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ONE

She thinks I’m writing a novel.

What else could I say? One of my abortive letters to you was insufficiently incinerated, the grate’s ashes yielding the compromising fragment, ‘You could be a right little cow sometimes, Angela.’ Dialogue, I explained, at one bound getting out of a tight corner and providing an excuse for sitting at my desk far into the night with my thoughts about you.

Latitudinal thinking, as you would have called it. I miss you, Lady Malaprop.

Do you remember when I first called you that? No, of course you don’t. It was our third or fourth visit to the Taverna – Our Restaurant as it should have been, had they brightened their ideas up a bit, or you not been such a fussychops. A bit pissed you were, and that sniffy head waiter, King Constantine of Greece as we’d dubbed him, even more patronising than usual. So when he corrected your order I insisted, haughty as they come, ‘No, Lady Malaprop asked for Torremolinos. Still, if you haven’t heard of it, by all means let’s have the taramasalata.’ You giggled, then asked, ‘Lady who?’ Happy days.

I’m sorry the Taverna, or failing that Luigi’s, didn’t meet her ladyship’s exacting standards. We never had an Our Restaurant, did we? – or, come to that, an Our Pub, an Our Wine Bar, an Our Hotel. We did have an Our Song, though, once, but you didn’t know the tune.

Judith calls it a splendid idea, my fictitious novel. It’ll be therapy, she said. So it will, but for a different trauma than the one she imagines. She wants me to show it to her agent. Can you imagine Nick Tearle’s face as it dawns on him that he’s one of my minor characters and his fling with my wife a fragment of sub-plot? But tempting though the prospect is, sooner or later the manuscript will have to go missing – left in a cab perhaps, no carbon copy, silly Roger. Or maybe I’ll say I grew disgusted with it and threw it in the bin. And maybe I shall.

I’m not drowning, you know, not even waving – just treading water after the splashdown from what’s beginning to seem, in its retrospective unreality, like a sixteen-month mission to the planet Venus. At my age (fifty-two just a week ago – in the circumstances, I couldn’t expect you to remember that now) the experience is shattering, bruising and the ultimate disillusion – but it isn’t terminal. I know, I can tell, and not from wishing fears upon myself as you’ve always said I do but simply by putting our affair on the scales and comparing it with all the lightweight, short-weight, makeweight relationships I’ve had before, that you’ll be with me now until my death. But you won’t be the cause of it. Relax. This is the last and the longest letter I’ll ever write you, my dear, so make the most of it. And you can take that pained little smile off your face – it’s not a Jekyll and Hyde one as I used to call what you used to call my whingeograms. Not unless that’s how you care to read it. It’s a love letter. Therapy.

You were born, I once said (and you were not amused), with a silver cock in your mouth. My count on your ex-sleeping partners present at Tim’s christening stands at half a dozen confirmed and two suspected, and none of them arrived in anything less than a Porsche. You missed your vocation, Angie. You should have been a full-time gold-digger like your friend Belle.

Given that they were all there with their wives or constant companions, your turning up must have created something of a frisson. Certainly it did with me – I’d never known anyone gatecrash a christening party before. And with Judith. I don’t think I ever told you how closely I was cross-examined.

‘Who’s that extraordinary creature dressed all in black?’

‘Angela Caxton? Oh, I suppose she’s what you might call a freelance factotum.’

‘Is that what they’re known as these days? Who brought her?’

‘I don’t think anybody did.’ You’d used a technique I remember from my LSE days, when we impoverished students would gatecrash PR thrashes at the Savoy to stoke up on their canapés. The trick is to saunter up and down for a while as if waiting for someone, wander in with eyes scanning the middle distance for the friend with the invitation who might just be there already, then mingle. Difficult to carry off in the garden of a private house, though less so than had the party been indoors. I wonder how our relationship would have got off the ground had Timothy been born in winter or christened in the pissing rain.

Judith didn’t approve at all. ‘Did you invite her?’

‘Certainly not.’

‘But she can’t just have walked up the drive thinking, “Hello, there’s a party, I’ll just wiggle in on my stiletto heels and help myself to a glass of champagne”?’

‘From what I’ve heard, it’s exactly the kind of thing she would do.’

‘And you’d find that amusing, would you? What does she think this is – Breakfast at Tiffany’s?’

While I’ve always maintained that this was the afternoon I fell in love with you, the condition didn’t immediately make itself known. At the time I shared Judith’s irritation and some of her scorn. You know how wary I am of people who set themselves up as characters, hence my rudeness to that stage Irishman I found chatting you up at the Marquis of Granby (not the ‘absurd jealousy’ you diagnosed), and anything approaching the kooky leaves me cold. And so I’m sorry, I had to agree with Judith when she said how absurd you looked on that boiling August day.

‘Black dress, black stockings, black gloves, and that ridiculous black veil – do you suppose she meant to gatecrash a funeral and came to the wrong house?’

I didn’t know then that the black outfit was your only set of what you called your dressing-up clothes. My heart was to lurch in pity (the first constituent of my love I was ever able to identify, though compassion would have been a politer word for it) when I first saw inside the cupboard that passed for your wardrobe, with its collection of Oxfam cast-offs and that row of dry cleaners’ wire coat hangers waiting – not in vain, I’m glad to say – to get lucky. You didn’t want me to see in that cupboard, did you, my love? But that was probably less to do with the pathetic scope of its contents, as you insisted, than with the tangle of men’s neckties which you hoped I hadn’t noticed among your jumble-sale heap of shoes. There must have been a dozen or so, I don’t know: they’d gone the next time that cupboard door swung open of its own accord as it eccentrically did from time to time; and then you weren’t in such a rush to close it.

