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Chalcot Crescent

‘Reads like a first novel… it’s so fresh and vibrant and funny. The funniest dystopian novel I’ve ever read.’

BOYD HILTON

‘This legendary English author really opens up in this wickedly sharp story of her imaginary sister Frances… Riveting!’

Look Magazine

‘A great scroll of memory, skewed history and canny observation. Wonderfully imagined, constantly surprising.’

Saga Magazine

‘In this novel we are back to the bohemian, anarchist, feminist, audacious Weldon of old, mischievous and funny… A sparkling read, this is Fay Weldon back on top form.’

Good Book Guide

‘It fizzes! The great thing about this book is that it isn’t written by someone who’s twenty-five.’

JOEL MORRIS

‘Frances narrates much of the novel with a twinkle in her eye… knowingly light-hearted and tongue-in-cheek… As it careers towards a seemingly apocalyptic ending, the book reveals a healthy cynicism about men, women, feminists and the alternative.’

Independent on Sunday

‘Wildly imaginative and satiric… We could almost be back in the land of J.M. Coetzee for the convolutions of narrative identity but for the fact you’ll laugh out loud a whole lot more at Chalcot Crescent.’

Dove Grey Blog

‘A saga that has more than a touch of the dictatorship doctrine of Orwell’s 1984 about it… [Weldon’s] dazzling skill in mixing her personal facts with creative fiction provides its own frolics in [this] eclectic fantasy.’

Camden New Journal


Fay Weldon was brought up in New Zealand. Creator of the slogan ‘Go to work on an egg’, writer of the first ever episode of ‘Upstairs Downstairs’ and currently Professor of Creative Writing at Brunel University, Fay is best known for her novels Praxis, The Life and Loves of a She-Devil and Worst Fears. In 2001 she was awarded a CBE. She has eight children and stepchildren and lives on a hilltop in Dorset.
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Le probleème avec notre époque est que le futur n’est plus ce qu’il était.

Paul Valéry


 

Two years after I was born, my mother had a miscarriage. Had she not, I would have grown up with a younger sister. This is the sister’s story, set in an alternative universe which closely mirrors our own.


Surprises

Is there to be no end to the surprises?

I had a good friend who said to me, ‘But I always thought by the time you got to forty everything would be sorted out. You’d have a husband and a home and children and there’d be no more trouble. But now look!’

Her name was Cynthia. It was her fortieth birthday. Her husband was divorcing her, not without reason; her love life was in chaos, and all three of her children were proving ungrateful. I remember replying that so far as I could see very few things in life worked out the way they were meant to. Age didn’t enter into it.

‘A friend’s offered me a week in a holiday cottage in Turkey,’ she said, ‘only it would mean leaving the children. Do you think that’s okay? I deserve a break.’

And I said no, it was not okay, the children were upset enough as it was and now was not the time to leave them. ‘And as for deserving,’ I said piously, ‘there is no such thing. Just because you’ve had a hard time doesn’t mean an easy one ought to follow. There is no automatic system out there which keeps good and bad in balance.’

But Cynthia went anyway and a plane crashed outside Paris on the day she was expected back and as I was watching the TV news I saw one of her Victorian-style buttoned boots in the foreground of the mess of charred metal and scraps of flesh and scattered possessions strewed over the forest floor. Which was how I knew she’d been on the plane.

That was a nasty surprise. I always thought perhaps there was a bit of foot left in the boot. Eighteen little leather buttons, each one to be attended to. I always marvelled at how she found the time to put them on, being a mother of three with a home to run. That was in 1974.

On the other hand the children came into a great deal of compensation money, and their lives may have turned out better for the loss of a mother. Who is to say? All is surprise and paradox. I was no better for the loss of a friend, of course, friends being rare and valuable, and not imposed by chance, as mothers are, but there was no compensation for me.

‘Gran,’ said Amos, ‘you’re shivering. Should I wriggle down on my front and fetch a blanket?’ We had been sitting on the stairs for some three hours waiting for the bailiffs to finally accept that we are not at home and go away. But their persistence was extraordinary. They would knock – the peremptory knock of an authority not to be denied – only police and bailiffs have this particular knock – bang, bang, BANG de-bang – wait some three minutes and retire to their car. They would not drive away – we could hear Love Radio – and after some twenty minutes they would return and knock again. How could they know we were in the house? It was beginning to get dark. The street lights had not gone on so presumably there was another power cut: and both our mobiles were out of juice. If we stood up we could be seen: so we sat on the stairs and waited, one eighty-plus grandmother and her handsome grandson.

