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Dedication

For my Friends, Past and Present








PART ONE—1956

Chapter 1

I’d been languishing in London for a year. I was living at the top of a tall house in Earl’s Court, trying to pluck up the courage to give in my notice at the school in Highgate where I was paid a measly sum to endure the sulking of a class full of spoiled brats. The other teachers were all wierdos, and the balding headmaster made a pass at me every morning, somewhere on the premises. His wife was a part-time secretary in his office, so he had to behave in the afternoons.

Beryl’s wedding broke the monotony. I was bridesmaid. It started off respectably enough. The religious part was at St. Martin-in-the-Fields. In the vestry, we signed the register with a pen once handled by the Queen Mother. Beryl and Bryn emerged into Trafalgar Square to be photographed for the Evening News under an archway of guitarists, instruments aloft. Bryn was leader of a skiffle group. I still have his card, black script on yellow. The guests then scrambled into a motley collection of decrepit old cars and taxis. Some rowdy gate-crashers laid claim to my taxi, so I had to walk to the reception up Charing Cross Road. I didn’t mind in the least as the guitarists insisted on accompanying me, playing all the way. I sometimes manage to hide my crippling shyness under a front of sheer exhibitionism—this was one of those occasions.

The festivities lasted four days, but the middle part remains a blur in my memory. I do recall arriving—musically—at Bunjie’s Coffee Bar just as Beryl was cutting the cake. Then, while her thousand or so aunts from Bromley were stuffing it into their mouths between scandalised comments on the mixed bunch of artists and criminals who were there for the groom (Bryn’s family remained a solid mystery with dark overtones), the bride and I retired to change.

Like all self-respecting coffee bars of the fifties, Bunjie’s was in a cellar. The crude, dark cavern where we flung off our silken finery seemed to have evolved as an afterthought. I kept expecting to stumble over a figure crouched above dynamite sticks, preparing to blast through to a neighbouring bank vault. As soon as we re-emerged in black drainpipes and towelling sloppy joes, the tone of the party hotted up. We seemed to spend a lot of time bundled in the back of old cars or jostling about noisily in tube trains. Eventually, we merged with another group of merrymakers. Their beards were less straggly, their chins less evident and their accent more Eton and Balliol. But they had the same adventuresome spirit and apparently similar tastes in music as they took to the strumming accompaniment and insisted we bring it along to what one of them was convinced was his uncle’s flat in South Ken. He declared loudly and clearly, as one of our lot picked the lock, that the old boy never minded him bringing friends round when he was away.

I thought it was a bit odd—especially when I took in the valuable-looking books and pictures, the elegant furniture, the grand piano. This instrument became a sort of liaison point for the two groups. Underneath, lay one of the Eton types in silk shirt and scarlet cummerbund and well-trimmed, though bushy beard. He was fast asleep, but there was some sort of activity going on around him. Two of our girls, wearing one long earring each, way ahead of their time, were busily inserting a lighted candle in the said beard. They had already taken off his trousers.

I retired to the lavatory. I wanted time to collect my thoughts and decide between the two youths who had been pursuing me for hours. Dougie was tall, clean and lean. He wore a huge, shabby sweater and had a sweet, appealing baby face. He was a drummer in a jazz band. Tim was tall, clean and lean. He wore pin-striped trousers and an immaculate blazer and had a sweet, appealing baby face. He was on the run from his National Service. Before I could decide between them I realised that I was not alone. Huddled in the corner, clutching a whisky bottle and staring at me was Yves Smythgate-Tyne. He was Bryn’s manager, whatever that signified.

“God, you’re lovely!” he said suddenly.

He crawled over to where I stood leaning on the wash basin and began kissing my bare feet. He worked his way up and at the waistband pulled aside my clothes to probe my belly button with his tongue. Unfortunately, that’s my ticklish spot and I was having difficulty controlling an outburst of giggles when there was a loud rap on the door.

“Yves! Are you in there?”

It was his wife Connie—a very dominant lady.

He looked at me in abject pleading.

“Sorry darling!” he called, still on his knees. “I’ve been frightfully ill…I won’t be long now.”

We heard her hurry away. He grasped my buttocks.

“You ravishing creature!” he cried. “You live at Eardley Crescent, don’t you? I can visit you every Wednesday—have you a spare key?”

I shook my head. I was dying to laugh, but if I offended him, Bryn, and consequently Beryl, would never forgive me. Some wedding present to get Bryn fired. Someone rattled the handle. He put a finger to his lips in exaggerated warning, waited till the coast seemed clear, then slipped out. I shot the bolt behind him. I’d had enough of the party. I climbed out of the awkward, tilting window, dropped into a tiny courtyard and made my escape.

I sat in my minuscule room in Earls Court and rocked with laughter at the thought of Yves Smythgate-Tyne visiting me here. My guests usually found it necessary to spend most of the time on the landing—there was hardly room for me between bed and wall, especially when I was cooking on the gas ring. Anyone with a tendency to claustrophobia did not come a second time.

What may have been days later—as I say, I had lost all sense of time—there had been whisky galore in Uncle’s cocktail cabinet, I suddenly remembered that I had arranged an interview with an editor with a view to having a try-out as a journalist. I switched on the radio, hoping to get a clue as to the date and rummaged through my wardrobe (that, too, lived on the landing). During my first year of earning a living, teaching at a village school in Derbyshire, I had amassed a respectable bank balance of one hundred pounds. I had blued the lot during my first month living in London—mostly on dresses from the King’s Road, Chelsea. I picked out my favourite, a lime green body-hugging wool with an intriguing row of buttons from throat to hem. I swung off towards Fleet Street.

