, eh?’


‘Stop teasing Mum,’ Hester said, coming in with two steaming plates.


‘I was only asking,’ Eddy cried. ‘Only asking.’


*


‘If you didn’t know that you were on the border of Sussex and Kent you might well believe that you were in the Middle West,’ Rosie said to Mr Ferminger as she stepped on to the bare boards of the Black Pirate Saloon Bar.


‘What are you having, Rosie? What are you having?’ Mr Ferminger said, dancing a circle around Rosie’s large black bulk for he was half her size and as thin as a needle.


‘As I’m here,’ she said, looking about her in some surprise, ‘I’ll have the bitter. A pint.’ She nodded at him. But he still hopped on his toes rather nervously about her.


‘I say, have you got any money?’ he whispered.


‘Money!’ she whispered. ‘Of course I haven’t. Who asked who for a drink?’


Mr Ferminger looked nonplussed. ‘I’ve got a few shillings,’ he said, digging deep into his pocket.


‘Well, use them.’


‘They’re not going to last long, are they?’


‘You use those and we’ll put the rest on Eddy’s account,’ Rosie said with a satisfied gleam in her eye.


‘That’s a good idea.’ Mr Ferminger went to the bar and Rosie with her toe drew a design in the sand on the floor.


‘Rosie,’ Mr Ferminger said, ‘you’re the only woman I’ve ever been able to tell the truth to.’


Rosie took a gulp of her bitter. ‘You haven’t gone and married another woman?’ she said, slightly horrified, then she began to count on her fingers.


‘Sssh,’ Mr Ferminger said, his tiny finger to his lips. ‘I can’t help it if I have a passion for marriage.’


‘Oh dear, oh dear,’ Rosie murmured, ‘that’s the third,’


‘Fourth,’ he said sadly, ‘though one’s dead.’


‘I can’t keep up with you.’


He put a cigarette into his mouth, offered one to Rosie, lighted it and said, ‘You see I’ve got a warm heart. I can’t bear it when they look at me.’


‘How do they look at you?’ she said sharply, looking at Harold Ferminger with some alarm, for Hester was right, he looked filthy; his grey hair was untidily long, twisted at the sides into an abundant curly beard. He had bright acid green eyes and had been, when young, Rosie remembered, really quite dashing; but now …


‘You know what women are, Rosie.’


‘Where did you marry this one?’


He looked down at the floor as if ashamed. ‘Rye,’ he murmured.


‘But that’s much too near, the police will be on to that.’


‘Sssh.’ Mr Ferminger looked startled. ‘She’s a sweet lovely girl, though.’


‘Girl?’


‘Well she’s getting on to forty, I suppose, but she has ways about her, well it was too much for me. Such pretty little hands.’


‘Couldn’t you divorce one or two?’ Rosie suggested, trying to be practical.


‘Good Heavens no, my dear. They get on to you right away, then.’


Rosie drained her glass and shook her head. ‘I just don’t know how you do it.’


‘Well, I try and be with each one for a few days each month. They’re always very pleased to see me … Want a refill?’


‘And this passion for marriage that you have. What does it feel like?’ Rosie enquired, puzzled.


‘Oh, it’s a lovely institution,’ he said cheerfully.


‘And,’ Rosie said, tilting her brown hat further back on to her head, ‘do you feel that you’re bringing light and happiness to these poor lonely spinsters hidden in our home counties?’


He nodded his head furiously. ‘Yes yes, why yes, Rosie.’


‘The vanity, the vanity of man,’ she cried; then sadly, ‘It passes all belief.’


‘What I can’t stand is coarseness,’ Mr Ferminger said, tapping his fingers on the table. ‘If a man is coarse to a woman I can’t stand it. Take your son-in-law, a rough nasty one that is.’ Then he leant across the table and whispered. ‘How about, er, chalking up a few?’


Rosie walked up to the bar. ‘You know who I am,’ she said loudly.


‘I do, Mrs Heath. How are you?’ The publican shook hands with her.


‘I’ve come out without my purse,’ she said with some irritation. ‘Could you, er, just chalk a few up?’


The publican beamed. ‘I think we could manage that.’


‘Yes, not on my account,’ she said, ‘put it on Eddy’s.’


‘He’s a card, that one,’ the publican cried. ‘He came in last night and had us all in fits.’


‘Yes, he has us in them too, at home,’ Rosie said appreciatively.


