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 Chapter One

 


Thea came out of the kitchen, wearing
bra and pants, laddered tights and green wellingtons. Pax did not
ask her why she was cooking Sunday lunch in her underwear. It was
her usual outfit when they were expecting guests. It was the best
way she could think of for not getting splashes and spots on the
dress she planned to wear. The Browns did not go in for aprons. He
suspected she was the only woman in the Square whose knickers you
could inspect to know what you were having for lunch.

But why
the wellingtons?

“I dropped a jar of mint sauce on the
floor. There’s broken glass everywhere. I don’t have time to clean
it up.”

There’s
a reason for everything.

Pax
rummaged in the top drawer of the stripped pine sideboard. It was
full of broken pencils, half-used candles, bits of Lego, useless
keys and other rubbish no-one dared throw away.

“Where’s the corkscrew?” he
asked.

Thea
picked up the bottle of wine from the top of the sideboard. He knew
she was trying to curl her lip, It came out a leer. He was much
better at lip curling. “You’re not giving them that are
you?”

“It’s perfectly good plonk. Nothing
the matter with it. They won’t know the difference when it’s in the
decanter. Your brother couldn’t tell if it was Ribena and
meths.”

“You know perfectly well that Nick
knows a lot about wine.”

“Then why does he carry round a
plastic card in his wallet that tells him where the wines come from
and what the good years are? He left his little crib card in his
other jacket at Christmas. He told me he’d rather have a red
Bordeaux than a claret any day.”

“What’s wrong with that?”

“They’re the same thing.”

He
brandished a rusty corkscrew that had been lurking in the back of
the drawer. With the point he ripped the plastic off the top of the
bottle.

“Oh look. It didn’t need a corkscrew
after all. It doesn’t have a cork.”

“I’m surprised they bother with a
bottle. An old bleach jar would do for that stuff. I wish you’d
open another one.”

“We haven’t drunk this one yet. Waste
not want not.”

“Please, Pax, open another bottle of
wine.”

“I tell you what. We’ll use your
brother’s trick. He always serves his wine in a decanter. At the
beginning of the meal he pours himself a drop, tastes it, wrinkles
his nose, passes it to whoever his wife or girlfriend happens to be
at the time. She agrees it’s off. He rushes to the sideboard and
drags out a bottle of Mouton Rothschild and flashes it around so we
can all see the label. He takes it off to the kitchen to open it.
Woman of his dreams stops him half way and tells him to empty the
decanter down the sink while he’s about it. Exit Nick with full
bottle and full decanter. Enter Nick again with full decanter. He
apologises that it hasn’t had time to breathe but it’ll do. So we
all drink the jollop that was in the decanter in the first
place.”

“That’s not true. It’s another of
your inventions.”

“It’s not my invention. It’s his. And
he puts his ideas into practice. He’s done it twice on us in the
past year.”

“Coincidence.”

“No such thing as coincidence.
There’s a reason for everything. The last time he had a party I
looked in the broom cupboard for tonic and found the unopened
bottle. The trouble with Nick is he always gets found
out.”

He knelt
down to look for the decanter in the bottom of the sideboard. He
unloaded onto the carpet a clump of half finished macramé, a
distorted wicker bread-basket and a children’s bicycle
stabiliser.

“While you’re there, could you get
out the place mats please. I think that’s why I came out of the
kitchen. I probably wanted something else. Then I’ll remember when
it’s too late. And now I’ll worry about what it was I really wanted
and burn the vegetables. But it was probably the mats all the time.
So don’t worry.”

“London Street Cries or the straw
ones my mother brought back from Tangier?”

“Thomas took three of the straw ones
to school last term for his crib. They never came back. Give me the
others. They’ll need a wipe.”

“They’ll need more than that. Look,
we had spaghetti last time .”

He
followed her through the louvred pine door into the kitchen with an
empty Malvern Water bottle to fill from the tap. His shoes crunched
on the floor and the scent of mint and vinegar rose from his
feet.

“It smells lovely in here. Like an
embalming room. We should scatter herbs on the floor every
day.”

“We do. And carrots and mince and
biscuit crumbs. And then your mother comes in before I’ve had a
chance to clear it up.”

He put
his arms round her from the back while she rinsed the place mats.
He kissed the back of her neck and caressed her birth marks. She
carried on rinsing. He wondered whether pinching her bottom would
get a reaction.

“I wonder what she’s like,” she
said.

“Who?”

“Who do you think? Nick’s latest
girlfriend.”

“Blonde. Sexy. Thick. The usual
riff-raff he leaps in and out of bed with.”

“She’s a model.”

“Like I said.”

She tore
a length off the toilet roll that served as kitchen paper and wiped
the place mats. She took a handful of forks out of the sink and
wiped those too. She wriggled out of his arms, turned round and
thrust the mats and the cutlery into his hands. Bits of toilet
paper were clinging to the teeth of the forks. “Can you draw the
curtains in the dining room so I can lay the table?”

“If you wore matching underwear I
wouldn’t have to do that.”

