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      CARTOON

      
      About suffering they were never wrong,

      
      The Old Masters: how well they understood

      
      Its human position; how it takes place

      
      While someone else is eating or opening a window or just walking dully along;

      
      How, when the aged are reverently, passionately waiting

      
      For the miraculous birth, there always must be

      
      Children who did not specially want it to happen, skating

      
      On a pond at the edge of a wood:

      
      They never forgot

      
      That even the dreadful martyrdom must run its course

      
      Anyhow in a corner, some untidy spot

      
      Where the dogs go on with their doggy life and the torturer’s horse

      
      Scratches its innocent behind on a tree.

      
      In Brueghel’s Icarus, for instance: how everything turns away

      
      Quite leisurely from the disaster; the ploughman may

      
      Have heard the splash, the forsaken cry,

      
      But for him it was not an important failure; the sun shone

      
      As it had to on the white legs disappearing into the green

      
      Water; and the expensive delicate ship that must have seen

      
      Something amazing, a boy falling out of the sky,

      
      Had somewhere to get to and sailed calmly on.

      
      ‘Musée des Beaux Arts’ by W.H. Auden

      
      
      The key is the torturer’s horse; the apparent irrelevance to what is, in fact, the main theme. I think this is the point of
         the poem but I cannot be certain. I distrust poetry. It has always seemed to me the most deceitful art, full of attention-seeking
         tricks, like a child showing off. Look at me, how clever, bet you can’t guess what I mean. But I like this particular poem.
      

      
      Clio used to read poetry to me. She read from Auden and Yeats and other, more modern, poets, sitting in the corner of my work
         room (I dislike the alien romanticism of studio), long, straight hair, glossy as butter, falling forward over her shining, earnest, bespectacled face, long, flexible legs
         twisted around the sturdier legs of the stool. She was not trying to open my philistine mind to the wonders of literature.
         She was hoping that the dead passion of other men’s words would revive my love for her. And, more slyly, using them as a means
         of reproaching me. About suffering they were never wrong, The Old Masters! It was her suffering she meant me to listen to!
      

      
      There was a brief period when she could have read out a laundry list and I would have listened with pleasure to her soft,
         slightly nasal voice, touched by the knowledge that its sexy huskiness arose from a permanent catarrhal condition. Later,
         it drove me mad. As she read aloud to me all I could think of was the dripping mucus from her infected sinuses, the used balls
         of Kleenex in the waste-paper basket.
      

      
      My poor Clio! At the time of these readings I was still deeply ashamed of the pain I had caused her. If only she had not demanded
         what I could no longer deliver, we might have settled for a comfortable existence together, an agreeable friendship. I understood
         the sense of insult she felt, the loss of self-esteem, the unresolved anger, but all these things (as to mitigate my offence,
         ease my guilt, I once foolishly tried to explain to her) arose from a form of self-regarding vanity. If she truly loved me, as she maintained, she would swallow her pride and accept what I was still able and happy to offer; my concern,
         my affection, my genuine sorrow that I could not be all that she wanted. (What claptrap, I think now. What codswallop! Some
         people stammer under stress. I become pompous.)
      

      
      Looked at one way, it could be said that Clio’s suffering is as irrelevant to this story as the torturer’s horse in the picture.
         Certainly neither are central to the main drama. And yet, looked at differently, nothing could have happened without them.
         Both are the products of vanity.
      

      
      To explain. I am a painter. I paint portraits and townscapes – views of the inner city, of shabby streets, small, dusty parks,
         crumbling tenements. That is my art, my reason for living. Unhappily, it is not productive in the crude sense. In spite of
         kindly reviews of my occasional exhibitions and the loyal response of old friends who attend the private views, drink the
         mock champagne and buy the smaller paintings, my work only brings in a pittance. The trade that I live by, that pays the rates
         and the mortgage, the bill for Clio’s athletic activities, her Health Club, her yoga classes; that sends Helen (my first wife,
         my darling) a small monthly sum that she neither wants nor needs but is kind enough to accept to satisfy my pride, and my
         mother the necessary allowance to keep her in reasonable comfort in her small house in Bow, is that of a copyist.
      