I said to Judith, just to ingratiate myself and with no thought of being cruelly perceptive, that when women dress to startle it’s usually because they lack confidence. I knew I was giving her a feedline and she didn’t fail me. ‘It’s more often because they lack taste. So come on, Roger – what does she want?’

Across the lawn I could see you animatedly chatting up my dandruff-speckled next-door neighbour – I wondered why: the bemused old devil talks about the encounter to this day. His wife marched across from the buffet to reclaim him, deflecting you with her glassy smile. You looked about you with an uncertain confidence, seeking more easy game. Some who had already been easy game turned away.

‘I can only imagine she’s meeting someone here,’ I said.

‘It’s Timothy’s christening party, not a place of assignation. How does she come to know you, anyway? Or you her?’

‘I hardly know her at all. We were introduced by Hugh Kitchener.’

Luigi’s. The first what-might-not-have-been of my collection. Charles Peck and I had set off for a quick bite at Sheridan’s Oyster Rooms, but after ten minutes hanging around outside the agency for a taxi that wouldn’t come, Charles said, ‘Oh, sod it, let’s go across the road.’ What if a cab had turned up?

There were six of you, all moderately pissed by the time we came in for our late lunch. Hugh had just won that double-glazing account and it was an office celebration. I never was quite sure how you fitted into Kitchener Associates, Angie. Market research, you rather grandiosely claimed, but it seemed to me you were just doing a bit of summer temping. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. There you were.

You were sitting between Hugh and that bearded Old Etonian – correction, Young Etonian, sod him – in graphics, who you rather wittily characterised as ‘Pont Street-wise’, and who you told me was trying to touch you up under the tablecloth while you were giving me the eye. Trying? Since you had a cigarette in one hand and a glass in the other, he couldn’t have been meeting much opposition unless you were fighting him off with your thigh muscles.

The first thing I noticed about you, of course, was your hair, like everybody else. Then the flattering fact that you were noticing me. Then your chocolate-box prettiness, mitigated by the liveliness of your countenance. Then your pealing laugh – always fractionally ahead of your companions, anxiously high-pitched, eager to please. I noticed that your glass hardly ever touched the table, except to be refilled. You were bringing your cigarette and your wine to your lips in jerky alternating gestures, one hand coming up as the other went down, marionette-fashion. I nodded benignly across at the company in general but you in particular and you smiled quickly, dazzlingly, back, then threw back your head and laughed at something Hugh had said, that was probably not very funny at all. You looked happy but euphorically on edge. The result, very possibly, of being groped under the tablecloth while looking over your next prospect.

You’ve asked me often enough what Charles made of that first eye-contact encounter and I’ve always waffled round it, not choosing to remember. In fact what he murmured as he perceived our glances interlocking like rutting deers’ antlers was, ‘Roger, something tells me you’re in with a very good chance of making a raging fool of yourself.’

He was right as we both know, but prematurely so. He’d read your eye-signal correctly but not mine. Yours said, ‘You’re going to be a notch on my bedpost.’ Mine said, ‘Afraid not, ducky, I’m just window-shopping.’ But I did like what I saw in the window.

Presently Hugh came across to our table to gloat over his double-glazing victory. We could have done with that account ourselves as you know, and had we got it … but there’s another could-have-been. I can’t believe I would never have met you but for that lunch at Luigi’s – it was well on the cards that our paths would cross, if only, to be prosaic about it, that you were accessible in my small world. Who’s to say, anyway, had the boot been on the other foot, with my own agency having the celebration lunch and Hugh Kitchener treating his associates and you to a consoling pasta, that we wouldn’t still have locked glances?

But had we got the account, then Peck & Piper’s fortunes might have taken a different turn, and that could have staved off the showdown between Charles and me, which in turn – but there I go again. How does your standing reproach go now? ‘Darling, why do you always have to look at our relationship in such an abtuse way, if there is such a word?’ There isn’t. There’s abstruse, but you were having a crack at something between abstract and obscure, and you were right. Given the choice between the here-and-now and hypothesis, I would always settle for what I didn’t have. It was rosier, in a melancholic, masochistic sort of way, to dwell on what life might be like without you than on what it would have to be like with you. I know now.

Though I was itching to ask Hugh Kitchener who you were I could see no way through the thickets of shoptalk and had just about given up when Charles brought you up purely as a diplomatic change of subject. We’d been indulging in some heavy-handed joshing about Hugh consorting with double-glazing cowboys, and tolerantly complacent though he could afford to be over landing his biggest account yet at our expense, I’m afraid it went on just one nose-tap and ‘Know what I mean, squire?’ too many for his sense of dignity. Simply to de-ruffle his feathers Charles said: ‘By the way, Roger’s dying to know who your red-haired little friend is?’

Hugh’s reply was a pre-echo of mine to Judith in answer to the same question. ‘Ah, now Angie’s our freelance factotum.’ But Hugh said it with a smirk, as if the expression were a synonym for office bicycle. Doubtless, to some, it was. They can’t have known you’d coined the term yourself. I didn’t like that smirk. Already, I was protective.

