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For Rupert Kingfisher,
whose play The Prisoners Dilemma first
suggested to me the creative possibilities in
the number 3








It must have required many ages to discover that a brace of pheasants and a couple of days were both instances of the number 2: the degree of abstraction involved is far from easy

BERTRAND RUSSELL

I doubt not of my own salvation; and in whom can I have such occasion of doubt as in my Self? When I come to heaven, shall I be able to say to any there, Lord! how got you hither? Was any man less likely to come hither than I?

JOHN DONNE, Sermon VIII, 371
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Preface

It is said there were ancient schools of thought which held that the number 3 is unstable. If the reasons for this belief were ever known they are lost in time. A three-legged stool refutes the claim, asless prosaicallywe are told does the Christian trinity. Whatever the case, it is a fact that three is a protean number: under certain conditions it will tend to collapse into twoor expand into four
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After Peter Hansome died, people were surprised that his widow seemed to be spending so much time with his mistress. Bridget Hansome was not the kind of woman who could have failed to notice her husbands discreet, but regular, visits to the flat in Turnham Green where Frances Slater lived. And, indeed, anyone married to Peter Hansome would have needed to learn the art of turning a blind eye. Had the various friends and acquaintances of the Hansomes been asked to bet on how the wife might deal with a mistress discovered in the aftermath of the husbands death (were it the thing to gamble on the likely effects on a widow of the discovery of a long-established infidelity), the odds would probably have been on Bridget allowing Frances to attend the funeral, but with an unspoken provision that no mention be made of the reason for her being there.

In the event the punters would have lost their bets for this is not what occurred. In spite of the fact that she lived nearbythe cremation was conducted at a cemetery off the Lower Richmond RoadFrances did not attend the funeral ceremony. She had a still lively recollection of a warm evening, on which the same cemetery had been the scene of one of Peters more flamboyant acts of lovemaking. Whether it was this, and the fact that she could not, therefore, easily reconcile herself to it as the place from which she must make a final farewell to the body thatflanked by marble angels and other funerary pieceshad lately enjoyed her own, must rest as one of those matters into which we shall not, for the moment, enquire. What is known is that on the day of the funeral, Frances took the Eurostar to Paris, where she concluded a walk by the Seine with a visit to Notre-Damestopping, before entering the cathedral, to buy a bunch of anemones from a flower seller.

Bridget Hansome was well aware that she was not the only woman to enjoy her husbands affections. Handsome is as handsome does! she had been in the habit of saying, making a small pun on her husbands name. This observation was generally accompanied by one of her little ironic smiles. These smiles might have been described as affectionate, but they might equally have been described as sly. Whatever the truth of the matter (and it is also a truth that human emotion tends to be made up of different, and often competing, strands), Peter took the smiles in good part. He was a physically vain man and, not quite understanding the point of the sayingmore accurately, for he was not stupid either, not really troubling to comprehend itwas mildly pleased to have a wife who appreciated his looks enough to joke about them, despite the fact that they brought with them certain consequences.

One of these consequences was Frances. There had been othersnot too manyover the years, but Frances was the only one who could be said to have stuck. In fact it was Bridget herself who had been the cause of the introduction, during one of her trips abroad.

Early on in her marriage Bridget had discovered that her husband disliked her being away from home. It is unlikely that Peter himself was aware that his extramarital escapades had more to do with an incapability with his own loneliness than the outward appearance he was quietly proud ofwomen tending, perversely perhaps, to be more susceptible to marks of inward frailty than rugged good looks. It is a fact, however, that it is easier to be tender towards a failing when it is not part of ones daily dealings. Bridget had been first alarmed, then concerned and finally increasingly impatient when she found that Peter became fractious, and prone to what she privately termed sillinesses, when she made one of her regular trips abroad.