      
      I am (I must make this clear) an honest craftsman; not a cheat, not a forger. I am no Tom Keating, ageing a picture with a
         spoonful of Nescafé, spraying on fly specks with a mixture of asphalt and turpentine, pretending to have come upon an unknown
         Old Master in a junk shop or attic. I paint copies of famous paintings, sometimes for private persons or institutions, but mostly for the directors of companies who want an impressive decoration to hang in their board rooms. Deception of an
         innocent kind is their intention; asked if the picture is genuine, few of them, I imagine, would lie. Nor would they be wise
         to. Whether they know it or not (and in some cases I am sure that they do know, collaborating with me in a further, minor
         deception out of pleasure in their treasured British sense of humour) my copies are never exact.
      

      
      That is where vanity comes in. One wants to leave one’s mark on the world. (Clio wants to leave her mark too, I suppose, which
         is why she has tried to elevate her girl’s romantic disappointment in a middle-aged husband to the level of tragedy.) Like
         many another craftsman, like an apprentice stone cutter carving a gargoyle on a cathedral, I want to make my individual contribution
         to the grand design. I copy the painting with all the skill at my disposal, all the tricks; squaring up, measuring with calipers,
         using photographs, a projector, a light box for transparencies to get as near as I can to the true colour. I try to match
         the pigments used by the artist, grinding my own Naples yellow, or buying it in a tube from Budapest where it is still legal
         to sell it ready made with lead and antimony. But instead of adding my signature, I change some insignificant feature. I alter
         the expression of a man in a crowd, add a tiny animal face in a dim corner, a mouse or a weasel, replace the diamond on a
         woman’s hand with a ruby, paint a watch on a wrist in an eighteenth-century portrait. Which is why that poem about the torturer’s
         horse has an appeal for me that is unconnected with its literary value. I think that I might change it to a mule or a donkey.
         How many casual observers would notice? Or care if they did? Most people chortle to see experts confounded.
      

      
      All art, of course, is full of deception. Nature, too, and human behaviour, but more of that later. Remember the story of Zeuxis? No? Then I’ll tell you. (Bear with me. The tale will develop,
         I hope, when I can find my way into it, but I am only a painter, unused to the art of narrative flow.)
      

      
      This Zeuxis lived in Athens in the fourth century BC. He painted a picture of grapes with such skill that sparrows flew in
         and tried to peck at the fruit. Amused, Zeuxis invited another painter to witness a repeat performance. A rival, whose name
         was Parrhasius. He affected to be unimpressed. To cheat sparrows was nothing extraordinary. ‘Bird-brained’ was his buzz word.
         The birth of a cliché?
      

      
      Parrhasius went home and brooded. His turn to ask his friend Zeuxis to inspect a painting. It was concealed behind a curtain.
         Zeuxis tried to unveil it and failed; the draperies had been painted. Zeuxis, who was either a fool, or a very nice man, or
         simply somewhat short-sighted, was generous with praise. ‘I was only able to deceive a few sparrows, but you have deceived
         me, a man and an artist.’
      

      
      Like the Auden poem, this hoary old legend has its quirky, private significance. Ever since I first heard it, at school, it
         has made me think of my father.
      

      
      I cannot remember him. I have no idea what he looks like. No photographs. Nothing. My mother left him before my fourth birthday.
         She rarely spoke of him and when she did it was always as ‘your father’, as if his connection with me were some kind of biological
         accident that had nothing to do with her. All I know is this story that her sister, my Aunt Maud, has told me.
      

      
      He met my mother in 1942, at a dance hall in London. He was a captain in the Free French Forces, she was a cockney from Bow,
         a skinny, pretty, lively girl, working in a munitions’ factory. Her parents ran a public house called The Snared Bird. My father had a little English but not enough (according to Maud) to make the nice judgements about accent that English people
         use as naturally as they breathe to place each other socially, nor to discover that my mother, who had left school at fourteen,
         had no intellectual resources or conversation. ‘Maisie was bright enough, it was just that she never needed to bother,’ Maud
         said. ‘She was what they used to call in those days a Glamour Puss. Only had to walk into the Palais on a Saturday night to
         have all the men after her.’
      

      
      There is no evidence to support this typically Maudish suggestion that if my father had understood that my mother was ‘common’
         – I put quotes round the word because it isn’t one that even Maud would use now, in the eighties – he wouldn’t have married
         her. My mother took him home to meet her family, they were married in Bow parish church and held the reception at the Snared
         Bird. My grandparents were merry old souls, given to much lifting of the elbow, immoderate laughter, and, in my grandfather’s
         case, to the public removal of ill-fitting dentures when he wished to masticate comfortably. (After the war, when he could
         have had better teeth provided free by the National Health Service, he refused on the grounds that he was a life-long Conservative
         voter and didn’t intend to encourage the profligate ways of the new Labour Government.) A fine, sturdy man, salt of the earth,
         but one evening spent in his company and my father could have had no illusions about what sort of people he was marrying into.
         Uneducated, un-gentrified, and cheerfully content with their station.
      