Mind you, Amos was not quite as handsome as he once had been, but still okay, I supposed, even impressive. Just rather less like the blond Jesus than before, with flowing golden locks and a beseeching look: now the hair was cropped and receding, and the look, though still expectant, was interwoven with disappointment, as must, I suppose, happen to everyone as the years pass. As a child he had been glorious; now, in his mid-thirties, he was strong-featured, good-looking, but a little mad-eyed. Genes will out. I was flattered that he had bothered to come to my aid. That had always been Amos’ way, even as a small toddler. Stocky and blond and laughing. You felt gratified when he bothered to acknowledge your existence, come to you and shove a small sticky hand into your big one.

‘Good idea,’ I said to Amos, and he slithered down the stairs on his stomach towards my bedroom, now set up on the ground floor, along with kitchen and bathroom, to save my eighty-year-old knees from too much work. This is as far up the stairs as I can get. My knees will not turn the corner beyond the landing to reach the rest of my domain, where I ruled for fifty years, through good times and bad. I will be glad of a blanket. It is true Amos may be as much interested in taking the opportunity of rolling himself a spliff as in bringing me warmth and consolation, but never mind.


The Way We Live Now

The people next door at No. 5 have a generator and would be happy enough to let us plug in and recharge our mobiles, but all down the Crescent back doors have been sealed, fences removed, and back gardens combined to create a communal allotment. So now we can use only our front doors. It was a small price to pay for the vegetables we produced, or so I had thought until now, when I realized there was no way Amos could nip next door unseen. Our friendly local Neighbourhood Watch had talked about breaking through doors to connect the first floors all down the Crescent, and it had seemed to me a fine idea, though currently illegal according to the new Fire, Health and Safety Act 2013, but it seemed so drastic a step we had never got round to actually doing it. What, live communally, as people once had in Soviet Russia? It was voted out: the young people, oddly enough, were against it, the old for it.

It has been hard to accept, especially for the young, that the sudden change in the way we live is not a passing phase, a matter of a couple of years, but is going to continue, and will probably see me out. But we are getting ourselves together – the vegetable field out the back flourishes under NUG’s CiviGro scheme, and ration books have finally been issued, or so the blogs tell us, though few have turned up on our doorsteps. Apparently they are hijacked by ‘organized gangs’ between printing press and distribution. Personally I am thankful that someone somewhere is organized. Governments – we have had three elections in the past two years – have failed us until now. But the new regulations that flow from NUG – the National Unity Government, composed not of politicians but sociologists and therapists – as a tap flows water, seem finally to be softening and fertilizing the ground. Necessity makes a harsh but fair master.

‘Necessity,’ says Amos darkly, ‘is the argument of fucking tyrants and the creed of slaves. Just you wait.’

I am glad the lad has had some sort of education and it comes naturally to him to quote William Pitt. It is more than either of my children can do. But then Amos, he went to a ‘good’ school, paid for by his stepfather. My girls went through the State system, not from any necessity but because my then husband Karl was socialistically inclined: a leftie, as my second husband described him.

Amos may be right about NUG but such is the pace and nature of the new legislation I suspect much of it gets forgotten accidentally on purpose.

When people complain that I am cynical, I say, but I am not cynical, I am just old, I know what is going to happen next. That is what experience does for you. Mind you, there are still surprises, like my friend Cynthia falling out of the sky. The plane broke up in mid-air, and many on board were returning from the Paris fashion shows. Beautiful girls showered down from the skies, still strapped to their seats. Cynthia was no model – indeed my mother spoke of her ‘having an unfortunate face’ – but it did not stop her having an emotionally tumultuous life. Some people are born to it.

There can be good surprises, in case you think I am a miserable person. I am not. This grandson of mine, Amos, the one the family had given up as a hopeless case in his teen age, a drug addict, a drop-out and a disgrace to the family, who’d even at one time joined the BNP – even though, or perhaps even because, he has a Jewish stepfather – is prepared to sit on the stair below mine and offer me help and company in this my hour of need and distress. That’s a surprise. I don’t see Venetia or Polly, my daughters, sitting here. Perhaps they’ve given me up too as a hopeless case. It is not a pretty thought. I have lived and breathed for my children, or so I tell myself. They may see it differently and probably do. ‘Bailiffs at Mum’s door’ will not sit well with them. It smacks of mismanagement, and they are both very managing girls.