Introduced by Hugh Kitchener, I was to tell Judith. I hoped we should be. But after a few more minutes’ chit-chat he returned to your table. There was a general scraping back of chairs as Hugh Kitchener settled his bill and your party prepared to break up. One or two were already ambling to the door and as you rose I thought you were going with them, but you were only off to the Ladies. I checked my small sigh of relief: probably you’d emerge from the loo and head straight out of the restaurant without a backward glance.

Charles and I addressed ourselves to our lunch. While I couldn’t allow myself to keep craning my neck for the sight of you coming out of the Ladies, I did keep a covert eye on your empty place. You were hovering by our table before I realised you were back, the whiff of your perfume deflecting my attention from the forkful of cannelloni I now wished I hadn’t been stuffing into my face as I saw you standing there, smiling like a friend.

You said, ‘As we’ve been pointed out to one another I thought I’d come over and say hello. I hope you don’t mind.’ Charles and I lumbered to our feet, I eagerly, he reluctantly, suddenly an interloper at his own table. We introduced ourselves and you began to prattle at once. ‘Is Suzie still with you? Isn’t she a love! She’s one of my oldest friends so that must make us friends too.’ I didn’t ask why you weren’t aware that one of your oldest friends had married three months ago and now lived in Scotland. You took the news in your stride, burbling with a careless show of delight, ‘Oh, fantastic, I’m really glad, I must send her a present,’ and for the few seconds Suzie remained in your head you probably meant to.

You made Charles and me sit down, refusing to allow me to engage in a floundering attempt to fit another chair around our knee-to-knee table for two. Instead you knelt unselfconsciously on the tiled floor with your elbows on the edge of the table. ‘There. I’m your apostle, kneeling at your feet.’ ‘Disciple,’ I said. ‘I thought they were the same thing,’ you said.

I considered myself, at turned fifty, a little stiff in the cerebral joints for flirtatious banter. But with a bottle and more of Luigi’s house white wine inside you, you prattled and burbled so easily that it was contagious. I tipped up my glass for you to sip from, and you made a comic performance of resting your chin on the table as you gurgled it down. I touched your hair, the colour of Oxford marmalade, and murmured a clumsy compliment you’d heard a thousand times before. ‘It needs washing,’ you said. The details I’ve forgotten from that day wouldn’t tip a horizontally-balanced eggtimer.

Charles didn’t take to your style at all, especially when the wine dribbled down your face and you said, pretending to sober up from giggling, ‘Oh dear, Charlie doesn’t approve.’ No-one ever called him Charlie. You’ll remember how stiff he was. Anxious to break the ice that was building up between the two of you as spontaneously and intuitively as warmth was generating between the two of us, he asked awkwardly, ‘Hugh tells us you’re a freelance factotum, what does that mean exactly?’ He got one of your forced, trilling laughs as you backed off at once. ‘Oh dear, I often ask myself the same question,’ and you clambered quickly to your feet. I could tell you were feeling suddenly foolish. ‘Whatever it is, I really ought to go and do some more of it.’ Then, with a fleeting, flashing smile and an airy ‘Bye!’, you were gone, instantly regaining your confidence as you followed the straggling rearguard of Hugh Kitchener’s celebration party out of the restaurant with the self-assured, self-conscious sway of a woman used to being admired from behind.

And if you want to know what Charles said as you left Luigi’s it was ‘That one’s a little handful and no mistake’ – and no, we didn’t discuss you further, then or ever. Discounting the odd snide throwaway line, you remained indeed so much undiscussed, even when Charles and I parted company, that sometimes I wondered if he knew what was going on under his nose.

Back at the office, though, I did mention to our newish secretary Rosie, knowing she was as great a friend of her predecessor’s as you claimed to be, that we’d come across you. ‘Lucky you,’ said Rosie drily. I said something about your being a big friend of Suzie’s and she said, significantly or so it seemed to me, ‘I wouldn’t say friend. I suppose they used to see one another in the Corkscrew sometimes, but anyone who uses the Corkscrew has to come across Angela sooner or later. She practically lives there.’ This went into the file I hadn’t quite yet realised I’d opened on you.

Rosie, comfortably married with a home to go to in Sydenham or somewhere, didn’t approve of the Corkscrew – no-one ever did who didn’t call it by its nickname, the Screw. She didn’t approve of you either, my love. No woman ever did who called you by your full name, Angela, and those who didn’t were few. But with Rosie as with Charles, you were never a subject of discussion – except, for all I knew (or cared), with one another. Even when you were ringing me up three times a day and, should I chance to be engaged or with a client, having long burbling chats with Rosie as if she too were your best friend, she never brought your name up.

By and by I began to notice how this was a common reaction, or lack of reaction rather, from those who knew you. It was unsettling, disturbing, as if there were a conspiracy of silence surrounding you – not protective but wary. It seemed that the more people knew I was involved with you, the less inclined they were to be drawn on the subject of you. I remember once meeting you for a quick drink at the Marquis of Granby before you had to dash off and meet Belle for supper, or so you said. After you’d gone and I was finishing my gin, one of those chaps one knows yet doesn’t know, a young copywriter I think, came over and asked, ‘Wasn’t that Angela Caxton?’ I gave him his answer, expecting some follow-up, however superficial. He merely nodded his head a number of times, as if assimilating a piece of technical information, and drifted back to his group at the bar, the flashiest and youngest of whom turned imperceptibly and looked me up and down. I’ve had that type of encounter three or four times and never known what to make of it. By rights, you should have been the kind of woman who gets talked about. Instead, you were the kind of woman everyone shuts up about.