      
      Except for Aunt Maud, of course. Maud the clever one, the natural mimic, is a prime example of upward mobility. The war that
         had sent my mother into the munitions’ factory had evacuated my thirteen-year-old aunt from her home in the East End, billeted
         her on a pair of intelligent spinsters (one a history teacher, the other a headmistress) who refined her vowels and her manners and set her ambitious feet on the educational ladder; a good country grammar school,
         a women’s college at Oxford. But my father’s French ear would hardly have caught Maud’s fledgling attempts at a ‘superior’
         accent. At the time of the marriage she was still a schoolgirl; a plain, younger sister.
      

      
      My father had what Maud would call ‘background’. His father had been a Rear-Admiral, hydrographer to the French Navy. There
         was a house in Paris, estates in the country. By the time the war was over the Rear-Admiral was dead, and all that was left
         of the rural estates was a small vineyard in Provence. It had always produced a good wine but it was not a great name, not
         a château, and when my father returned in 1945 it was clear that the financial return was hardly enough to support my mother
         and me, his old mother, a widowed aunt, and a couple of unmarried sisters who, in the French manner, expected to be provided
         with dowries.
      

      
      My father shouldered his responsibilities. (I have a fellow feeling with him there.) He got a bank loan, bought up the harvest
         of a larger but inferior vineyard and sent, to a wide selection of hotels and restaurants, two bottles of wine, one his own
         excellent vintage, the other rough peasant stuff, thin and vinegary. A covering letter invited the recipients to open one
         bottle and taste it. If they wished to place an order (at an exceptionally low price) they must pay in advance; if they preferred
         to wait for delivery the cost would be trebled. This was an unrepeatable offer, a loss on my father’s part, his only concern
         the establishment of a name and a reputation for what was as yet an unrecognised Grand Vin Du Pays. He suggested that in their
         own interests his customers should keep the second bottle unopened as a check of quality against the consignment which would
         be sent as soon as he received payment.
      

      
      
      Ingenious. Foolproof in its simplicity. About half of those who sampled the good wine sent their cheques with their order
         and when it arrived found it to be the same undrinkable filth as the bottle they had kept in reserve. No redress. The French
         police did their best to prosecute my father for what was to them a fearsomely criminal act but could find no one who had
         kept the good bottle. Everyone who had opened the bad bottle first had thrown the other away in disgust without tasting it.
         ‘I expect they got him for something else in the end,’ Maudie said, rather regretfully. In spite of her irreproachable respectability
         – political biographer, lecturer, magistrate and attentive member of a vast number of worthy committees and quangos and Government
         Think Tanks – my good aunt has a sentimental liking for rogues.
      

      
      My mother, who had married one, obviously felt differently. When she understood what my father had done, she packed up and
         left him – and perhaps was grateful for the excuse. Forty years ago, and she has not been out of England since. ‘No thank
         you, dear, I wouldn’t want to go anywhere I can’t speak the language,’ she says, whenever I offer to take her, or send her,
         abroad on a holiday. Once, when I persisted, tried to persuade her, she flared up in a rare, panicky, outburst of temper.
         ‘Might as well be deaf and dumb if you can’t speak or be spoken to. Or an idiot to be sniggered at.’
      

      
      ‘Were the family very unpleasant to her?’ I asked Maud. ‘Why on earth didn’t she try to learn French?’

      
      ‘Provincial France must have seemed like the back of beyond to her, a girl who’d never been out of London, so why should she
         take the trouble? And Maisie has always been intellectually lazy. But you know what the French are like, I daresay they were
         pretty unwelcoming. Not that she said much, she wouldn’t. But she refused to ask for a penny from your father, that shows you how she felt.’ Maud rolled her navy blue eyes – her most striking feature – and gave a snort of dismay. ‘If it wasn’t
         for me, you’d have been brought up above the pub.’
      