Bridget sold old French bric--brac. She had started with a stall on the Portobello Road but now ran a thriving shop in Fulham, which traded in garden furniture, aged linen, enamel pans, lace curtains, parasolsitems of faded beauty from a French pastoral past for which she had a particular eye. In these days of shabby chic such shops are commonplace. But Bridget, in perceiving that something worn and traditional might be what was missing from modern lives, had been in the vanguard of contemporary taste. It was she who pioneered the belief that the venerable might be more stylish than the smartthe glass and steel designs which were once the height of interior fashion for the well heeled. Ahead of her imitators, she became established as a name, of sorts; the Living pages of newspapers and magazines deferred to her for hints on the newest old styles.

Bridget was also blessed with sources of supply for the items she sold in her shopstill-secret places in the heart of rural France which her later competitors had neither the luck nor the stamina to discover. The stamina was required for the combination of long drive and longer conversations in vernacular French, accompanied by large quantities of coffee or wine or, as the day went on, spirits drawn from complicated bottles. These tte--ttes would be conducted with elderly men or women in minor decaying chteaux, who were pleased to offload the mouldering relics of a bygone way of life to the blonde Anglaise who seemed sincere in her love of their country and its artefacts.

And there was no doubt that Bridget was sincere. One of her hallmarks was that she was a person who lacked sidetoo much so for some, who found her blunt. This did not mean, however, that she necessarily revealed all that she thought. Indeed, the years of living with Peter had taught her to keep many of her observations to herself, full revelation, she couldnt help feeling, being something which was a virtue only among the reckless or the cruel. So that finallyfor her rather late in the dayperceiving that her husband missed her, she did not voice this realisation directly but instead asked Mickey, who lived next door, if she would keep an eye on Peter.

Mickey had lived in their terraced street since long before Peter and Bridget had married and bought their house. Although the house had not been fashionable when they bought it, they had had to scrape around to find the deposit as these were the days when Bridget was just starting her Fulham shop and Peter had another wife and another establishmentone with children in itto keep. The area had come up since, but Mickey was a survivor of its more modest past, having inherited the house from her mother whom she had womanfully looked after till the day the old lady died.

Its my pride my mum never saw the inside of a hospital, Mickey had said to Bridget when the latter had called asking to borrow sugar for the removal mens tea, thus setting the tone for a relationship in which Mickey had continued, on and off, to supply sugar for twenty years. Mickey loved to chat and as Peter liked, in a certain mood, to chat himselfchatting being something which Bridget was conscious of not always sufficiently supplying either for her husband or her neighbourthe hope had been that Mickey might go some way to fill the gap made by Bridgets periodic French leaves.

Mickey also liked her drink. Driving through the quiet countryside of mid France, observing the boles of mistletoe silhouetted in the columns of poplars against a wide azure sky, Bridget would think of her husband and Mickey sipping whiskies together; it was easier to feel fond of them both when she was away.

It was on just such an occasion, when Bridget was off in Normandy for a pre-Easter run, that Mickey invited Peter round. The weather was unseasonably fine, the sun quite searching for March, and they sat outside admiring the smart ranks of colour-coordinated daffodils in Mickeys garden.

This is my friend Frances, Mickey had said, indicating a thin, dark woman, considerably younger than her hostess, but with what Peter was later to describe as old eyes. It was not exactly the case that Frances was a friend. Mickey was liberal in her friendships and Frances turned out to be someone Mickey had met casually at the estate agents where she worked part-time on Wednesdays and Saturdays.

Frances was looking for a house in the area and Mickey, who liked to be of help (it was also to soak up some of that liking to helpwhere she was conscious of giving disappointmentthat Bridget had made the suggestion about Peter), had asked Frances back for a drink to give her an idea of what these are like, since Frances had indicated it was such a house that she was hoping to buy.

In the end Frances bought a flat in Turnham Green, the prices of the Fulham houses having risen beyond her pocket, where, after a suitable lapse of time, Peter visited her during one of Bridgets summer trips to the Vichy area.

I love my wife, he had declared, this being the gesture of fidelity to Bridget he was in the habit of making on such occasions. If we are going to do this you must understand I will never leave her.