‘In fits. Oh he’s a card, that one.’


‘Of course I like a bit of coarseness,’ Rosie said, handing Mr Ferminger his pint.


‘It was what always put me off you, years ago. You were too outspoken, Rosie, that’s why you never married again, you know. It puts a man off.’


‘Balls,’ she said.


‘There you are. No, I’m always careful with my wives, never swear, never curse in front of them.’


‘I must put some more elastic in my bloomers, they’re always falling down,’ Rosie said, frowning and trying to hitch them up, but thinking at the same time, Thank God, I did put you off years ago, for I’d certainly be sitting in a larger cow pat now if I hadn’t.


*


‘Well, how about a game of cards?’ Eddy cried. ‘There’s four of us. A nice game of whist.’


‘Count me out,’ Hester said.


There was silence. Eddy sulkily murmured, ‘You’re trying to put the kibosh on everything, aren’t you?’


‘I don’t like cards,’ she said.


‘Oh come on, Hest,’ Maud said.


‘I’m going for a walk.’ Hester went to the verandah and put her coat on.


‘Well, Elsie will play,’ Eddy cried. ‘She’s a sport, aren’t you Elsie?’


It was dark at first. Hester felt her way down the steps and across the garden. Ginger mewed somewhere. ‘Damn cat,’ she muttered and opened the gate. She looked about her. The sky was purple and navy, the charcoal clouds were massed high across it. The air stung her face, tasting strongly of salt. Two more months, she thought, of this damned hole, two more months, then back to Thornton Heath and Redford Avenue. And Eddy late, working at the office, evening after evening alone, not even Jock there now, for he’d be miles away.


Nobody out, nobody around, the light failing, dim, nine o’clock, pockets of silence inside the sound of the wind and the sea, the rustling of the tall yellow grass and sounds of birds and animals moving furtively deep in the undergrowth.


Hester walked up on the sea dyke towards the Lydd road, one hand to her face, her long black hair partly loose and flying out like a scarf behind her. Hester quickened her step so that she seemed at times to be running, running against the wind so that the sea smell bathed her.


She was trembling.


What is it? Am I squandering my life away? she thought. Going on and on always giving, getting back not an ounce of consideration, understanding or tenderness. ‘Oh Eddy,’ she cried, ‘oh Eddy, how you’ve changed.’


But wasn’t it Auntie Dodo who’d said on the eve of the wedding, ‘Hest, don’t trust him. Hest, don’t trust him, far too charming by half. Besides, I never liked weedy men.’


‘He’s been wounded, Auntie Dodo, in the war. It’s the war.’


‘These young men are using it as an excuse for everything. Fred fought and died against the Boers and never complained.’


‘Mum hasn’t even finished my wedding dress, you can see, all the hem is down. She promised me faithfully and where is she now?’


‘Tut, tut, you mustn’t blame your mother. She’s suffered.’


Jock is kind, even if he is a friend of Eddy’s, Hester thought. A simple, good man. I know he loves me, though he’s never said a word to me. He’s too loyal to Eddy and to me to do a thing like that. He’s never as much as kissed me on the cheek, but the love is all there. I’ve only got to say to him … But the children, how could I leave the children? Next month he goes up to Skye; if he asked me to go with him, would I go? But I love Eddy, I love him still. I know the real Eddy lies just beneath. This is just a phase, a bad time, it will pass.


It began to rain. The charcoal sky was striped with ebony, wide ribbons of dense and gloomy darkness that sprang out of the sea and hung low, rumbling over the flat marshes.


The sea hissed across her sandals. The sea moved a dead bird, lodging it upon the ridged sand. She bent down. It was black and large – a strange bird, she thought vaguely. One of its wings was arched out as if in flight but the other wing was bent down hugging its body.


She walked through the dunes and stood outside the back window of the Black Pirate. She could see Rosie and Mr Ferminger: they were dancing. She was holding the bird in her hands, one hand held the wing and her other hand its legs, so that it hung down in front of her skirt like an apron. The music changed and they began doing the Lambeth Walk. Rosie was laughing and shouting, ‘Oi’. Then the music stopped, there was a news announcement, something about Hitler and forces massed upon a border, something which sounded serious and strange.


Hester stood there watching her mother and a married man and she thought bitterly, What’s his wife feeling now, all alone, while my mother drinks up her housekeeping money? Is there no unselfishness in the world? Is there nothing simple or good?