      
      I could imagine worse fates. I had always been happy to visit my grandparents; my jolly little grandfather, five foot four
         and round as a ball, my tall grandmother, skeleton thin, fierce-eyed as an eagle, known to the regulars of the Snared Bird
         as Razor Annie – no rough drunks in her bar – but, all the same, quick with a joke, gales of surprisingly girlish, high-pitched,
         cackling laughter. They were indulgent to me; I liked the warm, yeasty smell of the pub; was excited above all by the life
         of the streets, the crowded markets, the bustle, the colour, the faces of the people, nobbly, wise, scarred and tuckered by
         life. More good faces in the East End, I told Maud, than anywhere else you can think of.
      

      
      But Maud was conscious of her own narrow escape. If it hadn’t been for Hitler, she’d have been stuck there. Awful thought
         to contemplate, all that suffering, so that she could rise up in the world, but dishonest not to admit it. ‘Mind you, I’m
         not saying that I wouldn’t have been a good barmaid, just that I was lucky to be given the chance not to be!’
      

      
      For my mother, uneducated, divorced, and landed with me, the choices were fewer. Maud, in her first job, teaching history
         at London University, had just finished her first book. She plonked down the publisher’s advance of five hundred pounds, whipped
         round the family, parents, uncles and aunts, bullied a bank manager, and produced enough to buy and furnish a boarding house
         in Southend for my mother to manage. Not much of a step up from a pub it might seem from the grander heights of society, but
         for Maud, only twenty-three, it was an achievement. A nice little business, independence for sister Maisie, good fresh air
         for the boy.
      

      
      
      We took lodgers; a couple of single men as permanent residents and, in the summer, families on their annual jaunt to the seaside.
         (This was before the package deal boom, before working-class people went abroad for their holidays.) It must have been a grind
         for my mother sometimes but she never complained and she never seemed busy to me; I remember long, golden days on the shore,
         picking up pebbles of different colours and sizes, eating gritty sandwiches in the shelter of a breakwater, poking my finger
         into the iridescent, velvety slime on the rotting piles, watching the sun flash gold and silver spears into the rucked, rolling
         sea. I won’t run on about my childhood as I have noticed some novelists do, meandering idly about in the past instead of getting
         on with the present, except to say that it seemed to me then that the whole world had been arranged for my comfort and pleasure.
         I cannot remember any unhappiness; I never heard a voice raised in anger. I loved my mother, I knew she was pretty, I saw
         the men watching her, but I was only proud, never jealous. To say that I was close to her would be an understatement. She
         was an extension of myself; I could not imagine that she had any existence apart from me.
      

      
      I was, of course, deceived.

      
      ‘He’s not academic.’ That was Aunt Maud, snorting her disappointment over a school report. But she was not a woman to accept
         defeat. Gathering up my drawings of pebbles, flowers, insects (all the small things that delighted me) she marched me off
         for an interview at a private boarding school that had, she said, a good art department. Neither my mother nor I protested.
         Aunt Maud was the man in our family.
      

      
      If the art lessons did me no harm (the teacher was a sensible man who taught us a few art-school dodges but mostly encouraged
         us to look around and use our own eyes) that isn’t true of the main thing I learned there which was a cheap and vulgar snobbery. I began to recognise that my mother spoke ‘badly’, that running a boarding house was a rather low way of earning
         a living, and that there was something pretty peculiar in not having a father. The only thing to be said for me is that I
         suffered these painful discoveries silently; glowering and rolling my eyes, I daresay, whenever my mother opened her mouth
         at school occasions, but that was the conventional response to the presence of parents and, so, unremarkable.
      

      
      There came a time when I feared my mother remarked it, however. She was shy with me, apparently nervous, and I was miserably
         convinced that she had sensed my disloyalty. When, at the end of my fourth term, she produced the Galloping Major, my overwhelming
         feeling was one of relief. She had let me down, not I her! To get married behind a son’s back was a fearful offence in a mother.
         Any sensitive boy would be emotionally crippled! Grave with hidden suffering, heavy with virtue, I said I was glad she would
         no longer be lonely without me and hoped she’d be happy.
      

      
      I basked in the credit I got from this blatant hypocrisy. My mother was tearfully grateful and Eric Major took me aside, thanked
         me for ‘taking it well’ and gave me ten pounds.
      

      
      He was a large, puce-faced, sweaty man with a crown of thin, curly hair and an affable manner. He wasn’t an army man, nor
         as dashing as the nickname I gave him when I went back to school. The ‘galloping’ prefix referred to his motor car, a prewar
         Delage saloon with a beautiful, long, gleaming body and a Cotal electric gear box that ‘only a superb mathematician’, so I
         told my friends, would be able to put right when it went wrong.
      