The Corkscrew, well-abbreviated as the Screw, was never one of my haunts. At lunchtime, when it was but one more overcrowded wine bar, it was just about bearable, though having my quiche passed along to me shoulder-high by a chain-gang of junior account executives was not my idea of the good life. Between six and eight it was a hellhole. I would sooner have spent the Happy Hour in a disco.

So when I found myself heading for the Screw that evening, despite having been warned that Nick Tearle was coming for dinner so I’d better present myself at Ealing Church Grove prompt, presentable and reasonably sober, I was entitled to ask myself what I thought I was up to.

My love, I had no idea. You’d been on my mind in a blow-hot-blow-cold sort of way all afternoon. One minute I’d be indulging myself in juvenile lustful fantasies, stoked up to fever point by the near-certain conviction that if I propositioned you I should not get No for an answer; then I’d take a pendulum-swing back into prudery, adapting Groucho Marx’s maxim to tell myself that I wouldn’t want to sleep with anyone who’d have me as a one-night stand. I asked you once if that’s what you had in mind, at that time. You answered, as you answered so many of my questions, ‘I don’t know,’ adding, ‘I never used to think as far ahead as tomorrow in those days. I daren’t think beyond next week even now.’ Upon which I was the one to change the subject.

I wasn’t, to be honest, thinking very much further than tomorrow myself at the time. Hopefully you’d be in the wine bar and not too embroiled in that seething mass of middle-league media types to deny me the chance to buy you a drink and extend our acquaintanceship a little. I’d already decided to invite you to lunch – again (and this was intuition, not arrogance) I’d absolutely no doubt that you’d accept, and I’d given myself the pleasure of racking my brains for just the right venue. That’s right – Le Bistro, yet another candidate for Our Restaurant had you not subsequently thrown one of your tantrums there. (Something else I might take on as therapy if this letter doesn’t do the trick is to go through Gunby T. Gunby’s Good Living Guide and put a red cross against all the places I may consider myself barred from because you’ve made a scene there.) But where lunch would lead to I didn’t conjecture, except on a fantasy level when we finished up at a certain flat in Fulham – a location borrowed from my one and only previous liaison in my thirteen years with Judith. But you were so incurious about my brief seven-year-itch fling with Anita, the Merry Widow of McIntyre, Pike & Lipton that I was quite offended. You had very little to be retrospectively jealous about but you might at least have put on a show of prudent interest.

The Screw, halfway through the two-hour Happy Hour, was as usual swilling over with the flotsam and jetsam of the agencies – medallioned creative artists in designer jeans and dark glasses, bearded layout men, scruffbags from the Wardour Street cutting rooms, all with their attendant Debbies and Sandras, a smattering of velvet-collared account executive Hurrah Henries with their Sloanes. I couldn’t see you anywhere. I fought for a drink and squeezed myself into a corner with a coat-hook sticking into my neck. As always on the three or four times I’d been lured into the Screw, I felt old and grey and nondescript in my Austin Reed suit and St Michael check shirt. A pre-lunch gin and tonic, a bottle of wine shared with Charles in the ratio of my two glasses to his one, a large Armagnac and the euphoria of meeting you had left me not entirely sober. What might otherwise have been a quick wave of depression refused to lift, and I began to get maudlin.

As well as a Happy Hour for the up-and-comings in the agency game, the Screw would have done well to have had an Unhappy Hour when middle-aged, middle-rung types like myself could brood about being neither successes nor failures. If you can’t even fail successfully, I remember chuntering to myself with gin tears prickling my eyeballs, what can you do?

I’m afraid I forgot you completely as I went into one of my whither-Piper spins. I was in for a boring evening at Judith’s little dinner party for her pushy literary agent and an assortment of social spare parts: the prospect gave me just the emotional drop I needed to arrive at the conclusion that I was leading a pretty boring life. Obviously, that was what must have led me to the Screw that night; but I didn’t make the connection, not just then.

I felt like a dud battery – no spark left, if there’d ever been any. Charles Peck and I and Hugh Kitchener had quit McIntyre, Pike & Lipton on the same day eight years earlier. We’d talked for a year about starting our own agency. At the last moment Hugh pulled out and said he wanted to go solo. He was right. I was forty-two, Charles was forty coming on fifty, while Hugh was barely into his thirties. From wanting our experience and expertise he suddenly switched to not wanting two ageing albatrosses round his neck, and who could blame him? Hugh set up on his own and shot ahead – Charles and I pottered along, trawling the occasional big fish in our small pond but usually catching minnows or worse, grey mullet. On my fiftieth birthday we landed the account for Chambers’ Sanitaryware. I got so monumentally staggering pissed that Charles had to drive me home because no cab would take me. He didn’t mind in the least: he thought I was celebrating. Poor Charles. Poor me. My mental scenario, which that night I mentally tore up, had had it that by fifty I would be buying up Charles’s half of the business, selling out to J. Walter Thompson and joining their board.