He went
back through the louvred door and dumped the mats and cutlery on
the table with a clatter. He took the plastic cap off the wine
bottle and held it upside down over the upright decanter. The wine
bubbled and gurgled and made a red froth like an ice-cream soda.
Thea shouted through the door. “You’re always so unpleasant when
we’re having people in. If you don’t want them to come, don’t
invite them. I’ll do fish fingers instead of wasting my weekend
cooking Sunday lunch. You asked them to come, not me. I don’t know
why you bother.”

Pax put
the wine down on the sideboard. While he composed a reply to Thea’s
outburst he stuck his middle finger down the neck of the decanter.
He wiped away the pink scum that the wine froth had left behind
when it subsided. He was careful not to get his finger
stuck.

“We invite people for parties and
dinner and drinks for the same reason everyone else does: so we’re
invited back to their place where we hope we’ll have a nicer time
than we do in our own. We’re all going round in circles trying to
find a good time.”

“Then let’s stop. Right now. I’m
going to phone my brother and tell him not to come.”

Pax
licked the acid scum off his finger and put it back in the neck of
the decanter for a final wipe.

“You wouldn’t do that. You want to
see what his latest floosie’s like. She might turn out to be your
sister-in-law. Anyway, if we didn’t invite anyone here we wouldn’t
get invited back. Then we’d feel lonely and inadequate. That’s why
we put up with other people making a mess and drinking our drink
and wasting our time when we could be reading the paper. The only
consolation is that we do the same to them when we go back to their
houses.”

He
wondered whether to use the toilet paper instead of his finger. Bad
idea. Bits of cork floating in the wine were socially acceptable.
Bits of bog roll were not.

Thea
burst through the door brandishing a saucepan. “You make me angry.
You’re petty minded and cynical.”

She
clumped back into the kitchen, her wellies leaving a little trail
of mint sauce on the carpet. The swing door slammed behind her. Pax
could see her shadow through the slats and hear her banging
saucepans in the sink. He took a swig out of the decanter and tried
to suppress the rictus in his facial muscles. It was bloody awful
but he couldn’t back down now and open something else.

It was
obvious to him why Thea was on edge. She was always nervous when
she met her brother’s new mistresses. By convention, Nick always
referred to them as his fiancées. If Nick’s previous relationships
were a guide they would indeed get married as a necessary prelude
to getting divorced.

“Better send your bridesmaid’s dress
to the cleaners,” he shouted.

She came
out of the kitchen again, this time waving a wooden spoon. “You’re
on edge because my brother’s bringing his new fiancée. Please don’t
take your anxieties out on me. I’ve quite enough to worry about
cooking lunch.”

She
disappeared back into the kitchen like a bird in a cuckoo
clock.

Pax took
another swig. Why should the idea of an attractive mistress put him
on edge? What a silly idea. He went upstairs to get dressed. He
would have liked a bath but he could not be bothered to clear out
the jugs and sieves and plastic tubes and curly-wurly straws and
soap that had melted through the night and stuck on the bottom. He
did not shave at weekends, not only to save money but as a gesture.
What exactly it was a gesture of he couldn’t quite put his finger
on but it was something to do with not going to the office. He
splashed water on his face and sprayed deodorant under his arms. He
stood up on tiptoe to reach his toothbrush in the holder that he
had fixed near the ceiling. This was a precaution against it being
used as a bath toy or an Action Man accessory or to clean the
hamster cage. He found the toothpaste behind the toilet bowl and
squeezed out the last little blob from the crack in the middle of
the tube.

From the
bathroom it was but one step to the bedroom. It was as good as
having a bathroom en suite, he once told Thea when she was feeling
claustrophobic. The whole house is en suite was her reply.
Sometimes he felt she was not suited to open plan
living.

He took
out of the wardrobe his best blue guernsey sweater and blue denim
jeans and put away the second best guernsey sweater he had just
taken off. His natural inclination was to throw them on the chair
or the bed or the floor or the dressing table but these spaces were
already taken by Thea’s clothes so he was forced to put them
away.

If they
lived on a boat they would have to keep it tidy. Until they were in
harbour and could festoon the rails and rigging with towels and
underwear like bunting. Marinas always looked so
festive.

He put
thoughts of boats out of his mind. They were not for the weekends.
He would only feel miserable for the rest of the day. Boats were
for dreaming about in the office and going to see at lunchtime down
at Saint Katherine’s Dock. Boats like the Swan with its
honey-coloured hull and teak decks and tall mast, big enough for a
family of four and a hamster to throw all this up and sail away to
a new life together. Small enough to hide in tiny creeks and bays
and creep over coral reefs to deserted islands.

He
combed his hair in the wardrobe mirror. He should have shaved. The
stubble highlighted his jowls and made his face look fatter. He
kneaded the flesh on his jaw until it hurt, willing the fat to melt
away and reveal the determined chin he knew was there. Hard tack
and sea salt was the answer. It had been a mistake to buy a mirror
that made you look suntanned. Every time he looked in it he worried
if he had jaundice and looked carefully at the whites of his eyes.
There were no short cuts to the lean and weatherbeaten
look.

He ran
through his repertoire of facial expressions from careless bonhomie
to studied superciliousness. It was hard living in an age when you
had to pretend to be natural. There was a lot to be said for
elegant falseness. He decided on an expression of disarming
frankness with a touch of humour around the corners of the
mouth.