      
      The car made him an immediately acceptable surrogate father. He drove me to and from school, allowed me to ask other boys
         out for what he called a ‘spin’, lunched us at the best local hotel, was generous with money. He had a used-car business that was successful enough to make my life (as well as my mother’s) more comfortable. No more lodgers, no more summer
         visitors. By the time I returned for the next holidays the house had been re-decorated, rearranged to be suddenly spacious;
         a large room on the second floor that had once held five beds (for a couple with children) had been made ready for me; the
         old dining room on the right of the hall furnished as a sitting room for my mother.
      

      
      ‘Eric says it’s time I had a chance to put my feet up,’ she said, with a sly wink at me and a bit of a giggle, but she obviously
         enjoyed his solicitude, the fuss that he made of her, settling her in a chair with cushions at her back, closing windows in
         case she should feel a draught on her shoulders. ‘As if Maisie were an invalid,’ Aunt Maud grumbled as we went for a walk
         on Easter Sunday. ‘Making a fool of her. Do you like him?’
      

      
      I said that I liked him very much. I thought that Aunt Maud was jealous. Eric had deprived her of her masculine role as protector.
         At lunch, my mother had teased her: Eric says, Eric thinks, I must ask Eric. ‘Does Maisie love him, do you think?’ Aunt Maud asked, in a different, almost beseeching tone, and I saw the blood rise in
         her already high-coloured face, her navy eyes darken. Love, romantic love, was a reverent matter to Maud. Though this seemed
         absurdly embarrassing to me in a woman her age (I was fourteen, Maud in her thirties) I should have made some sensibly anodyne
         answer. But at that (precise) moment, walking in the back streets of Southend, I was too seized with the discovery that colours
         were brighter this lowering spring day than under bright sunlight, that a clump of daffodils glowed with an almost shocking
         brilliance and that the pale trunk of the tree they were planted around had suddenly become incandescent, appearing to float
         in the air, to concern myself with love and its related, complex, adult emotions. I said, boorishly, boyishly, ‘I don’t know, it depends what you mean,’ and she sighed.
         She said, ‘Oh, I do hope so. It would be dreadful to think she’d made use of him.’
      

      
      A remark that had echoes. I don’t know if my mother loved Eric or was merely grateful for his doting affection, his dependable,
         husbandly presence that enabled her to play the married woman in front of her spinster sister. When he died of a cerebral
         haemorrhage three years after their marriage she wept, though not inconsolably. The first night of her widowhood she drank
         several glasses of Bristol Cream sherry, her favourite tipple, and told me that before he died Eric had taken out an insurance
         that would provide an annuity for her of eight hundred pounds a year. With her widow’s pension, that was a reasonable sum
         in those days. She said, ‘Poor Eric, he was so kind to me,’ and not understanding how high a value she might place on kindness,
         on being cared for, and remembering what Aunt Maud had said, I was shocked by what seemed a casual dismissal. I said angrily,
         ‘He was a good provider, if that’s what you mean, why don’t you have it carved on his tombstone?’ And felt guilty at once,
         because that was really all he had been to me, and then a kind of shamed awe. Eric Major had come into my life and gone out of it and left nothing of himself behind.
      

      
      My mother looked, simply, surprised. I said I was sorry. She said, ‘I know the money isn’t important, dear. I could always
         let rooms again. I’m not frightened of work, you know that.’ She looked into her glass, frowning a little, and then suddenly
         smiled. ‘I can’t help being a tiny bit pleased, all the same. Fancy me with a private income! It’s a bit of a poke in the eye for Maud, isn’t it?’
      

      
      And she laughed like a mischievous girl.

      
      *

      
      
      I daresay I was shocked again. If so, I was wrong to be. My mother is innocent, honest, straightforward. (In most matters,
         that is, not in all, who could be?) Although the fact that she still speaks with a sharp, cockney twang is in part an act
         of defiance against what she calls ‘Maud’s airs and graces’, it is also a simple dislike of pretence. I am what I am, she is saying when she drops her aitches, take it or leave it. Nowadays, her lack of affectation is fashionable. It delights me to see her at my exhibitions, pretty, lined, rosy face
         beaming, courted by everyone; my splendid old Ma in awful, elaborate hats that she buys (I suspect to annoy sister Maud) at
         charity shops, who knows what she likes and says, within limits of an innate, natural courtesy, what she thinks. It is Aunt
         Maud with her received pronunciation, matching handbag and gloves and general ladylike air, who is out of date, quaintly mannered.
      