And it had had me living in the stockbroker belt with two children by now at private school and Judith giving swish dinner parties to woo potential clients, and writing her cookery stuff as a well-paid hobby. Well, Ealing isn’t Tower Hamlets I suppose, but it isn’t Virginia Water either. Improved, the place is worth quadruple what we gave for it but it was Judith’s cookery articles and books, not the likes of Chambers’ Sanitaryware, that paid for the conservatory and all the other frills. It never crossed my mind, when Charles decanted me on the porch to an extremely frosty reception from Judith, that she had as much reason to be disenchanted as I had. Her stuff sold, but it was never going to be in the best-seller class and she knew it. Her column, syndicated to regional newspapers, was never going to be snapped up by Fleet Street or the women’s mags. She had a husband who got home half-cut every night and fully-cut when she’d prepared him a special birthday supper. And – the big and – we couldn’t make a family between us, or so we thought. But that night of my fiftieth birthday piss-up – it can only have been that night, though God knows how because you know how easily I fall prey to Brewer’s Droop – our luck changed.

Had you pressed me, and you never did, I should have had to admit that up to the day that Timothy’s imminence was announced I was subconsciously or subliminally half-hankering for an affair. It was an idea slowly forming, like the foetus inside Judith. I had no one in mind and nowhere in mind to go and find whatever I might have been looking for – certainly not the Corkscrew. Perhaps nothing would have happened, perhaps I might have had a brief fling with another Merry Widow and got it over with for another seven years, perhaps I should have found an alternative and more premature way of making a fool of myself in Charles’s eyes. But Timothy came along and saved me for my Lady Malaprop. Another might-not-have been.

I can’t remember how much of this Roger Piper This Is Your Life stuff was going through my mind when I came looking for you in the Screw, but I know I was feeling pretty sorry for myself. The two denim-clad types wedged up against me with their glasses of house dry, their eyes darting like those of predatory, swooping birds as they scanned every angle of the wine bar for talent, looked young enough to be my nephews, yet they were comparing notes on location shoots in the Bahamas. The furthest I’d ever been on Peck and Piper was Leeds. You were nowhere to be seen and the place was hot and stinking of cheap scent and expensive aftershave. I decided to have one more gin and tonic and leave.

I suppose I had never properly taken in the Corkscrew scene before. One fuzzy, panoramic glance across the wasps’ nest of bobbing heads and waving hands was enough to persuade me that it was not for the likes of me. Now, ploughing towards the bar with the resolve that should I find a place to put my glass down first I would swim for the stairs and head for a quiet one at the Marquis of Granby, I quite suddenly got the place into sharp focus.

It was a sexual inferno I was in, a seduction scene in a hall of mirrors. Every reaching hand touched flesh, every gesture had its secret meaning, every mane of golden hair tossed back was an invitation, every sleeve stroked an acceptance. Eyes met, looks coupled in a visual embrace, fingers brushed then locked in a dovetail grasp, arms encircled shoulders as if on a dance floor. A dance, indeed, was what it was, though nobody could move above six inches on either side. The men, posturing, swayed struttingly, the girls, pouting, swayed sensuously. They were dancing to the music of their own voices. Every word or fragment of conversation I could make out in that orchestrated babble seemed to have its sexual connotation, every laugh was provocative, every smile a tease. I thought I recognised your laughter, the same slightly forced, wanting-to-please laugh I’d heard in Luigi’s that lunchtime, though pitched higher; then it was lost in the crashing waves of sound, and then I caught a flash of marmalade-coloured hair, and then I saw you.

You were with the bearded Kitchener Agency graphics type you’d been sitting next to at lunch, the one I christened The Fuzz because I never knew his name and you always professed not to be able to remember it. Little realising that he was the future subject of an amusing anecdote revolving around his clumsy attempts to goose you under the tablecloth, he was confidently steering you towards the stairs, one hand on your shoulder, the other gripping your arm. The gesture was so proprietorial, and you were so compliant, that he might have bought you in a sale – a slave auction perhaps. Twice you turned back to him: once to give him a conspiratorial smile and a look that was a visual sigh of impatience at the slowness of your progress towards his bed or yours – you never told me which – and once when you were brought to a complete stop by a conga line of new arrivals snaking towards the bar. You were very drunk, your face shiny, your flaming hair tumbled. He was sober, calculatingly so it seemed to my jaundiced eye. His thoroughbred though fashionably loose-lipped good looks would have impressed a model agency but to me he looked a public school lout who would pee in your sink. I wondered at your taste in men. The hand on your shoulder travelled to your neck and pulled your laughing face towards his. Your lips met in a fleshy kiss, and then you were laughing again, raucously now, as you pulled away. It fitted very well into the tableau, went with the overall mood of careless degeneracy. It was a moment fixed in the preservative of scent and cigarette smoke and sweat that hung cloyingly in the air like the sweet decaying smell of an Arab souk. You moved on.

You’ve always fallen asleep during old movies in hotel rooms, so you never saw the end of Brief Encounter where Celia Johnson sits at her husband’s feet and he pats her like an old sheepdog and tells her she’s safely back from a long journey. I hadn’t been anywhere at all, only down the alley to the Corkscrew, but quite suddenly as I watched the pair of you threading your way up the stairs, your hand now tugging his as you reached the half-landing, I had a yearning to be home in Ealing, sitting in a chintz armchair with the evening paper and a glass of sherry, and somehow, without confessing that I had really nothing to confess, giving Judith the reassurance that wherever I had been, I was back. I gave you a few minutes and then got out of the Screw, the only man in the place craving for the clean taste of Ovaltine.