And in saying he loved Bridget Peter was not, as it happens, speaking to deceive. His liking for chat was not, as is sometimes supposed, a sign of superficiality, any more than a tendency to silence necessarily indicates depth. Chatting was one of Peters means of helping himself to stay alive.

Frances, who had closed down an affair when the man was foolish enough to suggest that he was misunderstood, was not displeased to hear a man speak unashamedly of love for his wife. Although Frances was not prone to introspection, unconsciously she was aware that as a man speaks so he is: a declaration of conjugal love was a sign of an affectionate natureand a loyal one, of a kind. At least Peter was not going to explain any entanglement with her as a product of ill treatment meted out to him elsewhere. Frances did not care to be seen as some sort of therapistsexual or otherwise. She likedas most of us doto be liked for her own inherent qualities, good and bad, and not as a reaction to qualities in another person.

Frances was thirty-six when she first met Peteran age when women often suffer degrees of anxiety about settling down. Whether her liking for Peter was as innocent of a reactive component as his was for her is another question entirely.
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Peter was sixty-two when he died. A truck driver, in an October fog, leaning to adjust the volume on his tape of Elton Johns Greatest Hits, took his eye from the road, failed to see a car coming up on the run into the Hogarth roundabout, swerved to avoid the car and, instead, hit Peters BMW, broadside. This, not fatal in itself, had the result that the BMW was swung around in the path of a speeding Mercedes. The driver of the truck was shaken, the driver of the Mercedes damaged his arm, but Peters neck was broken in the ensuing crash.

The Hogarth roundabout happened to be the spot where if he had been going to visit Frances Peter would have swung off to the left. The roundabout was also the final stage of the normal route home to Fulham. What no one could know was that Peter was intending to make his way to neither of these destinations, but instead to a discreetly-fronted house in Shepherds Bush where unusual tastes of all kinds were catered for. Although neither woman had any knowledge of this other destination, it is true to say that of the two Bridget would have best tolerated the knowledge.

For weeks after Peters death Bridget was unable to do anything about his things. Reluctant to move so much as a paper clip from his desk, she walked about the house playing old records, opening and putting down books, eating cold baked beans, keeping unusual hours. Sometimes she moved in a slow, stately dance to the voices of Nat King Cole, Johnny Mathis, Eartha Kitttunes she and Peter had known when they were younger: walking out, as she herself had called it; in particular she became addicted to a song entitled Love for Sale.

Because Bridget was older than Peter she had always imagined to herself that she would be the one to die first. This had mildly bothered her: past form suggested that she would better be able than her husband to cope with a permanent absence. From time to time she had allowed herself the luxury of making vivid how, in the event of her own death, she would be missed by Peter. She had not quite defined in her mind the form this missing would take, but it might have included a new-found impatience on her husbands part with an alternative source of feminine comfort.

What Bridget found she disliked most, in the weeks after Peters death, was having to talk about him. There were numerous phone calls; the letters were not such a pressurethese she could reply to in the familiar-smelling comfort of their double bed, where she wore Peters shirts and sometimes, because her feet had grown unaccountably cold, his woolly socks. But the talkinghow she loathed it! And yet, how kind people wanted to appearreally, it made one take against kindness. Yet for all Bridgets indifference to appearances it seemed wrong to her to leave the answerphone on. She must not be stingy with her lossshe felt it should be shared, available to all, like the torrential rains they were having this autumn.

And it was the case that the skies seemed to have some secret sympathy for her dead husband: they wept and howled impressively, highlighting her own lack of tears.

Bridget found she could not cry for Peter. Indeed, when she was obliged to participate in the conversations she so detested, she was conscious of a note in her voice which she knew must sound at odds with her situation. She was aware that this was disconcerting to those who had called to condole.

To call this note gleeful would be inaccurate. It was not glee in Bridgets voice, but it might have been mistaken for it; so that Frances, when she plucked up the courage to call the Fulham number, thought for a moment, as Bridget peremptorily answered the phone: Oh, she doesnt mind!

Its Frances Slater, she said. And waited.