Things might have gone better if it had been the right day—maybe I could have brazened it out. But, being ushered into an impressive, all-leather office to be faced by Redbeard, last seen smouldering and trouserless under a piano…I fled. I didn’t much care for his avant-garde, satirical little magazine anyway.

I telephoned school to explain that my bilious attack had prevented me putting in an appearance for the last few days. The Headmaster was decidedly chilly.

So—I decided to catch the night ferry to France. A group of layabouts from the Gyre and Gimble coffee house were going. It was a regular Friday night outing for skifflers. I seem to remember the fare working out at less than five pounds and most of them could earn three times that during the weekend playing in clubs or on street corners in Paris. One character with dyed orange hair—this was years before the Punk Movement—it was rumoured he had escaped from Wormwood Scrubs—took his tub base. Most of the others carried washboards, kazoos or genuine guitars. I had no luggage. I slipped away from the others at the Gare du Nord and trudged alone through the dawn streets of my favourite city to call on my father’s friends.





Chapter 2

The Bernaud apartment was just as I remembered it when I’d stayed there with my father—the last time, I must have been fifteen. Jeannine welcomed me warmly, having little difficulty, it seemed, in recognising me, the grown-up version of the gawky teenager.

“And you are now a Beatnik!” she remarked in amusement, drawing me inside through the great double doors that had always seemed of Versailles proportions.

“No,” I corrected her. “A Bohemian.”

“Even better!” she cried. She ushered me through another pair of elegant doors and revealed the acres of red-checked tablecloth in the dining room—their main reception room.

“So—you want a job on Pierre’s paper!” Jeannine laughed. “Well, he has just gone out to get the croissants. He will be back soon and we can ask him.”

She began the complicated ritual of making the coffee, grinding the beans first and releasing such a delightful aroma that I realised I had not eaten for about twenty-four hours.

Pierre, too, was delighted to see me, and the way he eyed me lasciviously made it quite clear that he would have no objections to a ménage à trois.

“I must get ready for the office, now,” he said after they had both watched me devour three croissants and drink two huge bowls of coffee. “Will you come into the bedroom and talk to me while I change?”

I glanced at Jeannine, embarrassed. She shrugged and lit another cigarette. I got the picture.

“I have a date,” I lied. “I must be going.”

“Of course,” she said, and she wasn’t laughing now.

Neither of them offered to move, so I saw myself out. So much for a newspaper job in Paris, I thought. I decided it was better to starve steadily in a garret than deliver myself to the tender mercies of Pierre Bernaud. Unfortunately, the garrets of Montmartre were very crowded—three to a room and mostly unfriendly Arabs. By the time I had recovered from my dashed hopes and sore feet at a pavement café table, it was nearly dusk. I wandered down to the Seine, looking out for a bridge or a bench where I could sleep rough. I paused opposite Ile Saint-Louis, leaning over the parapet, watching a family on one of the moored barges preparing their supper. Lovely smells drifted up. I leaned further over. Suddenly I realised that the fat woman was waving at me.

“Viens! Viens ici!” she was calling.

Prudence warned me not to get involved. But the appetising odours had got to work on my digestive juices and prudence was quickly absorbed and eliminated by pepsin.

I hurried down the steep wooden steps. I stood shyly on the quay. Two of the six children leaped the gap and helped me aboard. I’ll never forget that meal. We sat on deck at a proper table covered by a red-checked cloth identical to Jeannine’s. We began with radishes, daintily served with a pat of butter and crusty bread. Then a huge pot of cassoulet with tender beans and delicious morsels of sausage and preserved goose. A wonderful frisee salad with bits of crisp bacon tossed in it. Goat cheese. And an amazingly light and fluffy mousse au chocolat. The conversation was general and in such rapid French I missed three quarters of it. After coffee my hostess said, in the slow version reserved for babies, animals, imbeciles and foreigners, “And where is it that you will sleep tonight, my young friend?”

I hung my head. I suddenly felt ashamed at being so feckless.

“Mabiche!” said her husband. “You must send her to Tante Elisabet.”

I was not to realise until I had lived in Paris for much longer that the expression “ma biche”—literally “my doe”—was not a Christian name, rather an affectionate term on a par with “my angel,” “my flower,” “my pet.” To me, the huge, plain-faced woman with the big smile would always be Mabiche. The whole family embraced me with the four kisses of the Parisian—left, right, left, right. One of the skinny little boys was detailed to conduct me. I followed him up the steps and across the Pont de l’Archevech on to the Cité. Then we shot up a narrow alley in the very shadow of Notre Dame. I was convinced that the house before which he stopped was a brothel. And the woman in the doorway could be nothing if not the Madame.

The boy whispered to her. She opened the door wide and I saw a long, cheerless passage lined with crucifixes and holy pictures. It was some kind of hostel. On the stairs, we passed several miserable-looking and very plain girls. Another such person was kneeling in prayer in a sort of chapel-cum-living room. I was shown into a cell-like room with a small, hard bed.

In the morning, Tante Elisabet brought me a small, bitter coffee and demanded the equivalent of two pounds ten. I looked so horrified she immediately reduced her price to a pound.