      
      You could write, around my Aunt Maud and my mother, a crisp little monograph on the British class system. But if I want to
         write a novel I suppose I must resist that sort of didactic digression and learn to put things in some sort of order; a tidy
         sequence of events, a strong plot. The trouble is that this approach strikes me as a plodding business, lacking the raucous,
         rumbustious confusion of life. My instinct is to present everything happening at once, simultaneously, separate but related,
         as in a painting. In my mind’s eye I see a number of circles, or watery bubbles, changing shape, shifting in and out of focus,
         wavering from light to dark, cloudy to clear, connecting, contiguous, but each with its own independent and busy life, private
         passions and secrets. I am there, dimly seen, somewhere in the picture; a workaday painter, bothered by bills and artistic
         conscience in about equal measure, physically short and rotund like my merry, dead grandfather, but unlike him (I hope for his sake) susceptible to, bullied and badgered by women.
      

      
      My women. Currently first but sequentially last, Clio; my sulky child bride, teenage mother, whose bastard boy holds us together,
         a bond she is too young to take seriously and I am too old to ignore, whom I have treated abominably and deserve to be punished
         by, if in not quite the exemplary fashion she has in store for me, who reads (or likes to be seen reading) poetry, and who
         runs for miles every evening, an exercise that she claims ‘keeps her in tune with her body’. She runs to escape, I imagine,
         but I would think that, wouldn’t I? Portly, middle-aged, lazy, creaking here and there at the joints, I treat my body like
         a dear old friend, respectfully, tenderly. I wince for Clio’s arches, her ankles, her knee, thigh and pelvic bones, her small,
         bouncing breasts, as she runs, pale hair flying, through the dusky park, through the dark city.
      

      
      My ex-wife; Helen, in her surgery, bending over the open mouth of a handsome male patient, green eyes intent on her task,
         lower lip caught between her own uneven but excellent teeth, the slight flush on her stretched, shapely neck touchingly exposed
         to the man in the chair as it was exposed to me in a like circumstance, years ago, our first meeting. Stirred by this memory,
         my ludicrous jealousy that can turn drilling a cavity in a back molar into an erotic activity, makes me wonder if this patient
         is already in love with her. Already her lover.
      

      
      Maisie, my mother; innocently happy in Bow, busy with God to whom she turned after Eric died (rather as she might have turned
         to a kindly third husband), with her weekly visits to the public library for a fresh supply of ‘nice’ novels, and with her voluntary work for old people which now sadly includes regular visits to Razor Annie in a private home for the senile. Part
         of the cost of this (I am irritated by novels in which who pays for what is left unexplained) is borne by the Department of
         Social Security, the rest by Maud and me. Maud would be happy to carry this burden alone, reckoning (rightly) that I have
         more than enough on my plate, but my mother’s pride makes this impossible. I must ‘pay her share’ for her mother, since she
         is unable to. ‘I’d rather starve than take a penny from Maud,’ she says, apparently forgetting a time when she took, or was
         given, much more than that. But her pride keeps her perky. When Maud comes to take her out, driving from Chelsea in her silver
         Porsche, her sporty pleasure, my mother dresses up, puts on her most annoying, most flamboyant hat.
      

      
      My aunt; Maud in her Chelsea house, Maud in her silver Porsche, Maud the (almost) public figure, the literary busy body with
         a gruff manner and a shy, girlish heart, who looks as she grows older more and more like a barmaid; broad, florid face surrounded
         by hair stiff as hay sprayed with varnish, thickening, corseted body, stalky legs, skirts always too short. (A barmaid caught
         in a time warp, that is; the girls behind the bar in my local pub wear tight jeans and frilly Victorian blouses.) My Aunt
         Maud whom I laugh at and boast about, who is generous and clever and silly, who is a sucker for titles and what she calls
         ‘old families’, and whose admirable eagerness to advance my career has got me into my present trouble.
      

      
      There are many other characters on this mental canvas. Friends and relations and friends of relations. My ex-brother-in-law;
         Henry, the civil servant, oozing his way along the corridors of power, doctoring the advice that he gives his Minister, heart (charitably assuming that he has one) divided between his rich, jolly wife who runs a market garden in Norfolk, and his charming
         young mistress, who is Clio’s close friend and the daughter of my old friend George, the art dealer. And, of course, supporting the leading actors there is a huge cast playing minor, even
         unseen, but not insignificant roles; daily helps and child minders; dustmen and window cleaners and postmen; my West Indian
         neighbours; the man with the barking dog down the street; the punk squatters in the house opposite whose lengthy, painstaking
         preparations for appearing in public (the shaving, the curling tongs, the application of hair gel) I can observe from my window.
      