When finally we had our first lunch you harked back, as I did, to that day, but neither of us to that evening. You made a funny narrative of how The Fuzz had run after you to the office lift in his eagerness to invite you to the Kitchener celebration lunch, how he had contrived to sit next to you at Luigi’s and how you had thwarted his under-the-table explorations with the deflatory remark, ‘I hadn’t realised you were left-handed.’ The whole point of the story being how his strenuous advances came to nothing, you didn’t spoil it by confessing that a few hours later they were to come to a good deal; nor, since you didn’t yet know me, was there any reason why you should. But I did wonder why you bothered to tell it. For my part, though I’d already mentioned having been into the Screw looking for you, I said nothing about having seen you there. I’d joined the conspiracy of silence.

For the time being, anyway. The subject did come up, but not until many months later. We were half-watching a soft porn movie on a hotel TV in, I think, Leicester, when you threw off a remark about how offputting you would find it to be kissed by a man with a beard. ‘What about The Fuzz?’ I couldn’t help asking. At first you affected not to remember him, then you denied ever having slept with him, then when I confessed to having seen you together at the Screw that night, you became angry and accused me of spying. I was angry too, at myself as much as at you, for allowing myself to be manipulated by your evasions and manoeuvrings into reacting like a jealous adolescent. I hadn’t wanted to listen to myself ploddingly question you but my curiosity was aroused now and I had to press on.

‘So where were you going that night? His place or yours?’

‘I can’t remember. I was very pissed.’

‘But you did sleep with him?’

‘It’s a year ago, Roger. I was very different then, a different person. You’ve changed my whole outlook.’

‘So you did?’

‘I don’t know. If I did it wasn’t important enough to remember.’

‘But you remember everything else about that day.’

‘Not all of it. Haven’t you ever had alcoholic ambrosia?’

I’ve had alcoholic amnesia, darling, if that comes to the same thing. But not moral amnesia. Some things you genuinely forgot, but some you forgot on purpose.

‘Anyway,’ you went on, sulky now, ‘why does it matter, when it was before I met you?’

‘But it wasn’t quite, it was on the actual day you met me.’

‘Before I started seeing you, then. Why is it important to you?’

‘Well it isn’t, except that you made a long comic story out of how you’d rebuffed him, when there was no need for you to bring the subject up at all.’

‘It was because I didn’t want you to have a bad impression of me. I didn’t want you to know I’d gone off with him that night.’

‘But if I hadn’t seen you together in the Screw I shouldn’t have known anything about it. And given that I did see you, then of course your story didn’t hold water. So there was no point in telling it either way.’

‘Can we drop it now, Roger?’

‘We can drop it whenever you like, but why did you first say you hadn’t slept with him, then that you couldn’t remember whether you had or not, then that the only reason for that cock-and-bull story was –’

‘Roger, I’m going to have a bath.’

I’ll never know why I let myself in for those arguments. It was like swimming in glue. Afterwards, my head spinning, and knowing I’d got nowhere nor was I ever likely to, and wondering where it was I wanted to get to anyway, I’d feel like a bullying pedagogue. And it was all so futile. What it came down to was that we’d arrived at one another from different sexual planets. I should have had the sense, at my age, to leave it at that. But my age, compared with your very young twenty-eight, was one of the problems. Or yours was, as I maintained in my more self-defensive moods.

It was on a Tuesday that I first went looking for you in the Screw. I gave it a miss the next evening, and the next. I’d somewhere gone off you, to tell the truth, Angie. It turned out that a couple of our bright young copywriters had spotted me down there – much to my surprise, since I’d imagined myself to be a middle-aged fly on the wall – and they joshed me about it, affecting to disbelieve that I had just gone in for a drink. Surely I must know that the Screw was notorious as the one place thereabouts ‘where you can score any night of the week’, or as one of them alliteratively put it, ‘where groupies gather’? And so on, their nudges now spawning lurid anecdotes, though none of them featuring, thank God, a girl with red hair.

Common sense told me to leave it at that, but in the restless mood I was in common sense irresistibly personified itself into the priggish Mr Littlechap figure we had dreamed up years ago in a disastrous Fibre Flakes campaign – pinstriped, pipe-smoking, and looking a bit like Charles. I couldn’t stop asking myself what I had let myself out of. On the Thursday I lunched alone at Luigi’s, in the slender hope you’d be there even if it had to be with The Fuzz. I’d say hello as I passed your table but otherwise I’d leave the first move, if there was to be one, to you, and if none were forthcoming then that would be that.

You weren’t there, of course. You’d finished your stint at the Kitchener Agency so I couldn’t ring you there (I tried). They weren’t going to give out your number to someone who in a fit of blustering panic declined to give his name, and you weren’t in the phone book. I could have looked for you in the Screw on Thursday evening but the prospect profoundly depressed me and I went into a Mr Littlechap phase. But when Friday came and the weekend loomed with its vista of Mr Littlechap activities like mending the baby alarm and drinks with the neighbours, I weakened again.