I ignored Notre Dame, though the night before I had fully intended spending an hour inside, gathering moral strength. After the stark and unfriendly religiousness of the foyer, however, I needed something different. I wandered through the Flower Market and across the Pont au Change. Then I made my way to the Rue du Faubourg St Honoré. Being penniless, I needed to look at the most expensive shops in the world.

I stood in front of a window containing one perfect sage-green velvet gown. By some trick of the light my reflection seemed to be wearing the creation. There was a gasp from behind me.

“Perfect, don’t you think?” said a deep, masculine voice.

I turned and saw what nowadays is called a “queer,” a “gay,” a “pouffter.” Then, one would have said at the most—a fop. Personally, I was so naive I had never grasped the subtle differences in behaviour of such people. This chap just looked extra well-turned out—a bit…frilly. He was about forty-five and very attractive.

“I’ve always liked that colour,” I said.

“Ah!” He spoke now in English. “Well—come along in and try it.”

Without laying a finger on me, he managed to propel me through the door. Once inside, I realised that he must be somebody important. There was a lot of heel-clicking and a studied avoidance of staring at me.

He shook hands with all of the assistants and then led me through to an elegant, perspexy office. I realised, aghast, that he was the proprietor.

He sat down behind the transparent desk and gestured me into a black glass shell of a chair opposite.

“I won’t ask you to strip off straight away,” he said and his eyes were twinkling with mischief as he watched me blush. He picked up a see-through phone and gabbled away. I caught the word brioches and warmed to him in spite of his shock tactics.

“How long have you been in Paris?” he asked.

I shrugged. “Twenty-four hours,” I said shortly.

“And—before that?” he asked.

“London.”

“Ah!” He leaned forward and studied me closely. “You know London, eh?”

There was a discreet tap on the door and in came one of the smart, ageless saleswomen in her smart, ageless little black dress. She was carrying a large tray with two huge blue bowls of steaming coffee and a basket of warm croissants and tiny brioches. After indulging in this sublime breakfast I was almost ready to submit to any of his demands. Anyone who could produce such comforts just when most needed was well worth sticking to.

All he asked me to do was try on the green dress.

A young girl with a slight deformity of one shoulder pinned it round me in a curtained alcove.

“Monsieur Lemoine will be enchanted,” she declared, standing behind me looking at my reflection in the old-fashioned pier glass. I was not so sure. The draped Grecian lines did not exactly go with the woolly hat pulled down over my ears. But anything was better than revealing my hair which was three days overdue for its essential weekly wash. The flat black pumps did not do anything for my model’s walk—but at least they did not show. I wished I had some mascara in my pocket—my eyebrows had practically disappeared. The result being that my eyes sort of merged into my freckles.

He held out his hand and introduced himself as though he had never seen the woebegone creature in jeans and duffel coat that had been swallowed up in his changing room.

“Jacques Lemoine,” he said. “Enchanté.”

“Gabrielle Parker,” I replied.

“Gabrielle,” he repeated. “Gaby. Gaby Parker. Oui! Splendid.”

He sent me back in the cubicle and little Marie-Christine soon appeared with a black and white striped blouse and a cropped grey jacket. It seemed I was meant to keep on my own drainpipes.





Chapter 3

He took me to lunch at the Brasserie du Terminus Nord. He’d asked me to choose a restaurant and now, sitting opposite me in one of the brass-railed booths, he asked me why this one.

“I came here with my father,” I said.

“Ah!”

He waited.

“He was a journalist—more a reporter really—on a little provincial paper in the Midlands,” I explained.

“And a Francophile, I presume,” he said.

We were sipping Kir Royal, the speciality of the place—the champagne went straight to my head and loosened my tongue.

“He was half-French by birth,” I said. “That’s why I have a French passport.”

“And your mother?” he said gently.

I shook my head. “I don’t know. We never talked about her.”

I stared across at him, daring him to show signs of disbelief. His eyes were kind, trusting.

“He was like that,” I went on. “Close, they say in the Midlands.”

“Like his daughter?” said Jacques.

I nodded.

“When….” He hesitated.

“He died last year,” I said. “He sent me to college—did all he could to discourage my—interest—in writing—in newspaper work. I think he could have been a great journalist. But something horrible happened to do with his work. Anyway, he passionately wanted me to be a teacher. So I became a teacher.”

I gasped. I had not talked so much outside a classroom since…well, let’s face it…I had never talked like this. It must be the shock of finding what I hadn’t even known I was looking for—a father figure. I looked at Jacques. For the first time, I realised how like my father he was. The features were finer, the skin smoother, the hair more elegantly arranged. And of course my father would never have worn that suit—that shirt. But the eyes—violet blue and slightly prominent! The long straight nose, the hint of a cleft in his chin.

I diverted my attention to the food. They brought me a silver metal sort of cage affair. Underneath were brown bread, mayonnaise, butter. On top, in a bed of cracked ice—six sprawling, orangey-pink langoustines. I tore them apart, dipped them in mayonnaise. Delicious. Afterwards there was Roquefort cheese. Then crêpes, flambéed with the maximum of ceremony over a spirit lamp at the table.

“We’ll have coffee at home,” said Jacques and I felt safe for the first time since the funeral.