Bridget knew, of course, who Frances was. Peter, with unusual foresight, had once said, If anything happens to me theres someone who might get in touch, and Bridget, with perfect understandingthough not, as it turned out, perfect presciencehad replied, Nothings going to happen to youdont be melodramatic. But had added, less briskly, Of course I would speak to anyone who mattered.

However, when she took Francess call, she simply said, Ah yes! which Frances found discouraging.

I knew Peter, Frances had continued, and just in time prevented herself adding a little. She did not want, by implying the connexion with Peter was less than it had been, to slide into appeasing Peters wife.

Bridget had never been one for appeasement. I know, she said. I expect youre feeling odd, arent you? which was a surprise to Frances after the discouragement.

The two women met first in the caf at John Lewis. This was Bridgets ideashe was keen to avoid anything which hinted at the scent of camellias. And it was convenient for Frances, who worked in Soho nearby.

Ive bought a night light, Bridget announced after Frances had found her (Youll know me, I expect, Im big and blonde and Ill be wearing green). A conical transparent light with coloured seahorses bobbing around in it sat, slightly absurdly, on the pale teak-effect table between the two women. The seahorses rise and fall when the light is on.

Are you sleeping OK? Frances asked. It had sounded like a cue.

Moderately, said Bridget. And when you switch it off theres a mermaid at the bottom, combing her hair and admiring herself in a looking glass. See! She pointed out a small but perfectly formed maiden with a curvaceous green plastic fishtail.

Frances, who was quick, got the drift: there was to be no demonstration of emotion. I had something like that once, she offered. It was in one of those globe things children get givenyou shook it and bits flew around. The remark felt like a shot in the dark.

Happily it hit home. Usually snow, Bridget agreed. Do you want tea? If so well have to get another potIve drunk nearly all this already.

Outside the weather rained down tears. Bridget thought: Shes not too bad, and felt it was not impossible that she might, one day, drop tears too.

You dont look like the kind of woman who needs to talk, Bridget said. Id better say, frankly, from the outset, that talking is not part of my plan. However she went on, as if there had been an attempt to interrupt, which was not the case, for Frances was listening in silent fascinationit seems discourteous, somehow, to Peter if we dont meet, though I hardly know how we should conduct ourselves.

What Frances thought was: Why does she have to be so different? Aloud, she said, I dont know that I want so terribly to talk eitherthough there are things I could probably only say to you.

Thats true, conceded Bridget, and lapsed into morose silence.

Frances tipped tea around the cup and watched a couple across the way having a row. Youve always fancied herdont bother to deny it! she heard the woman saya woman with badly applied make-up and backcombed hair. At least, Frances thought, we are spared scenes like that. For the first time it crossed her mind that they were a threesomeherself, Peter and Bridget. Were a threesome, she supposed she must think of it now.

Theres a concert on at the Wigmore Hall Bridget said, suddenly coming toSchubertwhich I likeand Mahlerwhich I dont, but we could sneak out after the intervalunless you like Mahler, that is?

Frances said that she had no particular view on Mahler. As it happened, she had no particular view on Schubert either.







3

The point is, Bridget said, sucking noisily at a bone from the remains of her coq au vin, Schubert is never bogusbut Mahler can be.

They were eating, after the concert, at a restaurant which each woman had visited with Peter. Neither made even oblique reference to this. Tactfully, they commented on the decor, the stylish young waiters and waitresses, with no suggestion that they might have shared opinions on such matters with the dead man who had brought them together.

Frances said, Im ignorant about musicbut I suppose like it better when it isnt too loud.

Quite right, Bridget agreed. Symphonies are overrated. She tapped a cigarette from a blue Gauloises packet. Do you mind?

Too late if I do! thought Frances. Not at all.

You never know these days.

Frances thought: She must have been pretty once with that colouring.

Bridget thought: I wouldnt have minded a nose like that, beaky and aristocratic.

The waiter came and flirted idly with the two women, but more with Bridget because of her French. Bridget asked which part of France he was from and there followed an animated conversation on Arlesian sausage.