      
      And so on. Ad infinitum. A scene from one of the
      
      Brueghels.

      
      What comes to mind, as I write, is a scene of men working in fields. There is a distant view of a harbour. In the corner,
         a faint splash. The Fall Of Icarus by Pieter Brueghel the Elder.
      

   

   
   
      
      
      
MAUD


      
      Once, in the days of unsigned reviews in the Times Literary Supplement, an unkind piece dismissed my Aunt Maud as ‘the most boring biographer since Habakkuk’. Rage, always her response to pain,
         mottled her forehead. ‘Underhand, anonymous creep,’ she bawled. ‘Some jealous hack,’ I suggested, to soothe her, and her expression grew distant. ‘Hack isn’t an absolute term
         of abuse, in my view. If he’d called me a competent hack, I wouldn’t have minded.’
      

      
      Maybe true, maybe not. If Maud nursed grander ambitions, she would never say so; a combination of pride and humility makes
         her too vulnerable. And her talent for industry has not served her badly. Beavering away with scissors and paste she has become,
         in her own field, a bit of a monument. Nowadays most reviews are respectful; her fat books are usually Book Club Selections,
         always go into paperback, and are prominently displayed as meaty travel companions at airports. She works at her success;
         travelling, lecturing, appearing on radio and television book programmes; known in her trade (to use an old theatrical term)
         as a Reliable; someone who will not be offended by being called upon at the last moment and can be trusted to give a decent
         performance.
      

      
      
      There are other sides to her, naturally. She likes good food, malt whisky, classical music (chiefly Beethoven, played very
         loud) and fast cars. (She bought her first, a second-hand MG from Eric Major, who acknowledged their shared interest when
         he died by leaving her his Delage.) More unexpectedly, she shares an allotment on the south side of the river with a retired
         postman called Prime. I called in one day after I had been to the Tate, to the Stubbs exhibition, and found an elderly man
         with a pleasant, baggy face, having tea in her kitchen. ‘Mr Prime has brought me some beautiful runner beans,’ she said, all she said then, explaining later, when he had finished his tea and departed, about the allotment to which she drove her Porsche
         twice a week to sow, weed and harvest. ‘No room for vegetables in my little garden, and a bit of digging keeps the arthritis
         at bay. Before he retired, Mr Prime used to deliver my mail; he’s got more land than he wants, now his children are grown,
         and he’s been a good friend to me.’
      

      
      Surprising, I thought, that I had not heard about him before. On the other hand, Maud is a name dropper and Mr Prime, presumably,
         was not a name worth the dropping. If he had been anyone of significance she would not have titled him ‘Mr’. She would have
         used his Christian name, flattered by the intimacy this implied. Michael, or Ted, or Iris, or Norman. Occasionally this innocent
         boastfulness is puzzling but I can usually work it out, given the context. Literature, or politics.
      

      
      ‘Ned’ is Lord Orwell. This is not his real name for reasons which will become apparent, just the most unlikely one for a peer
         that I can think of. As the Hon Edward Orwell, he married one of Maud’s Oxford friends, her dearest friend, Jenny, with whom
         she set up house for a while when they were both in their twenties, both teaching in London. As I remember her from school
         holiday visits (arranged by Maud as a strenuously educational programme of art galleries and museums) Jenny was a sweet-faced, milk-and-roses blonde in long, swirling skirts and romantic lace blouses whose natural languor (or
         laziness) Maud encouraged, pandered to, doing the cooking, the cleaning and shopping, insisting that Jenny should ‘put her
         feet up’ before she went out in the evening, while Maud ironed her dress for her, ran her bath; making, in fact, the same
         kind of solicitous fuss that Eric, several years later, was to make of my mother. As if Maisie were an invalid, Maud had said to me then. And It would be dreadful to think she’d made use of him.

      
      Had she been remembering Jenny? Seeing in Eric’s foolish devotion a parallel with her own loving folly? Regretting it, feeling
         that she had been used? No, of course not – or not consciously. If Maud had been hurt at the time she would have stamped on her pain,
         locked it away out of sight. When Jenny married, Maud would have thought only of her happiness, rejoiced for her, told herself
         that she was lucky now to have two friends instead of one. And in the way that this kind of simple virtue is sometimes rewarded,
         so it turned out to be.
      