Astonishing how Karl and I, with our lovers and divorces and dysfunctional carryings-on – though I am sure we never failed in love towards our children, just each other – have produced such functional children, so ready to condemn. ‘Mother, a store card? You have a store card? Nobody with any sense has a store card! A store card up to its limit?’ Gasp.

Yet they are the generation, not me and mine, who have brought this country to its knees. We brought freedom of thought, sexual liberation, imagination, creativity, wealth – they just spent. Well, true, I did too but they did it worse.

On cue, bang, bang, bang-de-bang – the very stairs tremble, the paint on the porch will flake. Authority has a heavy knock. They use their fists – they do not even bother with bell or knocker, though the knocker is antique and heavy, a brass fish with a curly tail, overlooked by my husband Karl when he stripped the house of his belongings, long ago, in revenge for my daring to buy him out of a property he felt to be intrinsically his, although the law disagreed. Work that sentence out for yourselves. The memory of these events makes me breathless. I will not rewrite it.

I would normally have had the front of the house repainted this year had the bank not decided to call in the overdraft and my mortgage not gone into arrears. Bang, bang, bang-de-bang. Come out of there, you cheat, you wretch. Show yourself, antisocial element that you are! Oh, I am, I am; forgive me, NUG.

‘Fucking banksters,’ Amos had said when we fled our lunch – National Meat Loaf and the last of the tomatoes from my window box – for the stairs, where we couldn’t be seen. ‘They still own us and control us. NUG will never get them under. Their scabby minions will forever be banging on the door.’

Amos has an admirable way with words, laced through though they may be with profanity. Literacy is in his blood. Am I too not a writer, albeit a forgotten one? Frances Prideaux, CBE? Remember? And Amos’ great-aunt Fay, though she was reduced to cookery books, and his great-aunt Jane, the poet? And his great-grandmother Margaret Jepson earned the family living through writing, and Margaret’s brother Selwyn and her father Edgar as well. The particular talent seems to have bypassed Venetia and Polly altogether, which may be why they live such settled lives. Venetia paints, but I sometimes think it is an affectation rather than the real thing.

‘It is in the leech’s nature to go on sucking blood,’ I respond, ‘until the last possible moment.’

The bankers serve very well as scapegoats, but what can they do if the world turns out to be bipolar; if one day the sunspots flare again, the polarity reverses, the nations of the world shut up shop, put up the barriers, each looking after their own as best they can? One day mania switches to depression; in individuals it can last years, on a global scale how long? It doesn’t bear thinking of. Our currency under NUG is so without value not even food can be imported; let alone oil, let alone electricity from France. North Sea gas has finally gasped its last. And were not those whom Amos insults the cream of our youth? They too are victims, lured into a world of money which represented neither toil nor value. Bound to fail: bribed, used, betrayed, and then ruthlessly discarded. I speak strongly because Ethan, Amos’ young half-brother, my other grandson, with his First in History, bright and innocent, was one such. He is a Ministry chauffeur now: at least he had a father, my son-in-law Victor, well up in NIFE, the National Institute for Food Excellence, to pull strings.

Even so, Ethan was angry. He is a young man. He lost his Porsche and his string of girlfriends. He blames the bankers of the past – thus letting himself off the hook – the Bilderbergers and their kind, for setting up a universal Ponzi scheme and knowing very well what they were doing. He joined Redpeace, an angry Greenpeace breakaway group, and through its webpage circulated the facsimile of a letter written in 1838 by Amsel Rothschild to his New York agents, introducing the idea of ‘the mortgage’. The letter turned up on my computer, I am on Redpeace’s mailing list but do not download – it seems dangerous.

The few who can understand the system will be either so interested in its profits, or so dependent on its favours, that there will be no opposition from that class, while, on the other hand, that great body of people, mentally incapable of comprehending the tremendous advantage that Capital derives from the system, will bear its burden without complaint and, perhaps, without even suspecting that the system is inimical to their interests.

Well, well, he was right, we did not suspect. But it’s not, I think, that we are mentally incapable. We would just rather not comprehend, and spent the money while we could, in our two-hundred-year patch of mania.

As it happened, Ethan’s moment of anger and indignation quickly passed: he unsubscribed from Redpeace. Their missives still come through to me, but mostly I delete them unread as they arrive. I cannot bear a screen cluttered by irrelevancies. One day, one day, when I have the time to work out how it’s done, I will actively unsubscribe.