How did you learn? Frances asked.

Practice. I learned most haggling. The French respect you more if you bargain hardbut you need the slang to keep up.

Im not good at languages, said Frances. Thats two things youre better atlanguages and music.

Its not a competition! Bridget remarked coldly.

Frances always travelled to work by tube so Bridget drove her home. Passing Turnham Green Bridget said, Its where they turnedem back, isnt it?

Back?

The Civil War, Bridget explained. The Roundhead apprentices turned back the Royalists herehence Turnem Greenit was the site of a battle.

Oh, yes. Frances was not really listening. Bothered over what she should do about asking Bridget in when they reached the flat, she preferred not to be lectured to about her own neighbourhood. She wanted to dispel the annoyance by saying, Thats three things then you know more about than me: music, languages and local history. It was the kind of remark she might have made to Peter and it would have made him laugh. That she could no longer say such things suddenly depressed her. She decided she wouldnt ask Bridget in after all.

Would you like to come in for a drink? she heard herself saying and was doubly angry when Bridget accepted. I am managing this badly, she thought, ushering Bridget into the flat where she had been used to receiving Bridgets husband.

Francess flat was like Frances. Drifting round the room Bridget noticed the books were all in alphabetical order. Few ornaments, but three very good paintings on the sunflower-yellow walls.

Thats a Kavanagh, isnt it? Bridget peered at a picture of a nude in high heels, reading in a striped deckchair. (Peter, in fact, had bought it for Francess thirty-seventh birthday. I thought she was like you, he had said, removing all her clothes but her shoes.)

Yes, said Frances, shortly, glad she had her back to Bridget and was occupied with pouring whisky and water.

Bridget, who had her countrys usual measure of telepathic powers, smiled rather nastily at the back. The nudes resemblance to Frances had not escaped her; Peter liked that sort of statement: he had once given Bridget a small, powerful bronze of a woman naked on a horse.

She lay back, deliberately sprawling across the clean lines of the sofa, imagining her husband here. He would have drunk whisky and water too. Frances had poured Jameson for her, the whisky Peter had liked. Frances herself, she noticed, was drinking brandy.

Its funny, Bridget said, conversationally, I cant believe hes dead. Do you weep at all, yourself?

Not at all, Frances lied. She didnt want this. Ive been too busy, she added, unnecessarily. It wasnt true; time had hung about her like a moody adolescent.

You see, said Bridget, ignoring Francess efforts at camouflage, a personI expect you know thisisnt only flesh and blood. A person exists inside one, informing ones state of mind. There were whole weeks when Peter and I were apartof course, you know that too!so my system hasnt got the habit of the difference. I keep expecting to come home and find him there. And when I dont, when I walk in and everythings as I left it, my system just thinks: Oh well, hell be along later, whats all the fuss about?

Frances, who had noted the parenthetical of course you know that too, was partially reassured. I havent got used to it, either, she agreed. But then I saw him in patches anyway. She felt better with the matter of her arrangements with Peter broached.

A thing of something and patches, said Bridget, lazily. Whats that?

But Frances didnt know. She was thinking it mightnt be so hard for Peter to have been in love with his wife. This thought only faintly troubled her: Peter had needed her too, needed her orderliness. Bridget had the air of something frightening about her: she might be amused by, even entertain, perturbation.

Hamlet, Bridget said suddenly. Of course, its Hamlet, Ill forget my own name next. Its king not thinga king of shreds and patches. She fell backwards on the pale sofa, triumphant.

We did Hamlet at school, said Frances, determined this time not to be outdone. I played Gertrude; I didnt like her.

Hmm, said Bridget, unconvinced. She had some sympathy for the queen who had married her husbands killer. Hamlets a case in point. she said darkly. Look what happens when Hamlets father dieshe doesnt go away. Quite the reverse. He comes back and rants like all get out!

I do hope Peter wont come back and rant, said Frances, feeling it was safe now to risk humour.
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