He threw
the comb down on the dressing table among the lipstick-stained
Kleenex and used cotton buds and screwed-up sticking plaster.
Amidst the litter stood a photograph in a Perspex frame of him and
Thea on their wedding day. The photographer had posed them in front
of a statue of an obese cherub, a hideous Cupid who was not so much
a symbol of their undying love as a warning not to overfeed the
first-born of their blissful union.

Pax was
grinning out of the photograph with what appeared to be spontaneous
happiness. Thea’s smile was more deliberate to match the carefully
arranged train of her wedding dress but it did not look strained.
Did they choose their expressions then as carefully as they chose
them now? He couldn’t remember.

Poor
fools. Poor innocent fools.

The
Browns had moved into the Square five years before when Thomas was
two and Thea was pregnant with Sarah. It was their first mortgage.
The house was ten years old. There were four terraces of six making
the Square around a patch of grass and a car park. The doors were
painted different colours. Otherwise the houses were identical. The
ground floor consisted of a garage and a bedroom. The middle floor
was an open plan living room with a small kitchen in one corner.
The top floor had three small bedrooms and a bathroom. Most of the
owners had bought them not because they liked them but because they
thought a building society would like them. After they had painted
the front door a different colour they started to look for houses
that building societies probably would not like.

Estate
agents pointed out that the houses in the Square were bigger than
those in the next-door council estate. And that their road was
private. The only time residents of the Private Square went into
the Council Square was to find out why the cleaning lady had not
turned up.

The
picture window in the living room looked out onto the picture
windows on the other side of the Square. Thea worried about it. The
people opposite or passers-by could look straight in. She would not
put up net curtains. Only the windows in the council estate had net
curtains. She did not like to draw the ordinary curtains during the
day, except when she was laying the table in her underwear, in case
the neighbours thought she was peculiar or someone had
died.


Sometimes she could not shake off the feeling she was being
watched. From time to time Pax tried to reason her gently out of
her delusion.

“Who the hell would be interested in
us?”

 


Pax
could tell from the cries of outrage and pain coming from the
kitchen that Thea was getting the children to wash their hands and
faces. Then a reminder about some of the rules of social
intercourse:

– Do not ask Uncle Nick or his
fiancée for money.

– If they give you any money say
thank you. Even if it’s not very much.

– Do not take your trousers down and
shake your willie. Uncle Nick saw it last time.

– If you think anyone has done a
whoopsie do not cheer or hold your noses or pretend to
faint.

– When someone goes upstairs to the
loo do not sing out “I know where you’re going.” .

– Do not make personal remarks of any
kind to anyone even if they’re true. Especially about Uncle Nick’s
hair. (But why did your real hair fall out, Uncle Nick? There’s
plenty growing out of your nose.)

Uncle
Nick had had a hair transplant. It had been planted in rows across
the top of his head like lines of cabbages in a field. The
intervals were so regular they made diagonal lines as well. The way
the patterns changed as he moved his head was like op-art. Just
when they had got used to his hairpiece. It was much harder to tear
your eyes away from the patterns than the little cap of neatly
permed hair that he had before.

“All these things make people unhappy
and we don’t want to make people unhappy, do we? We want everyone
to be happy and think what nice people we are, don’t we? And then
we’ll all be happy, won’t we? We have to make other people as happy
as we are. Of course Mummy and Daddy are happy, Sarah. That’s why
we want everyone else to be happy. If you do that again, Thomas,
I’ll smack you.”

 


It was
the end of a hot summer’s day. A warm breeze from the land brought
the scent of wild thyme and honeysuckle down to the sheltered
inlet. A boat with a honey-coloured hull and tall mast was anchored
a few yards from the white sand beach where a man and a woman were
lighting a driftwood fire to cook the fish that still flapped on a
line at the water’s edge. Two children were gathering the first
course in the shrimp pools at the edge of the beach. Their happy
laughter mingled with the gentle lapping of the waves. The man and
the woman smiled at each other. Their smiles, their words, their
gestures welled up spontaneously from the deep pool of inner
happiness they shared.

A black
bird with a long neck dived into the water for a fish and came up
dripping. It sat on the bowsprit of their boat to eat, silhouetted
against the sunset. Seagulls were calling as they flew happily home
to roost, looking in the distance like the birds everyone can draw,
V-shaped ticks in the porcelain blue sky. As the sun set the moon
rose, laying a silver path across the silver sea towards them. The
moonlight was chill. They put on natural-dyed fishermen’s smocks
over their cut-offs. He went happily down to the water’s edge for
the fish and the bottle of wine buried in the wet sand to cool. It
needed the corkscrew that dangled with the marlin spike from his
belt. He took a mouthful of wine and without swallowing it kissed
the woman so it trickled into her mouth, tart and sweet.

After
supper the children washed their hands and faces and cleaned their
teeth and went happily off to bed of their own accord, as they did
every night, saying how tired they were. The man and the woman lay
on the soft sand looking up at the full moon and holding hands.
They decided to stay in the inlet for a couple of days before
sailing on up the atoll. They talked about the old days and smiled
that he had carried on working at the bank for so long. They
laughed happily at the things they thought were important then –
money and houses and schools. Now they had little but it was more
than enough to live on. They caught fresh fish every day and
bartered them for vegetables with passing natives. In the villages
where they bought their other provisions like coffee and wine and
toothpaste they traded in batik.