She stood in the doorway. ‘I was just passing,’ Hester said. ‘Been for a walk and I thought I’d walk back with you, Mum.’


Rosie’s face flushed from the alcohol and the dance. ‘Oh dear,’ she said. ‘Mr Ferminger’s done it again.’


‘Shush,’ the little man cried, his finger to his lips, then he looked up bitterly at Rosie. ‘And I thought you were discreet.’


‘Oh I am,’ she cried, placing her old hat firmly on to her head, momentarily confused.’


She said good night to them all, bowed low to Mr Ferminger, and taking Hester’s arm walked out with her daughter into the night.


‘And what has he done?’ Hester asked grimly.


‘Oh, nothing dear, we were just fooling about,’ Rosie said gaily, then she stopped and clutched her chest. ‘I’m confused about good and evil,’ she murmured, ‘confused.’


Hester looked up, startled. ‘Mum,’ she said reproachfully.


‘You’re all right,’ Rosie cried. ‘You’ve almost got mission fever. Fight, fight, fight, the good fight,’ she sang, ‘but me with bags under me eyes that I could carry the vegetables home in and I’ve always felt askew ever since they took away one of my breasts. How would you like it? I look in the mirror and I’m not sure which side me sex is.’


‘Mum, what’s got into you?’


‘All upside down, I feel like a bat.’


‘You’ll be sick if you’re not careful.’


‘I’m tired.’


‘I should think you are.’


‘Hysteria, that’s what they say it is, and what’s hysteria? That’s when you see the truth with eyes all bloodshot.’ Rosie, to accentuate her words, held her umbrella up higher. ‘I’m a gonner, I can feel myself floating down through the years with me arse all snow white and me fingernails dirty, clinging to a bouquet of cabbage roses and lamenting like the ice queen in labour when she feels the breath of spring …’


‘Tut, tut, what are you on about, Mum?’


‘On about? Charlie died when you were ten, Wubb was killed when you were sixteen, that left two of us, two women, and the rest of the world still smouldering, black widows clutching their umbrella handles and crying into their torn pinnies. And what have I been doing ever since? Talking. I’ve talked through pain like a steam roller chasing a landslide. I’m the old girl they can never shut up, sit me down with a pint of vodka on the Russian steppes or put me in a barrel and roll me over Niagara and you’d still hear my voice defeating the silence. I’ve been tied to railings at Downing Street and spat in three policemen’s eyes – I kissed the fourth one, ’cause he was handsomer and, and …’ She was getting out of breath. She stopped and carefully furled her umbella.


‘I know it cut you up a lot, Wubb being killed,’ Hester said quietly.


Rosie shouted, ‘It’s not that you’re defeated, it’s not that any one of your senses becomes annihilated, it’s simply that they choose to pour their expression into other channels.’ She blew a great breath out of her mouth and began again. ‘Whew, there, it twists you up so that your nose gets pressed into your navel and you begin to wonder who it was who broke a rotten egg and left it there to stew in your belly button.’


‘Oh Mum, the things you think of,’ Hester murmured reproachfully, feeling relieved that no one else was about.


‘I watched all your innocence marrying him and I still watch it. If Charlie had been alive it would never have happened. A girl needs a father. What good was I?’


‘You weren’t much help,’ Hester allowed herself to say a little bitterly. ‘You retreated upstairs, back into your rooms and left me … Well, Eddy was fun. He made me laugh.’


Rosie sighed, leaned on her umbrella and stopped. ‘Yes, he made you laugh and I was glad. Eddy’s a clown, that’s all I saw or wished to see. Oh, what’s the good, Hest, eh? It happened to your namesake, to your aunt, just the same. Maybe Heath women are born to be martyrs.’


‘Eddy’s all right, he’s all right really.’


Rosie grunted.


Suddenly Hester stopped, her hand gripping Rosie’s arm. ‘The bird, I left it there outside the pub. I was going to bury it …’


‘You’re wet through,’ Rosie said tenderly. ‘Oh Hest, come along now, you’ll catch a chill and what shall we all do then?’


‘I meant to bury it,’ she said frowning. Then she looked at Rosie and added bitterly, ‘Oh yes, I can’t catch a chill, can I? I can’t be ill. I can’t have a few days off, for then what will happen to all of you?’
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