His house was near the Louvre. A gate in a tall, forbidding wall opened onto a cobbled courtyard with fringed palms in big white pots. A wrought iron stairway led up to the living room. The balcony was big enough for a white table and chairs under a striped umbrella. Two incredibly slender, beautiful young men rose up from two chaise longues.

“Claude and Jean-Paul,” said Jacques.

I soon cottoned onto what they were. Veils seemed to have been lifted from my eyes during the sophisticated lunch. I didn’t care. I was ready to forgive this man Jacques anything. Anyway, it seemed to simplify matters. Surely I wouldn’t need to worry about any ambiguity in our relationship with those two around.

After coffee, made by Claude and served by Jean-Paul, Jacques showed me my room—a lovely little chintzy affair. He suggested kindly that I might take a bath: he must go back to the shop.

“Where are your—things?” he asked.

“In a trunk under a friend’s bed,” I said, and wondered what Beryl would say if she could see me now. Her cooped up in her garret room in Pimlico, my tin trunk inconveniently jutting out from under the scruffy divan.

I bathed, adding plenty of bubble stuff. I dried myself on a fluffy towel. I crawled between crisp, clean sheets. I slept.

Jacques woke me, bringing in a tray. It was dark outside the window.

“I hope you don’t mind,” he said. “I’ve made our dinner. You’re not too ravenous, I hope.”

I didn’t like to mention it to him just then—but I was always ravenous. And he’d whipped up a huge, fluffy omelette, which we washed down with some fabulous, chilled white wine. Jacques perched on my bed like a schoolchum and I admired his dark blue silk dressing gown.

“You should have washed your hair,” he said, after he had finished eating. And added, “Claude and Jean-Paul have gone off into the country.”

I felt reckless.

“I’ll do it now,” I said and groped for the towel, not having a stitch on under the sheet hitherto pulled up to my chin. He smiled and tactfully went over to the window. I shot out to the bathroom. I was on the second lathering when I felt his soft beautiful hands on my head.

“I’ll do that,” he said firmly.

I’ve never bothered much with my hair. Father watched it turn from silky blonde to lank mouse when I was ten and worrying about the eleven plus exam. Then one day, he deposited me at the hairdresser’s and had me hooked up into a terrible electrical contraption with wires leading from each lock to the black metal ring suspended from the ceiling. He asked for ‘something bubbly”. It came out more like a heap of abandoned sausages. Fortunately, as the perm grew out, the colour deepened to chestnut and when it was long enough I pulled it back into a pony tail. Now it was much too thick and frankly tangled.

“We’ll have most off this off tomorrow,” said Jacques.

I didn’t quibble.

He rubbed at it vigorously with a towel then delicately patted my stinging eyes. He stood back and surveyed me, vulnerable in the fast-emptying tub.

“God, you’re lovely!” he said and I laughed out loud, remembering the grotesque Yves Smythgate-Tyne.

Jacques was not offended. It seemed he liked me to laugh. He helped me out and pushed me towards the full-length mirror. He stood behind me.

“See,” he said. “Beautiful.”

He shrugged off his robe and moved closer. I was scared, but deliciously so like when I was five years old and lying in wait for Santa Claus. He cupped my breasts. I wondered if I were destined to spend my sensuous moments in bathrooms. Then I wasn’t wondering or thinking about anything because he pulled me to the floor and the deed was done, quickly, efficiently.

“Did it hurt much?” he said in my ear, stroking back wet wisps of hair.

I considered a moment.

“No, not much,” I said. “In fact—it was quite nice.”

It was his turn to laugh.

“Oh, Gaby, Gaby!” he shouted. “Quite nice!”

And he set to work on me with a vengeance. I would never again think in terms of nice. Ecstatic, miraculous, soothing, stimulating, joyous—wonderful…sublime.

Eventually he carried me to my bedroom. I was surprised at his strength: my nine stones were of little account to him. It was a bit disappointing when he tucked me in and whispered goodnight. I had peeped in at his bedroom earlier and would have liked to try out the four-poster. And I passionately needed to snuggle up against him and fall asleep in his arms.

“I must work on some designs,” he said, and I felt better.

“I’ll be across the landing in my study,” he said, kissing me on the tip of my nose. I felt better and better. I fell asleep almost at once.

The next few days were a whirl. There was the hairdresser who cropped my hair into an urchin style that I thought I was going to hate. It seemed to bring out my freckles until she painted dark brown lines round the edges of my eye-lids, sort of modified Cleopatra-style and brushed my lips with a chalky-pink lipstick—Roman pink it was called. Then Jacques enrolled me in a Modelling Course where none of the other girls dared to speak to me and the ravishingly-beautiful Directrice, seventy if she was a day, bullied me unmercifully. There was lunch every day in a different restaurant, wearing a different outfit. There were fittings and rehearsals. There was supper every evening in my bedroom, followed, or sometimes accompanied by, love-making. But Jacques continued his habit of leaving me afterwards. I soon realised that he worked at his drawing-board into the early hours, but I continued to be haunted by the growing obsession of needing to be invited into his bed.

Then Claude re-appeared. Jean-Paul was not mentioned. But that night, we went out to a bistro round the corner and all three of us drank too much red wine. We walked home slowly, an awkward silence growing menacingly amongst us. At the gate, Jacques hesitated. He looked at me and I put all the appeal I could muster into my face.

He shook Claude’s hand and said, “We’ll see you tomorrow, then, before the show.”