She
kissed him and ran her gentle fingers over his bony, weatherbeaten
face. They made love happily in the moonlight. After a year at sea
her body was like a young girl’s. His body was more or less like it
was before, only muscular instead of podgy and without the wrinkly
bits that had started to develop under his nipples.

“Are you happy?” he
whispered.

“Yes. I’m so happy. Are you
happy?”

“I’m happy. And the children are
happy.”

“We’re all so happy.”

“That’s what it’s all about, isn’t
it? Happiness.”

“Yes. Being happy.”

“Do I make you happy?”

“You make me so happy. Do I make you
happy?”

“You make me so happy
too.”

“It’s an odd word, isn’t
it?”

“What?”

“Happy.”

 


While
Thea was upstairs putting on her dress, Pax made the last-minute
preparations. He swept the broken glass and puddles of mint sauce
into the corner by the fridge. He threw away the incriminating wine
bottle he had just emptied into the decanter. On top of it he threw
away the plastic bags the frozen vegetables had come in. Then he
thought again and fished the bags out of the garbage. He rinsed off
the tea leaves and other glop under the tap. If Thea did not have
the instructions on the back of the packet she would panic and
forget how to cook them.

In the
living room he took the flokati off the large wicket laundry basket
that stood against one wall underneath the framed Toulouse Lautrec
poster of Aristide Bruant, the man in the cloak and floppy hat. He
opened the basket and filled it with old newspapers, broken toys,
jigsaw puzzle pieces, dirty washing, clean washing waiting to be
ironed, ironed washing waiting to be taken upstairs and all the
other ornaments of domestic life that lay on the floor and tables
and chairs and any other available flat surface. He closed the lid
and covered it again with the flokati. Now the room looked
strangely barren.

He went
downstairs for the Hoover they kept in the garage. With it he
ruffled up the plain brown fitted carpet into furrow marks and
pushed the hard bits like peg people and peanuts under the
sideboard with the dried apple-cores and orange peel and sweet
papers and tops of felt-tip pens, for the cleaning lady to ignore
the next time she came.

He
arranged the cushions on the Habitat sofas so they covered up the
stains and adjusted the lace mat so it hid the crack in the glass
on the bamboo coffee table. He pushed the sofas so they faced each
other across the table. It is a symptom of contemporary social
relationships, he informed Aristide Bruant, that seating is placed
for confrontation. In the old days you sat round the walls and
looked at the fire. He could not think of anything else he could do
which would add to the unnatural symmetry and tidiness of the room
that Thea insisted on when they had guests. He wished they could
cultivate the lived-in look instead of a waiting room ambience but
their attempts at studied informality always ended up making the
place a worse mess than it did before.

Still in
her underwear, Thea ran through the living room on her way
downstairs, explaining that her wellingtons had made her tights
smell of old socks and she wanted another pair out of the drier in
the garage.

“I’ve cleaned up now. It looks nice,”
he lied. It was in everyone’s interests to calm her
down.

“I suppose you’ve tossed all my clean
washing into that damned basket. It’s got to go.”

“But we got it from The Guardian. And
we need it for Auxiliary Seating.”

She did
not hear. She was in the garage, banging the door of the drier. She
ran back upstairs two at a time and through the living room
again.

“You may like living in an empty
goldfish bowl but I’m getting tired of it. I want a house with a
lounge on the ground floor that I can clean and lock up the day
before and doesn’t look as though the bailiffs have just been in.
And that’s got proper curtains.”

“What have we got to hide?” he called
upstairs but she had already slammed the bedroom door.

Nothing
was the answer.

 


“Is my dress all right?”

She was
wearing a calf-length batik shift with a pattern of purple crescent
moons on a crackly brown and yellow background. It was stitched
together out of a rectangle of material that was supposed to drape
itself sensuously around the female form. The batik had made it
stiff so it stood out where it should have folded in. Her shoulders
were like an American footballer’s. She had made it at evening
classes. It looked terrible.

“It looks absolutely Lovely, darling.
Aren’t you clever? But isn’t it a bit formal for today? We don’t
want to overwhelm the poor girl. Aren’t your jeans
clean?”

“You don’t like it, do
you?”

She
stood flat footed in her stockinged feet, silently pleading for
encouragement and confidence like a lost puppy, knowing in her
heart of hearts that she looked awful, wanting to be told that she
was beautiful.

Why do
we do this to ourselves? Why do we act and dress and live like
this? Surely there’s some other way.

He put
his arms round her and hugged her. The batik felt sticky. He tried
to kiss her but she wriggled away so her lipstick would not
smudge.

“I’ll wear it,” she said defiantly,
“who cares? At least I did it myself.”

“That’s my girl,” he forced himself
to say.

She went
downstairs to call Thomas and Sarah in to have their faces washed
again.

“Cor Mum. You’re like someone out of
Doctor Who.”

“It’s like Thomas’s army
tent.”

“Are you going as a
witch?’

So much
for confidence boosting. His well-meant insincerity had all been
wasted.

 


Nick
parked his bright yellow Jag in their tiny drive, its boot sticking
out over the pavement. Passers-by would have to step out into the
road to get past. He sounded the horn three times to save ringing
the doorbell. Pax hurried downstairs to open the door before he
could do anything else to attract the attention of the whole
Square.