Ethan likes being a Ministry driver, he tells me. You get to speed down the centre lane in cars not quite as good as the old Porsches – after the Volkswagen takeover they are not quite what they were, being more sedate and social – but good enough. The VIPs he drives confide in him. And he now has a less glossy but far nicer girlfriend in Neighbourhood Watch, whom I have not met but of whom he speaks in admiration, and only one, and so no longer has the emotional strain of juggling his affections as once he had to, checking over the Porsche for stray thongs in case one of the others found out. That kind of thing.


O, What A Noble Mind Is Here O’erthrown

Take no notice of me. I was pretty smart in my heyday, I daresay, but thinking Amos has left me on the stair just to roll a spliff is as likely to be the paranoia of old age – the carer is a thief; someone is trying to poison the cat; my metal fillings are broadcasting messages – as a rational judgment.

What continues to worry me is why the men at the door don’t go away. Why are they so sure we’re in here? Why should they be so interested anyway in an aged lady novelist has-been? I got a glimpse of them as they arrived and got out of their car – two guys in a grey executive Lexus – a sure sign of an authority about its righteous business. One was large, young, black and handsome, shiny as a panther, the other small and white and undernourished. They wore suits and ties – almost as if they were in fancy dress, bringing a kind of bizarre Clockwork Orange formality with them. But you, dear reader, will be too young to remember that prophetic Kubrick film, and the sense of menace, of frightening times to come, of a world barely in control, that it brought with it.

Bang, bang, bang-de-bang. I’ll huff and I’ll puff and I’ll blow your house down.

My home, which I always thought so charming and so very me, so very much mine, so redolent of cultural superiority, turns out to be just a house of straw, built by selfish little pigs who once lived off the fat of the land, and need now to be brought to justice. See how I veer between a helpless defiance and an acute sense of guilt? Mea culpa, me and mine. Amos may be right: the admen have brought us to this state, where we side with those who have taken us hostage. The Stockholm syndrome of the debtor. I am on the side of those who persecute and damage me. Many a wife, of course, is in the same state.

Outside the street lamps flicker on, and go out again. The light on the CiviCam at the end of the street stays off: that means it isn’t functioning. We’re meant to report it but nobody bothers: it’s a concrete monstrosity, quite out of keeping with the original Victorian gas lamps – which the Crescent is lucky enough to still have, albeit converted to electricity. This is a conservation area, and posh, or at least was, until a couple of years ago. Now pavements are beginning to crack and rats come out and stare at you, and no-one bothers to hammer out the dents in the Saabs and Mercedes that still line the street. Most turn out to be in negative equity, like the houses behind them, and there are no buyers. For years pundits kept saying things would pick up, that people were postponing buying until prices came down, but the fact turned out to be that people had just lost interest in buying things they didn’t need. Consumerism just went out of fashion one day, like the hula hoop – one day everywhere, the next nowhere, for no apparent reason, and after that there was no going back.

Economists presuppose a population ruled by the rational self-interest of individuals, but alas, it is not the case. Societies are no different from the individuals that compose them, and are as likely to be ruled by Thanatos as Eros, to be periodically seized by the urge to self-destruct; just as the sun is given to a plague of sunspots from time to time for no apparent reason.

There was a brief period, some three years ago, when deflation began to flatten out, hailed as the Recovery, but it was short-lived, and merely triggered off inflation.

And inflation no longer had the charm it once had in making light of what one owed. The small print at the bottom of the credit agreements, by which everyone lived and no-one ever read, gave an option to whoever bought on the debt – ‘the banks, the banks,’ as Amos would cry in triumph, ‘the blood-sucking scum’ – to index-link existing debts. A rare person it was who could live free of debt, free of anxiety, free of fear of the future. The dread of nuclear war back in the sixties and seventies was nothing to it. But perhaps every decade chooses its own anxiety.

Amos wriggles up with the blanket and tucks it round me. I had misjudged him. He loves his old gran.

‘Do you think they have heat sensors?’ I whisper.

‘The filth do,’ he murmurs, ‘so these shits will be next. All the agencies are now one and the fucking same.’

Now I too had fallen for the attraction of bad language in the sixties, when the hippie classes associated it with the vital primitivism of the working classes, and envied it, and stole it as our own, along with people power, long unwashed hair, torn jeans and other accoutrements of poverty. For some reason we believed the non-thinking classes were more highly sexed than the bourgeoisie. My family complain I am foul-mouthed, and I do try not to be. A fuck or a shit when I drop something on my toe is about as far as I go. But I wish Amos wouldn’t do it: it somehow undermines his cause, his complaint against society.