Claude avoided looking at me as he offered me a limp hand. He stalked off into the night.

I scampered upstairs, flinging off my clothes, showered and raced recklessly into Jacques’ room. I burrowed down into the bedclothes and waited.

“Chérie,” he said, from the doorway. “We must talk.”

My lower lip began to tremble. I knew I was behaving like a sulky four year old but I couldn’t help it.

“In here?” he said, as though at last interpreting my thoughts, my pleas.

“Please…” I groaned.

I was determined to make it the best, ever. I did everything he had taught me and he responded gallantly. But the magic was gone. Yet I was fonder of him than ever—and, I think, he of me.

He was still there in the morning, lying by my side, but the sun lit up a thousand lines I had never before noticed on his face and I saw that his hair was dyed. Maybe that was part of the reason he had never wanted to spend the whole night with me. But it was only part of the reason.





Chapter 4

The show was a success but I wasn’t. I got terrible stage-fright and was jostled a lot by the other mannequins. The jealous cows got their own back and I heard them laugh when I all but tripped in the bridal finale. Jacques was wonderful about it. He assured me it did not matter in the least. He had always had other plans for me. Still in my white lace and veil, my heart lifted for a moment. Could he mean….

He elaborated on his plans to train me in all aspects of the business, make me responsible for his English-speaking clients—eventually send me to London to open a branch in Bond Street.

That night we went to Maxims. I didn’t enjoy it. For one thing, Claude and Jean-Paul were there. For another, there was a waitress who had obviously attracted Jacques’ attention. He watched her the whole evening and kept commenting on the lovely swing of her hips. I thought she was two stones overweight and said so. I heard Jacques ask her to come to the shop in the morning. I announced that I had a splitting headache. Jacques insisted that Jean-Paul take me home.

He was surprisingly kind to me. He made me some hot chocolate and found me an aspirin. He asked me five times if there was anything else he could do for me. I knew he was desperate to get back to the party. I declared that I wanted nothing but to sleep. Gratefully, he left and I crawled miserably upstairs and sobbed myself to sleep.

Next day, Jacques took me to see a small apartment at La Défense. We stood by the window looking down at the Seine. He took my hand.

“What do you think, my beloved Gaby?” he asked.

Suddenly I felt more cheerful. I owed him so much. The least I could do was to make him feel better.

“I love it,” I said, smiling up at him. I stretched up and kissed him in as daughterly a way as I could manage. “Thank you, Jacques.”

I was surprised at how agreeable I found my work in the shop and the office. And at how good I was at it. Jacques gave me more and more free rein. I was choosing my own clothes now—always from his collection of course. And I had modified the hairstyle a bit—it was longer in the nape, still short and spiky round the face.

One day in early spring I went down to the Quay de la Tournelle to see Mabiche. I thoroughly enjoyed the sensation I made and, as I had hoped, after the first shock, I was welcomed aboard as warmly as before. I shared their lunch—in the cabin this time as the weather was bright but chilly. The children stroked my fur coat. I groped about in my mind for something I could do for them. The eldest daughter was fifteen.

“Would you like to work for me?” I blurted out as she sat staring in fascination at my earrings. “As—as—my assistant,” I stammered.

Father had a thing about servants. It was one of his few dogmas. No human being should have to fetch and carry for another, he would say. We had cleaning ladies, a house-keeper once…but those were jobs, according to his definition. Honest work for honest wages. Jacques, too, kept no living-in help. Perhaps for other reasons—privacy, a small sense of shame—but then such feelings may have been behind Father’s declared reasons, too.

My second-hand scruples were not shared by the bargee and his wife. They were delighted.

“Why, yes!” cried Mabiche. “She knows already how to clean and to cook. She will learn whatever else you need her to know very quickly.”

“And for very little wages!” declared Gaspard. “She will be pleased to get away from here, I know.”

The girl denied it, kissing them both, but her eyes kept darting back to my jewellery.

“Come for her at the end of April,” said her father. “By then, we will have arranged matters with the school.”

I smiled at this tiny declaration of independence—I knew well enough that the education of bargee children was haphazard. But I was glad of the interval. Gaspard’s talk of wages had put an idea into my head.

Thoughtlessly, I burst into Jacques’ office. There was a scuffle from behind his mirrored screen, an embarrassed cough and he appeared, adjusting his clothing self-consciously. He shrugged when he saw it was me.

“It’s all right,” he said, over his shoulder.

Françoise, ex-waitress, this season’s star model, appeared, her lipstick smudged. I felt painfully jealous and at the same time considerably guilty. I would never presume so on our old ties again.

“I’d like to talk to you,” I said.

Françoise waddled out, shooting me a look of triumph as she passed. Jacques sat down at his desk. I remained standing.

“Jacques,” I began. “Am I still—of any value to you?”

He weighed up all the implications of my question. Then he got up and came round to my side of the desk. He put his hands on my shoulders.

“Gaby,” he said. “I couldn’t do without you. You’re not thinking of leaving me, are you?”

“No,” I said quickly. “And I am really honestly grateful—for everything. But…”

“Go on,” he prompted.

“Could we—put our affairs on a—new footing?” I asked.

He tapped his chin with his fore-finger. He paced about the gleaming, glass-tiled floor for a few moments.

“Why yes,” he said at last. “What had you in mind? A—salary? Responsibility for your own—life?”