I
mustn’t look at his hair. I mustn’t look at his hair.

He was
confronted with a large bunch of white lilies.

“What lovely transplants! I mean
plants!“

“Flowers, Pax, cut flowers,” said
Nick. “Pax, I’d like you to meet Annabel.”

She was
the most beautiful girl he had ever seen.

Slim,
blonde, wide blue eyes, straight nose, full mouth, teasing pout,
dear skin, golden tan. A smile full of innocence and knowingness
and sensuality. And mischief. There had to be something wrong. Her
voice? Squeaky? Gruff? Missing consonants and distorted vowels like
Brummie or Belgravia? But her voice was beautiful and exciting too.
A hint of breathlessness and an intriguing lilt.

“Sorry about the lilies. They’re
really for funerals. Nick insisted. I don’t care for death, do
you?”

“No. I’m against it. I’m definitely
against death. Do come in,” he stuttered.

They
shook hands. Her fingers were long and strong and soft. They were
like a bird’s wing, gentle feathers and firm quills. He held her
hand for as long as he dared.

“We got the flowers at the cemetery.
It’s the only place that’s open on a Sunday,” said Nick,
cheerfully.

“Did you nick them from a grave?”
asked Pax, closing the door. The fleshy leaves, sickly yellow
pistils and cloying scent brought dead bodies to mind. Annabel
laughed a thrilling laugh.

“Oh silly! There’s a flower seller
outside the cemetery gates.”

“We nearly got you a wreath but Nick
said you only had one foot in the grave.”

“Joke, Pax, joke,” said Nick,
squeezing Annabel’s arm.

Nick
made the narrow hall seem smaller. He was not tall or well-built
but his restlessness made any room he was in seem inadequate, like
a squash ball in a squash court. He was dressed in a blue
double-breasted blazer, open-necked orange shirt, cream trousers
and white shoes. He was ten years older than Pax but looked the
same age. His innocent, cherubic face was beginning to sag into the
expression of a youthful satyr. He tried to arrest the process with
expensive exercise equipment, a hair transplant, a sunlamp and blue
tinted contact lenses. On the few occasions when he was in repose
Pax thought of a waxworks.


Annabel’s appearance was just as contrived but opposite in
its effect. Her contact lenses were plain but they moistened her
large eyes and enlarged the pupils. Her long lashes were barely
touched with mascara. Her make-up was meticulous but minimal,
bringing out the natural pink of her cheeks and the light, even tan
on the rest of her skin. Her lipstick was a delicate line to mark
the boundary of her full mouth. Her hair felt in waves to her
shoulders, its tinted streaks only the slightest shade lighter than
its natural blonde. Her bra-less breasts filled her plain white
silk shirt and her narrow waist did not seem unnaturally pinched by
her wide red belt. Her designer jeans hugged her slender hips and
long legs but there were creases here and there to show there was a
real body inside them. The only flaw in her image was being
associated with Nick.

The
stairs from the hall led directly up into the living room. The
first that newcomers saw of anyone else was feet, then knees, then
the rest of the body. It spared everyone the shock of a sudden
introduction, let them size up the others before they were
confronted on the same level. What would Annabel make of Thea’s
flatties and the tacked-up hem of her home-made dress?

“What a pretty dress, Thea, so
original. Where did you get it?” she asked after the introductions
had been made.

“Nowhere special,” said Thea, keeping
her eyes off Annabel’s silk shirt and expensive jeans.

“She made it herself,” said Pax with
more malice than pride. “She’s been going to evening classes,
haven’t you dear?”

“How creative,” purred Annabel, “how
brave.”

“She started at the beginning of the
alphabet, didn’t you dear? She missed out Astronomy because she’s
frightened of the dark and started on Basketwork. That was last
year. This year we moved on to Batik. It’s your first try, isn’t it
dear?”

“When do you get to D for
Dressmaking?” guffawed Nick. “Joke, Thea, joke.”

“I’ve got Bridge and Candle making to
do first, If you’ll excuse me, I have to take the peas out of the
oven.”

Thea
fled to the kitchen, leaving Pax with the bitter taste of victory.
But it was her own fault. She should have known better than to wear
that dress in public. And what was she doing with peas in the
oven?

“I think it’s time for a drink,” said
Pax, “anything you like as long as it’s red wine, sweet sherry or
gin and tonic.”

“Bacardi please,” said Annabel in a
velvety voice.

Bacardi
was something that people brought back from their holidays or which
filled the screen between Coming Releases and the main film. For
the first time in his life he felt inadequate for the lack of a
bottle of Bacardi.

“Never mind, Honeybee, drinkiepoos is
drinkiepoos. Gin will do us,” oozed Nick.

In the
kitchen Thea was banging saucepans in the sink and standing on a
carpet of half-cooked peas. Pax pushed past her to get to the
fridge. He hammered and twisted the rubber ice tray until a few
recalcitrant lumps fell into the pool of mint sauce and peelings he
had swept into the corner.

“Nice, isn’t she?” he
whispered.

“Bitch,” was her only reply. Did she
mean Annabel or him? He went back to the living room with the
drinks. Thomas was standing at the top of the stairs with chocolate
round his mouth, grass stains on his best white shirt and a cricket
bat in his hand.