Wives get it wrong. It’s supposed to be sex alone that draws men like me into situations like the one I was angling for. It isn’t, it’s the excitement. And it isn’t the excitement of the chase, it’s the excitement of having someone to be excited about. They’re wrong, too, in waiting complacently for the bloom to fade. It doesn’t, or never did with me. In the sixteen months we had, you exasperated, infuriated, offended, disappointed, depressed, alienated, saddened, wounded, even disgusted me, but never bored me for a second. There was never a moment when my heart didn’t lift at the thought of you, never a rendezvous when my pulse didn’t beat faster the nearer I got to you. Could there be any chance of seeing you now, tonight, after all I’ve been through with you and however badly you’ve behaved, I should count the minutes as eagerly as I did towards that hoped-for Friday evening encounter at the Corkscrew.

Bracing myself for the seething hellfire caves I’d stumbled into earlier in the week, I was surprised, not to say relieved, to find the Corkscrew almost empty. I should have realised, and so should you, that Friday is traditionally the day when the advertising profession doesn’t come back from lunch. You were quite wistful about the absence of familiar faces when I subsequently touched on it. You said it made you feel as if everyone had gone to a party and left you behind. As I got to know you better I learned that that was how life in general made you feel.

You were sitting by yourself at a corner table, nursing a glass of wine and flipping through a dog-eared copy of Cosmopolitan. I can’t say you came over as the woman projected by Cosmo’s image survey. Your dark glasses were pushed up over your head in the approved style, but they had the air of a prop in a dressing-up game. You wore the same black skirt I’d seen you in at Luigi’s on Tuesday, a white lacey blouse far too wispy to support the chunky Covent Garden boutique jewellery that was all you had in those days – the bunch of cherries, I think – and scuffed blue patent leather shoes. The hem of your skirt had come unstitched. I stood at the bar regarding you – you hadn’t seen me come in. You looked lonely, waif-like and forlorn. My stomach lurched. I ordered a bottle of house champagne and carried it across to your table.

Waif-like or not, you accepted champagne with the blasé air of one who regularly bathed in it, while being suitably gushing about how marvellous, fantastic and wonderful it was of me to produce it for you, and how marvellous, fantastic and wonderful it was to see me. Your surprise seemed simulated. You so much had the air of having been sitting there waiting for me to turn up that I almost apologised for being late.

I asked you how the freelance factotumising was going on. You said oh, it was so-so at this time of year. I guessed it was so-so at any time of year. The little black jacket slung over your plastic handbag was shiny at the elbows. The copy of Cosmo, I saw, had a Kitchener Agency distribution sticker on its cover, and it was last month’s.

Then, on the second glass, I asked you what exactly it was you did, expecting the same flip non-answer you had given Charles. Instead you replied very seriously: ‘I try to remain self-employed – that about sums it up. Apart from working in biscuit factories and things when I was supposedly reading history at York, I’ve only ever had a job for a year and I hated it. But not having one is a full-time job in itself.’

I confess I was only half listening as you launched into what was evidently a well-rehearsed, much-told, anecdotal account of life among the Sloanes at the Chelsea Auction Galleries during that stray working year. Never mind: you were to tell it to me all over again, forgetting you had already done that particular party piece for me; and both times you missed out the not unimportant detail that it was there you met the lover who was to come between us, or as you would have it, between me with my stupid jealousy and my allowing myself to love and be loved.

I was studying you, card-indexing you, or trying to. Downwardly mobile middle-class voice – Daddy may have been a lieutenant-general but your bedsitter accent had him demoted to major. The famous marmalade hair, at close range, looked what I was to describe as slept-in. Joke, darling: I only meant that the tousled effect owed nothing to the hairdressing salon. And also at close range, I thought I could detect a touch of the hard centre in the chocolate-box face (though it didn’t stop you exuding soft centre sex). But I couldn’t categorise you. There was no-one you reminded me of, no social pigeonhole I could slot you into. You were, as I’d already decided during that brief meeting at Luigi’s, a one-off. So there was no standard formula for the chemical reaction I was experiencing. It was not that I fancied redheads, or was drawn to overtly feminine women or very funny ones (I’ve always found both categories rather tiresome, as a matter of fact). In the words of an old song before your time (no, not Our Song), it had to be you. Cheap music, as well as being potent, makes good points.

You were talking about the various jill-of-all-trades part-time jobs you’d done after your stint at the Galleries: historical research, market research, street-corner consumer questionnaires, classified ads telephonist, a bit of temping. Your career seemed to have followed a downward graph. Acknowledging as much you concluded: ‘It’s an up and down life, though I must admit there’ve been fewer ups lately. So if you do ever hear of anyone looking for a freelance factotum it’d be lovely if you’d put a word in.’ I said I’d keep my ears open. You went on, throwing the question away between sips of champagne, ‘I suppose you’re not looking for anyone in that line at Peck & Piper?’

So was that all you wanted me for? I couldn’t be absolutely sure then and I can’t be absolutely sure now – I’m not talking about what we subsequently became to one another – because I never tested the question. Despite the let-down feeling at the realisation that you were angling for work, I swallowed the bait at once. I heard myself saying recklessly, ‘Peck & Piper, alas no. But I do need some research doing on a project of my own that might interest you.’

My famous survey on the teenage market for that non-existent seminar in Harrogate. I know it remained a sore point with you, my love, but your background material wasn’t totally wasted – all right, it was, given that it just went straight into a filing cabinet; but I really did have it in the back of my mind to profile the teenage consumer, and the stuff is presumably still there for anyone at Peck Associates, as the old firm now styles itself, who cares to dig it out. And more importantly, it did get us to Harrogate.