“Yes!” I said eagerly, and regretted it at once as a shadow crossed his handsome face. “If—that’s all right with you,” I added.

“Hmmm. Yes—you are much more practical now than when I first met you. I should think you could handle your own—housekeeping.”

He opened a drawer and took out a ledger.

“Please, though, Gaby—could you allow me to continue to pay your rent—on another place if you’d care to move—but let it be in my name.”

I suppose I should have had all sorts of suspicions then, but I was absolutely confident that I could trust this man. I nodded. I told him about the enormous Mabiche and her family.

“You should keep such a name for the daughter also,” he said. “If her mother does not mind.”

I looked forward to discussing it with my friends on the river.





PART TWO

Chapter 5

The London Branch was opened in 1959. Just in time for the Swinging Sixties. Mabiche and I found a four-roomed flat just off Baker Street. It was in an old building but had been modernised so that Mabiche found cooking and cleaning dreamily easy. But she was a great help to me in a hundred other ways. She liked to keep in the background but could be relied on to do whatever I needed. She was one hundred percent devoted to me—I knew that if I were to say, “Just run out, Mabiche and lie under a bus,”—she would do it without question. Dashing back across London to buy some trimmings, I’d hesitated over at a market stall, running out to buy yellow roses when I felt a sudden urge to fill the flat with flowers, getting up in the middle of the night to keep me supplied with coffee when I got going on a new idea for a window display—these things were child’s play to her.

Just around the corner from us, in Baker Street itself, was the Smythgate-Tyne Dance Studio. This was run by Yves’ aristocratic old hag of a mother who gave scandalously-expensive lessons in the Waltz and the Quickstep—ludicrous in the days when free-style Rock and Roll had reached the masses and was no longer a studenty thing. Yet lucrative enough for her to need the place only three afternoons a week.

In the evenings, Yves ran a jive-club there. I avoided the place even when I heard that Doug’s group played regularly. Apart from not wanting to meet the odious Yves, I was deeply into folk music. And rather heavily involved with an Australian called Graham. I met him through Beryl. She had severed relations with Bryn who had left her to endure the forerunner of today’s fashionable Anorexia—then it was called Starvation. It came from Bryn’s being totally unable to accept Authority. His guitar playing was not quite good enough to ensure a steady income—and he had never heeded Yves’ constant counselling that even the most talented groups needed to rehearse seriously.

A qualified draughtsman, his certificates picked up somewhere in his mysterious past in darkest Wales, he took job after job in Engineering firms—but the first time an Office Manager told him off for being late he would walk out in high dudgeon, loftily omitting to even claim his wages. Finally, Beryl had walked out on him with her skeletal figure and a pair of adorable twin boy babies as reminders of her brief marriage.

By the time I was back on the scene, she had caught several glimpses of Bryn on the television, a shadowy figure in the backing groups of various well-lit pop stars. She was living with one of her aunts at Bromley and working at the International Telephone Exchange by day. In the evenings, she was helping to launch a Folk Club in Soho, and she invited me to the Opening Night.

Red Sullivan, whom I’d known in my old Bohemian days, sang the Derby Ram in my honour and introduced me to Graham who was one of the hundreds of young Aussies hell-bent on bumming their way round Europe before settling Down Under. He had a night-time job in a bakery and shared a big, bare, shabby flat in Clapham Junction with Red. They led a hilarious, haphazard life. The flat was always overflowing with Down and Outs. The bathtub was in the kitchen and I even saw that converted into a bed for a needy case. Graham was attempting to fatten Beryl up. He seemed to base all his cooking on rice—including his homemade Saki. His relationship with my friend was purely platonic, but the moment he looked up into my eyes (he was two inches shorter than me), I knew our terms of reference were on a different plane.

I was asked to the flat one night to meet Peggy Seeger, sister of the more famous banjo player Pete Seeger—she was over from the States to be “groomed” for British T.V. She held us spellbound with her playing—it seemed she must surely have ten times as many fingers as we ordinary mortals—and she seemed very happy and relaxed in the clean but sparse and very bachelor flat. It was sparse mainly because Graham was gradually using up all the furniture for fuel. He liked a roaring blaze and declared that the wormy furniture provided by the leech of a landlord was fit only for this purpose. Someone suggested that the party should finish in a drinking club “up west”—everyone pulled on duffel coats and prepared to go out into the snow. Graham put his arm round me.

“I know what’s the matter with you, darling girl,” he said. “I’ve been watching your poor little face all evening. I’ll take care of you.”

* * * *

I’ve suffered with my periods all my life. I’d usually managed to hide it from the world, preferring to crawl into a corner and be miserable on my own for a few hours. Graham was the first person who’d been able to help. He was wonderful. He drew up the one piece of furniture which remained whole—an ancient convertible divan—close to the fire. He raided Red’s room for a quilt. He undressed me as gently as a mother with her baby, hardly seeming to notice my body. He tucked me in and fetched a hot-water bottle wrapped in an old sweater of Red’s and a warm, sake-based drink (the sake was homemade from distilled rice). He made no demands on me.

I lay there feeling comforted and deeply guilty. I was ashamed that I had let him gather the impression that I was hard up—a struggling author. It was partly Beryl’s fault. She seemed embarrassed by my prosperity—and on the basis that I had scribbled a few short articles for an “underground” folksy magazine, she introduced me all round her circle as her “writer friend.” It had seemed to go down well with this group of creative people, and now I’d let it go so far I didn’t know how to get out of it.