“Uncle Nick, you promised to come out
and play cricket when you’d had a snifter and patted Mummy’s fanny.
Are you ready yet?”

“Snifter on the way, Thomas. I would
have said arse but it’s rude,” apologised Nick as he relieved Pax
of his drinkiepoos. He followed Thomas down the stairs, ice cubes
tinkling in his glass. baggsing first bat.

Pax was
alone with Annabel. He looked at his shoes and the wall behind her
head, trying desperately to think of something suave or witty to
say. He had not felt like this since adolescence. Those feelings
had gone the way of acne and barn dances and the last bus home. He
blushed while his stomach muscles tightened from the larynx to the
groin. He wanted to run away to the kitchen and even more to stay
where he was in spite of the bursting, embarrassing
emptiness.

“Is this mint in the gin and tonic?
How clever,” she purred.

“Speciality of the maison. You should
try it in Bacardi.”

“Nick’s a character.”

“He has a gift of bringing trouble
into our well ordered family life.”

He
looked at her and swigged his drink. She was smiling and looking at
him. He had to keep the conversation going.

“I’m even worse than he is with the
children. Thea says she spends all week bringing the children up
and I spend the weekend bringing them down again.”

He had
never been a leg man or a breast man as much as a face man. He had
fallen in love with Thea for her face. Annabel had the loveliest
face he had ever seen outside a Bacardi advertisement. He had to
keep talking.

“All we owe our children is board and
lodging and clean clothes. We don’t bring them into the world for
their own good and happiness do we? We conceive them out of self
gratification. They don’t owe us anything either. Least of all our
happiness.”

“That depends on what you mean by
happiness,” she said. My God, perhaps she’s an intellectual as
well. “I’ve never had children. And I never knew my parents,” she
continued.

A surge
of compassion welled up inside him for this poor orphan girl, alone
in the world but for Nick.

“Who do you blame things on? I blame
my mother for everything. She carries the can because I never knew
my father. When I couldn’t ride my bike or failed my ‘A’ levels or
got fired from my first job it was all her fault.”

“You have to break out of that. You
can do exactly what you like, when you like. It’s up to
you.”

“I’d rather blame my mother. It’s
easier.”

“I’d rather do just what I like. I
make a choice and I do it.”

How on
earth had they got round to free will and determinism? He should
have been beguiling this gorgeous girl with sparkle and wit. There
was no-one else in the room but she was still looking round for
someone to rescue her from this boring man who talked about his
children and his mother.

“You choose to take your clothes off
all day for a living. Wasn’t that conditioned?”

“What the hell do you mean by
that?”

If Nick
had made that remark she would have laughed. Whenever he tried to
be daring it always misfired.

“I thought you were a model. Don’t
you dress up in lots of different outfits?”

“I don’t do that sort of work. I
specialise.”

“What in?”

“Ears.”

She
smiled sweetly. Was she making fun of him?

“You just model ears?”

“I sometimes do neck work as well.
And I might get something in a crowd scene on a big budget
commercial if there’s nothing else going. But the speciality is
ears.”

“What a waste of the rest of
you.”

Thank
God. She smiled and fluttered her eyelashes.

“Can I see?”

She
turned her head sideways and lifted the hair from the side of her
head. Her ear was pale and small. He was not a connoisseur but it
did look like an ear of above average quality.

“It’s the most beautiful ear I’ve
ever seen.” He could not remember ever saying that to a woman
before. And she smiled again. “Is there a lot of
demand?”

“Of course. Jewellery. Hi-fi.
Perfume. I did a hearing aid last week.”

She was
smiling at him with mischief in her eyes but he was not deceived.
She was mocking his small talk and small house and small life and
small self. He had always been a failure at chatting up. He took a
large swig of gin and tonic to buttress his self-esteem.

“You’re right. We have to eat. And
then we have to do the washing-up and sweep the floor.”

“You can get out of that. Nick has
found some refugees to live in and do the cooking and the housework
for us. They live in the utility room next to the
kitchen.”

“How much does he pay
them?”

“I don’t know. Nick did a
deal.”

“I bet he did.”

“After what they’ve been through the
utility room is heaven.”

“Until you put the washing machine on
Fast Spin. Scares the hell out of me when I go in the
garage.”

Thea
came out of the kitchen carrying a dish of roast lamb and put it on
the table. Blood and juices slopped onto the table cloth. Pax found
the carving knife in the top drawer of the sideboard under a
collection of last year’s Christmas cards and an old string vest
now used as a duster. He stood by the window to carve where he
could see Nick and the children playing cricket in the Square. Nick
was batting. He had probably been hogging the bat since they
started. Pax heard the chock of the bat against the ball. Thomas
knew they weren’t allowed to play with a hard ball because of the
windows and small children. Nick had doubtless persuaded them to
break the rules.

Annabel
offered to help Thea in the kitchen but was politely declined. She
came to stand next to Pax at the window. Her silk sleeve rubbed
against his sweater.

“Overgrown schoolboy,” she
sighed.

“He looks the part. White trousers.
Blue blazer.”

“Terrible aren’t they? I thought we
were going to a fancy dress.”