‘Mm – love to,’ you said at once (there were a lot of italics in your speech) when I suggested lunch to discuss what I wanted you to do. Confident though I’d been that you’d say yes, I wondered now whether you’d have accepted with such alacrity had there not been a money-earning proposition attached. An unworthy thought, perhaps. And when it came to pinning you down, you couldn’t have been more elusive.

No, you couldn’t make Monday, you had to see ‘some people’. Tuesday was not good for me, Wednesday was no good for you – your dentist this time. Thursday I had a pencilled-in lunch with I forget who but I was happy to cancel – no, you had an appointment with your bank manager and couldn’t change it. You ran a finger down the page of your diary to Friday, which from the corner of my eye I could see was blank except for a scribbled initial.

‘No, sorry,’ you said, ‘Friday’s a complete write-off. I have to have lunch with Cheevers.’

That was the first time you ever mentioned his name (and you would have been hard put to have mentioned it much earlier). No forename, no explanation as to who he was or why lunch with him was seemingly compulsory. I didn’t ask, wasn’t then even curious. I said with a sigh of impatience, ‘Then that takes us into the following week.’

Swirling half an inch of champagne around your glass with what struck me as self-conscious pensiveness, you said: ‘That’s if next weekend is a no-go area so far as you’re concerned. I’m free on either day, but I expect you have family and things?’

After the blanks I’d been drawing, I felt absurdly cheered up at the brassy implication – proposition, even – that though I was obviously a married man, weekends would be all right with you if they were all right with me. But of course weekends were not all right, particularly the one you’d suggested. I told you about Timothy’s christening, and you burbled a great deal about how super and fantastic and marvellous it was and how terrific and wonderful I must feel on having become a father at fifty. By the time you’d finished congratulating me I felt ninety.

I poured the last of the champagne. It was getting on for seven and Judith had me down for one of the innumerable social engagements she was determinedly keeping up after the birth of the baby. Transferring my briefcase from floor to lap to signal that it was time to drink up and leave, I said, ‘How about Wednesday week, then?’

Without consulting your diary again you said, ‘Oh, I can’t even begin to think that far ahead. Besides, if you really do want me to do some research for you, I wouldn’t mind getting down to it as quickly as poss. Why don’t we have a drink one evening early next week and then we can take it from there?’

The bureaucracy involved in starting an affair is incredible. It took another fifteen minutes to arrange a rendezvous on Monday – same time, same place, unless either of us gave backword. Hurriedly we exchanged numbers – my office one, your Banks Place number. Islington: mentally I planned the tube map route back to Ealing. As you said to me in recounting the saga of how you found your way to the house to gatecrash the christening, why do people always live so far away?

Monday came and you didn’t turn up. I rang you and got your Answerphone. You never called back. It was puzzling because I’d offered you some work and you’d given me the impression that you needed the money. I went into the Screw once or twice but there was no sign of you. I called your number again but this time you’d forgotten, or omitted, to connect your Answerphone as you so often did. I began to feel foolish at having quite elaborately concocted an assignment – for by now I’d drawn up a briefing that would keep you busy for a good four or five days – that you clearly didn’t wish to pursue, just as you clearly didn’t wish to pursue me or to be pursued by me. I felt flat. I thought about you, about that effervescent meeting with you when I touched your hair, about the easy intimacy of drinking champagne with you, then about seeing you carried off out of the Screw like so much plunder, then I wrote you off.

It was Charles who noticed you first. He’d left a christening mug for Timothy in his car and as he went down the drive to recover it he saw you coming along Ealing Church Grove like, as he put it, ‘the Mona Lisa in one of those paintings by Care! Weight.’ But you don’t know Carel Weight. The day I planned to take you to the Summer Exhibition after lunch, you wanted another bottle, and then we had another row, and then you stormed off. He paints leafy suburban scenes which are cosily reassuring in their familiarity until you peer into the dappled foliage when you see a ghost flitting by. I can imagine that glimpse of you through the trees with the sunlight filtering through the leaves to catch your marmalade hair and white skin set all in black.

I’ve said that although Charles never asked about you, he was not above the odd snide comment. This, in those early days, was one of his more overt asides: ‘And did you ask your little friend to come as the spectre at the feast, or was that her idea?’ I snickered perfunctorily, feeling disloyal to you in my embarrassment. I’d felt a variety of emotions as I saw you teetering round the corner of the house and across the lawn on those absurdly high heels that always reminded me of a little girl dressing up – first, the simple, uncomplicated excitement at seeing you again that I always felt from start to finish; then pleasurable surprise at your initiative in finding out where I lived and the trouble you must have put yourself to in trekking across London on a hot day; then, arising out of that, the instinctive panic, though as yet I had little to feel guilty about, of a married man whose mistress has turned up on the doorstep. Of these, the pleasurable sensations were uppermost but I have to admit that embarrassment and concern were significant ingredients.

You were immediately at home yet not at home. Locating me at once across the lawn but affecting not to, in case whoever the woman was I was chatting to – Charles’s wife Lucille I believe – should turn out to be Judith, you gave a neutral little wave as to a none-too-near acquaintance at the vicarage garden party, and tripped across to the buffet, conscious I know that practically every eye was upon you, though I suppose a good half dozen heads – I didn’t notice at the time – must have swivelled ever so casually away to avoid meeting your eager, inviting glance.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
OUR SONG

Keith Waterhouse






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
SCEPTRE