Graham left me at one in the morning to go to the bakery. I sneaked down to the ground-floor flat just after dawn and asked to use the phone. A mild, long-suffering young man was the tenant—he was an Art teacher in a Secondary School—he offered me breakfast and seemed pathetically pleased when I accepted. Tactfully, he closed the kitchen door and began noisily to make the coffee while I spoke to Mabiche.

“Will you open up?” I asked her. “I’m not well.”

She demanded to know exactly what I meant—and why I had not been home all night. I told her it was my monthly problem.

“Then why is it you are not in your own bed shouting at me to keep out of your way as usual?” she wanted to know.

“Because I’m in someone else’s bed!” I snapped and slammed down the phone. I wasn’t really cross, but there was no point in trying to win a logical argument with Mabiche.

Cyril told me over breakfast how much he enjoyed living underneath such a jolly, laughing, music-loving crowd of unpredictable people who came and went at all hours and sublet to the most interesting characters. I felt desperately sorry for him and very cross with Graham and Red for never inviting him upstairs to join in their revelry. I got the impression that it was Cyril who kept the peace with the landlord, and they were quite unappreciative.

To try to redress the balance a little, I agreed to go to his Open Day, though the prospect of entering the hated world of School—of smelling again the chalky, inky odours of stale classrooms, of pretending interest in juvenile works of art was not at all appealing.

* * * *

Graham came back at nine and we made love amongst the squalor of dead ashes in a cold grate, dirty glasses and plates from the party—and my excessive bleeding. He explained that some men enjoy intercourse at that time of a woman’s cycle—he told me a special word for the practice which I’ve long forgotten. I’ve forgotten, too, what he looked like—except for his eyes. And his soft hands, cleaning me up, tending me. Then caressing me, exploring me, arousing my passion all over again. We passed the whole day like this until Red arrived, in a foul temper, to break things up. As I prepared to leave, he apologised. He had nothing against me, he explained. It was just that he was broke—the Club had folded. He must find a ship and sign on to recuperate funds. He let slip that Graham, too, was on the move. Always restless, he had booked a ticket to Canada. Before Graham came back from the lavatory, I had slipped out, tip-toed past Cyril’s door and returned to my well-heeled lifestyle in the fashion business.





Chapter 6

I don’t know why I married John. Beryl said it was his appealing helplessness. I doubted this, having so soon come to see him more as helplessly unappealing. I met him at Cyril’s Open Day. He was introduced as a “fellow writer” to my intense discomfort. This myth seemed to be following me round inevitably. Before I could deny it, John had launched into his own apologia. He was, he declared, more of a philosopher and poet, forced to suffer the indignity of having to teach General Subjects while waiting to be “recognized.” My sympathy was engaged as he enlarged on his suffering in front of a blackboard. I knew the feeling.

* * * *

I rang up Jacques and asked him to give me away. He flew over and closeted himself with Mabiche in our tiny kitchenette.

“She doesn’t like him,” he said when he emerged.

“I know,” I said, unabashed. “She wants to move out—I said she could have that room over the shop—it’s not even used as a storeroom—there’s just a lot of junk in there…”

I prattled on. He put a finger on my lips.

“And that’s another thing,” he said. “Why is he not providing a home for you? Mabiche says it was his suggestion he move in here.”

I stood up and thumped the table.

“I see!” I shouted. “So—you intend to throw me out now that I’ve had the nerve to find a husband for myself!”

“Of course not, my darling girl,” he soothed, and I had a sudden painful memory, bittersweet, of Graham comforting me. “It’s not a question of mean-ness—on my part, that is. And I want you to go on working for me as long as you wish to. Does he know—er—about the rent?”

“No,” I said in a whisper.

I wouldn’t admit it, but I also had been none too pleased at John’s enthusiastic reaction when I told him my salary.

* * * *

Halfway down the aisle I knew suddenly, blindingly, that I was making a mistake. Jacques must have sensed my hesitation. He gripped my arm tightly and looked at me with eager anticipation. I knew he was ready to turn me right round and hurry me out. Stubbornly I dragged him to the altar.

It was a miserable affair, the wedding. It had to be in church to please John’s unbearable, possessive, sanctimonious mother. It had to be modest so as not to offend his wretched, hypochondriac sister who had recently been married herself to a penurious salesman.

Mabiche and Beryl had grudgingly organised a small buffet reception at my flat. Jacques escaped as soon as was decently possible. I saw him to the door.

“Never wear that ridiculous hat again,” he advised. “I liked you better in your woolly cap and your disreputable drainpipes.”

I took off the huge white satin cartwheel. John had picked it out for me.

“I shan’t see you again until…for some time,” said Jacques.

He softened the words by kissing me tenderly on the mouth—something he had not done for years. Memories were roused. I felt warm desire creeping over my body. Then he was gone and I felt desolate.

I went back inside to an awkward silence. The sickly sister and her insipid husband broke up the party. He made coy remarks about the honeymoon which was rubbing salt into the wound as my spouse had decided it would be best to forego this convention and start our wedded bliss in our own little nest. He had been conventional enough about the sexual procedure however—resisting my advances firmly and declaring that old-fashioned values being best, he would rather wait till the deed was done on paper and in front of the altar before rendering up his body.