“Nick is conventional in a very
unconventional way. A free spirit. Cast off on the water and sail
for freedom. That’s what we’d all like to do, isn’t it?”

Thea
came out of the kitchen with a dish of roast potatoes and a dish of
swept-up peas. Outside in the Square, Thomas bowled a jerky overarm
down the leg side. It was slow and pitched up and irresistible to
any schoolboy. With a graceful swing Nick brought the bat down and
across in a perfect hook to leg. Pax watched the ball soar towards
them, inevitable and unstoppable, growing larger in his vision. At
the last moment, a split second before the ball hit the window, he
ducked so that the broken glass showered harmlessly over his back
and the meat and vegetables on the table.

 


“At least we got a free Chinese meal
out of it,” said Pax that evening as he dabbed the carpet under the
table with a pad of wet toilet paper.

“The one day in the week when I take
the trouble to cook real meat and vegetables and we still end up
with rice and monosodium glutamate.”

“It was a meal out. Saved washing
up.”

“The whole point of eating out is to
avoid cooking. All we did was avoid eating it. And we still had to
wash everything up.”

“Stop complaining. Now we’ve got
cardboard over the window you won’t think everyone is looking at
you.”

Pax
brought the toilet paper into the light to inspect it for tiny,
glistening shards. He had covered the whole of the living room
carpet in this way after going over it with the vacuum cleaner
while Thea put the children to bed. He pushed two cardboard boxes
in front of him. One was for the used toilet paper, apple cores and
other rubbish like the mouldy bits of chewed carrot he found on the
ledges under the dining table. The other was for treasures he found
along the way, such as the spare ignition keys for the car, long
lost pieces of jewellery, foreign coins, all of which were destined
for the sideboard drawer.

If it’s
true that the outside world is just a creation of my own mind, then
I have a very sick mind, he thought.

Thea was
wearing the green wellingtons again for protection against the
hostile carpet. She had taken off the batik dress and thrown it to
the back of the wardrobe where it would stay until one of the
children wanted it for a school play. She was wearing an old pair
of jeans too tight to do up around the waist and a pregnancy smock
to cover the gap.

“If I had broken a window in Nick’s
flat he would have made his refugees go over the carpet in their
bare feet. You wouldn’t find him and Annabel with their bottoms in
the air like something out of the Mikado. Why do we live like this,
Thea? Why do we live like this?

Thea
dragged the ironing board out of the broom cupboard in the kitchen
and set it up on an area of damp carpet that had been pronounced
safe. She took the steam iron out of its place in the bottom of the
stereo cabinet and filled it with sterile water from the drinks
cupboard in the sideboard. hen she rummaged in the Auxiliary
Seating hamper for tomorrow’s school uniform and a clean shirt for
Pax. Now was not the time to have a sensible conversation with
Thea. When she was washing the kitchen floor or tidying up the Lego
or doing the ironing she had nothing good to say about anything or
anyone. They carried on with their respective chores until Pax had
dabbed the carpet for the last time and Thea was surrounded by neat
little piles of ironed washing.

“Whisky?”

“I’ll have a sip of
yours.”

“The hell you will,” he thought. He
poured her a small one and himself a large.

“I thought you got on well with
Annabel at the restaurant,” he said, splashing ironing water into
his whisky.

“She makes a big effort to come down
to our level. It’s easy to be humble in a Christian Dior silk
shirt.”

“I think she’s got
depths.”

’’What’s that old line? Deep down
she’s a very superficial person. Poor Nick. He’s so irresponsible
and carefree and the price he pays is living with a succession of
women like Annabel.”

Pax
tried to imagine what the disadvantages were of living with Annabel
in Nick’s little love nest in Orpington waited on by
refugees.

“You’re right. Orpington is a heavy
price to pay.”

“And I don’t know what he’s doing for
money now the internet roulette business went bust. I’m glad we
don’t live hand to mouth.”

Hand to
mouth with a woman like Annabel. Hand to hand. Mouth to mouth. He
swigged the whisky.

“He’s got a new business idea. He
wanted to know if I would go in with him. It sounded quite
interesting.”

“Nick’s my brother, and I won’t have
a word said against him, but I wouldn’t trust him an inch. What’s
this new business?” she asked.

“Import-export. Something to do with
stamps and coins and that sort of thing. He’s found a source
somewhere on the Continent and he thinks he can make a profit
selling them over here.”

“What does he need you
for?”

“I would be his financial advisor. Do
the books. Open the bank accounts, that sort of thing.”

“He can’t have bank accounts. He’s an
undischarged bankrupt.”

“That’s where I come in. I’m the
expert. He needs that sort of advice.”

“He needs a patsy to open his
accounts. You’ll be suckered, Pax Brown.”

“I’m nobody’s fool. I can look after
myself. And what’s this about not saying a word against
him.”

“He swindled me out of my pocket
money too often. I stick up for him but I wouldn’t touch his
schemes with a barge pole.”

She
drained her glass, stood up and piled the ironed washing at the
foot of the stairs. She slammed the lid on the Auxiliary Seating
hamper and replaced the flokati. Pax carried the hissing iron
gingerly into the kitchen.

“He offered fifteen per cent. That
would come in useful.”

“Fifteen per cent of what? His
debts?”