      
      There were interruptions to friendship, shifts and changes. For several years Maud was a frequent visitor to the large, draughty
         house in north Norfolk that had been built by Ned’s grandfather, the art collector, with the profits from the family brewery.
         Although Maud was impressed by its aristocratic connection, its mock Palladian grandeur, she found it ‘cold hell’ in the winter
         and only endured its unheated rigour to comfort Jenny who was trying, and failing, to have a baby. After she had miscarried
         for the fourth time, in the eighth month of her pregnancy, Ned took her to Greece for the summer. Maud had expected them back
         in early November. When she telephoned at the end of October to check the date with the housekeeper, she was surprised to
         find that they had been at home for a fortnight already. Ned explained that Jenny had been meaning to ring her, but that she was still very low in her spirits
         and easily tired. Her doctor had said that she needed a period of rest before ‘facing too many people’.
      

      
      Naturally, Maud would have none of that nonsense! She knew exactly how Jenny was suffering. She had given up her teaching
         career to marry Ned, have a family; now it was obvious she would never bear a live child she must feel a terrible failure.
         Ned had probably made things worse by taking her travelling; as if he thought she needed to hide her shame from the world!
         To make her ‘rest’ now, cut her off from other people, was not to protect her; it might even deepen her sense of inadequacy.
         And she, Maud, was not ‘people’! She was Jenny’s friend, who was suffering with her and for her.
      

      
      ‘Not too much, I trust,’ Ned said bracingly. And then, ‘I hope you won’t tell Jenny you think she’s inadequate.’

      
      He laughed, to take the sting out of this. But why say it if he didn’t mean it? So cruel, so unnecessary! Before Maud could
         speak her indignant mind he fetched Jenny. And, of course, Maud had been right. The poor darling was longing to see her! ‘Dear
         Ned’ had been ‘fussing like an old mother hen’. He had expected miracles from their lovely, long holiday so that he was a
         bit disappointed that she was still a bit under the weather. Not that Jenny was ill, she just felt a bit dull, not very good company . . .
      

      
      As if Maud minded that! Surely Jenny didn’t think she needed amusing? If Jenny wanted to talk, fine; if not, Maud would sit
         quiet as a mouse. She didn’t need fancy meals, either. If Jenny did, she would cook for her. Otherwise a hunk of bread and
         cheese and an apple was all that she wanted. ‘Darling Maud, I think we can manage to feed you,’ Jenny said, sounding rather
         faint and faraway suddenly.
      

      
      
      Preparing for a peaceful weekend, Maud piled books into the back of Eric Major’s Delage – still on the road, but not for very
         much longer. It broke down twice on the way up to Norfolk and when Maud arrived, five hours late, Jenny was on the steps of
         the house, watching for her. She ran to Maud, hugging her fiercely. ‘I thought something dreadful had happened. Why didn’t
         you ring? I was terrified.’
      

      
      She was shaking. She felt very frail in Maud’s arms. Disengaging herself a little self-consciously (she rarely embraced other
         women in case, being unmarried, she should be suspected of lesbian tendencies) Maud saw that Jenny’s face, brown from months
         of Greek sun, was lined with anxiety.
      

      
      Maud said, ‘Oh, my dear duck, I’m sorry. Abysmally thoughtless. I had trouble with Alice. That doesn’t excuse me.’

      
      ‘Alice?’ Jenny wrinkled her forehead. Too much sun, Maud thought. It’s made her look older.

      
      ‘My poor old car,’ she explained, surprised that Jenny should have forgotten. ‘She’s had her chips, I’m afraid. Just about
         ready for the great garagiste in the sky. It’s the welded body. Alice has got metal fatigue, like an aeroplane.’
      

      
      Jenny squeezed her hand. ‘Poor Alice. I’m sorry to have been so silly. I get in such a stupid fuss nowadays. If Ned is just
         ten minutes late coming home, I start to imagine disaster. He gets quite cross with me.’
      

      
      ‘He ought to know better,’ Maud said. ‘He knows what you’ve been through. Not that any man can ever understand, really, what
         it means to a woman, losing a baby, how deeply it’s bound to affect you.’
      



OEBPS/images/Art_Pi.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780748127436.jpg
CIRCLES OF
DECEIT

Nina Bawden





OEBPS/images/Art_Pi-a.jpg