This should have aroused my suspicions, I suppose. But nothing could have prepared me for the shock of what followed….

* * * *

Beryl and Mabiche were the last of the measly ten guests to leave—they both hugged me tearfully and their faces were as long as if it had been a funeral rather than a wedding.

In the larger of the two bedrooms, John was unpacking. As I put my head round the door, a forced smile on my lips, he hastily stuffed some clothing in a drawer. I withdrew, stifling semi-hysterical laughter. No wonder he was shame-faced about it—I imagined it must be a gift from his mother—the powder blue velvet dressing-gown he was cramming in amongst my nighties.

I took one look at the littered dining room and firmly closed the door on it. I’d been thoroughly spoiled by Mabiche—she’d never allowed me to so much as lift a duster since she’d been with me. Not that I’d ever really got launched into housework before her advent. Father had employed his stiff and starchy housekeeper, his sloppy, friendly charladies. During my year in Earl’s Court the doing-out of my room had been included in the Rackmanesque rent of thirty-five shillings and sixpence per week. And anyway, my room had been so small it was hardly worth cleaning—there was so little surface area for the dust to settle on. And I’ve always had a blind spot for dust.

The thought of my see-through nighties had put ideas in my mind, or rather in my breasts and thighs. I turned off all the lights in the living room except for one romantic, rose-shaded lamp. I tore off my clothes and shoved them behind the sofa. Then I draped myself appealingly along its length, totally naked. I called out for my husband.

The door was pushed open with a soft click. And in came this monstrous creature in figure-hugging scarlet silk, platform-heeled peep-toed gold shoes and a feather boa. Topped by his long, melancholy face, complete with moustache and beard, the sight petrified me. Then I noticed his look of disappointment at seeing my body—my nudity.

“Put on your green velvet,” he whispered hoarsely, stroking his own silken hips.

I fled to the toilet to think out the absurd, nasty, ridiculous, horrific situation. I bolted the door and sat down, head in hands. I could not weep. I kept thinking angrily of his look of contempt for my healthy, wholesome flesh.

What could I do? The thought of admitting to Beryl and Mabiche that my marriage was an instant failure was unbearable. As for explaining why—I could never tell them. Nor Jacques. The thought of Jacques set me off on a new tack. I tried to logically convince myself that I was over-reacting. After all, Jacques had his—deviations—and that had never put me off him. For all I knew, there were hundreds of transvestites around—possibly one in every three men I met daily were quirky behind their own bedroom doors. Perhaps I should give John a chance—come to terms with his—unexpected diversity. It might not be so bad. Let’s face it—I myself had once worn nothing but drainpipe trousers—and in my wardrobe at this very moment were three smart trouser suits of extremely masculine cut. Why was I making all this fuss?





Chapter 7

I crept out and slid into the full-length jade-green velvet with fur trim. I went back into the living room and John pressed himself up against the sensually-soft material.

It was no good. I tried for three months. In the end, I had to admit to myself that my gut reaction outweighed my logic. Even had it been twenty years later with Boy George paving the way, my personal physical revulsion would still have been there. John revolted me—in and out of his dresses, his pencil-slim skirts, his natty three-piece costumes, his frilly blouses, his nylon stockings. The narrow shoulders, long thin legs, bony knees and ankles had never been my type. Graham and Jacques were both stocky, solid types—like my father. Whatever could have possessed me?

Of course, there were faults on my side. John had been used to being fussed over by mother and sister—he liked his home spotless and run like a well-oiled machine. I could not seem to grasp the organisation of shopping, cooking, cleaning, tidying. Neither could I very well employ someone to do it, for fear they would see my husband’s collection of size ten spiky-heeled shoes next to my size fives.

John ranted and raved as he swept magazines and unwashed clothing from chairs when he needed to sit down, rinsed out a cup from the teetering pile on the draining board when he needed a drink. On top of all this, he was peeved because his poems remained unpublished while I continued to make a success of the shop. In fact, I spent as much time there as I decently could and often hung about Mabiche’s little room until midnight. She never made me feel unwelcome—there was always some home-cooked delicacy in her cupboard to tempt my waning appetite.

I fervently prayed that John would leave, but his miserliness forced him to put up with me and my poor housekeeping rather than fork out money for a place of his own.

Then one day he brought a young woman home with him.

“This is Pat,” he said. “She teaches at my school. She’s come to dinner. I’ve done the shopping. She’ll be doing the cooking.”

Actually, I quite liked her and secretly hoped that she would tempt John away from me—encourage him to make the break. I couldn’t understand why I was so faint-hearted as not to throw him out.

She dropped in quite often—sometimes when John was out at one of his evening classes. He had enrolled for Painting, Sculpture and Creative Writing. Anything to keep out of my way, it seemed. And to boost his rather meagre talents.

But came the day when I asked Beryl home for a drink. We arrived together to find Pat and John in bed. And he started to ramble on about his having been to a solicitor and discovering that he could perfectly well divorce me and lay claim to the marital home because of my technical desertion. I was too busy looking furtively round the room to see if there was any evidence that Pat had gladly or otherwise endured his transvestite foreplay. To my intense irritation I could see no signs that either of them had indulged in dressing up in any of his fantastic, vulgar, gaudy outfits—a procedure which he had constantly assured me was absolutely essential to getting him sexually aroused.
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