“You’re always pouring cold water on
everything. A real wet blanket. If we’re ever going to break away
from all this you’re going to need a bit of imagination too.
Annabel supports him. She’s all for it.”

Nick had
brought up the idea over the lychees while Thea was taking Sarah to
the loo to be sick. Annabel had smiled and had said how lovely it
would be if the two men did something together. She had squeezed
his thigh under the table. He was glad he had still had his napkin
on his lap.

While
Thea carried the washing upstairs Pax took the milk bottles
downstairs to the front step and turned out the lights. On his way
back up he took another swig straight out of the whisky bottle.
They had not made love for days.

“Coming, darling,” he
shouted.

The
routine never varied. Pax tucked the children in and turned off
their lights while Thea was in the bathroom. They left the landing
light on in case a child woke with a nightmare. He undressed while
he waited for Thea to come out of the bathroom carrying the glass
of water that stood all night on her bedside table. She never drank
it but she couldn’t get to sleep without knowing it was there. Pax
was similarly conditioned. He had to have a clean handkerchief on
his side. While he was in the bathroom Thea mucked out the bed. She
gathered up the clothes, toys, newspapers and damp towels from the
morning and other bits and pieces that had accumulated on the bed
during the day and dumped them on the floor. She gave the duvet a
couple of good shakes and got into bed among the swirling feathers
and dust that her bedmaking created and lay on her back looking at
the ceiling. Before she could go to sleep she had to count the
cracks in the ceiling to make sure there were no new ones. She
wished there was a medical term for the fear of the ceiling falling
down on you in the middle of the night while you were
asleep.

Pax came
back from the bathroom, naked, and rummaged for his pyjamas on the
floor. He put them on trousers first. If put them on top first he
would have a nightmare about going to work dressed only in a string
vest too short to pull down over his bottom. He got into bed and
adjusted the alarm clock. By common consent it was ten minutes fast
although they both knew that he added another five minutes for
safety.

Thea
turned out the light and they both lay on their backs looking up at
the shadows and the yellow patches on the ceiling from the street
lamp outside. He felt her hand on the inside of his thigh,
diffidently stroking his pyjama poplin and he carefully moved so
that her fingers would find the opening in the front.

“You know, Thea, I feel as though
we’ve spent the last ten years of our life building a house of
brick and stone. It has a concrete floor and solid roof. The inside
is reinforced with steel. All the windows have got solid bars and
the doors have massive locks you can only open from the outside.
We’ve locked ourselves in and thrown the key out through the bars
and now we’re looking at the world outside and wondering how we can
get out. Do you ever feel like that?”

He would
have to ask her again another time. Her hand had stopped stroking
him and he could not hear her breathing. Her face was turned
towards him, looking waxen in the yellow light. Her eyes were
closed. Was this what corpses looked like?

Perhaps
we’re all dead after all. Pass the lilies. Two feet in the grave.
Hoping the whisky burning in his stomach was not going to keep him
awake he turned his back on Thea, closed his eyes, and thought of a
honey-coloured yacht scudding in a sunlit sea.





 Chapter Two

 


Thea stood at the kitchen window,
cooling the eggs under running water. She saw John Thornton from
Number Nine, processing pontifically and swinging his umbrella like
incense, on his way to the accountancy firm where he was a partner.
She wiped her hands on a tea-towel and went to the foot of the
stairs. “Thornton,” she shouted.

She was
answered by mumblings about lack of clean socks and deduced that
Pax had his head deep in the airing cupboard. Then she called down
to the ground floor. “Breakfast. Come and wash your
hands.”

The
children came to the table, slapping and pinching each
other.

“Yuwert me,” yelled Thomas. “Pissoff,” yelled
Sarah.

Thea
carried the teapot from the draining board and watched Mister Trees
beginning his brisk little trot, to the station. He worked
somewhere in Whitehall. Thea went to the foot of the stairs and
shouted. “Mister Trees.”

The
children slurped their runny eggs. They tried to smear yolk on the
ends of their noses with their tongues. On the other side of the
square the Campbells got into their car.

“The Campbells,” shouted Thea.

Pax
jumped off the second stair into the living room. He avoided the
bottom stair because the carpet was beginning to wear on the tread.
He came into the dining area and pulled out a chair. The back came
off in his hand. The children screamed and guffawed.

“You were going to mend that over the weekend,” said Thea,
without reproach. The list of things to be done about the house was
too long for recrimination over a single item. This was saved up
for periodic litanies of complaint.

“Good morning everybody. Daddy’s here to make you smile,” said
Pax, helping himself to the last egg from the saucepan in the
middle of the table. He tickled Thea under the chin and then Thomas
and then Sarah. He looked down accusingly at the egg yolk on his
finger. “Mummy, you’re such a messy eater,” he said. The children
screamed and guffawed and carried on screaming and guffawing long
after the moment of humour had passed. Thea wiped the egg from
under Sarah’s chin.

“Pissoff,” said the little girl. Her parents exchanged glances
and forced themselves not to react. The books said you should never
reinforce, just explain how certain behaviour is
undesirable.

“You know I didn’t have time for the chair over the weekend,
love. I’ll do it tonight, I promise. It just needs some glue and a
wedge.”

“It just needs a new set of dining room chairs, love. There’s
so
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