‘But we’re still all right so long as we don’t open the door,’ I say. ‘They’re not allowed to break in, are they? It’s only if you let them in the first time they can come in any time, break the door down if necessary.’

‘Don’t fucking bank on it,’ says Amos. ‘Debt collectors now have powers once reserved for the police under the Prevention of Terrorism Act 2005.’

This child knows so much. He spent a year in prison for drug dealing, and was lucky it was not longer. I paid for the best lawyers, the best barristers. Ten years back I was wealthy. Now I live as others do. I can no longer protect my family. Nor could Victor at the time: he was then a scientist working with Cancer Cure and did the job for love rather than money. If he said the boy should face the consequences of his actions, it was because tough love was the prerogative of those with no money to spare, rather than from conviction, and both, I believe, were glad when I stepped in and helped. Venetia loves her son and Victor did his best to do so, though I daresay Amos was not the easiest of stepsons. We all love our children when they are born, sometimes quite passionately. I know I did. I know Venetia did. Yet so many children complain so bitterly about how their parents failed in love. I don’t know where it goes wrong.

Victor is one of the few people I know who is flourishing under the new NUG regime: he is no longer a struggling research scientist but works for the National Institute for Food Excellence: his salary is inflation-linked. The rich get richer and the poor get poorer. He is in a position, thank God, to help his family face bad times, as I no longer am.

But it’s no use bleating to Amos about mother love. He has resisted all society’s attempts to feminize him: he is a triumph of testosteronic impulse. He was always the bad boy of the class, the one who fought in the playground, dealt in football cards, buying cheap and selling dear, for all his gentle looks. He may have a girlfriend but if he does he does not mention her.

‘Amos,’ I say now, or words to this effect – ‘we are not terrorists, simply law-abiding citizens hiding from our creditors. A civil offence, probably, but hardly criminal. It is not as if I am a non-entity. Am I not Frances Prideaux, a declared national treasure – albeit some time ago – her plays in the West End, her popular novels translated all over the world? I am not defenceless. I have the power of public opinion behind me. I could ring The Times if the landline hadn’t been cut off, and they’d have their people round in no time, to watch another national treasure bite the dust of bankruptcy.’

But even as I make my speech my voice trails away. I know what Amos is thinking but is too nice to say. How long since you had a play on, Gran? Twenty years? A novel published? Five? Forget it. The luxury trades are over, and that means you. You were a competent enough writer but you never rose to great heights: the world has forgotten you, as it forgets poor widow women since time began. You made a lot of money once but you spent it. Forget it.

‘Power’s back on,’ he says, and so it is. The street lights stop flickering and glow. Kettles can be boiled, mobiles recharged, computer work caught up with, shop tills worked again. The hospitals have priority, and generators, but there is a shortage of doctors and nurses. Those who came to us from overseas have gone home, where the climate is better and the wages turn up on time.

But yet, sitting here on the stairs in hiding at this advanced age of mine, under siege, in the company of this errant, druggie, foulmouthed grandson of mine, I am almost happy. This is the greatest surprise of all. I really do not care what happens next. Jimmy crack corn and I don’t care, Jimmy crack corn and I don’t care, Massa’s gone away. Massa’s gone away. History will wash over me like a tide and take me with it. I haven’t so long to live: I am not so eager to stay alive, though I will miss knowing what happens next. ‘They’ – the forces of law, order and financial stability whose representatives are at the door – also have their kind side. Their committees will decide I am daft, provide me with a bed, warmth, a television set and even these days, I daresay, a computer. I can become a blogger whom nobody reads. I can fade away silently.

My daughters may come forward and offer to take me in, but really I would rather they did not. They have husbands and their duty lies towards them. I realize in retrospect I married my husbands mostly to get away from my mother. Perhaps they did the same to get away from me. Bang bang BANG de-bang. Nemesis at the door, and I don’t care. We all live in a yellow submarine. The tune runs through my head.


And our friends are all on board.

Many more of them live next door.



As you get older, songs from your youth run through your head unbidden. You think they are irrelevant but actually they are not. They’re like dreams, waiting to inform you if you will only take notice. Hymns are there a lot, these days. See here hath been dawning another blue day, Think ’fore thou let it slip useless away, as I wonder whether I can be bothered getting out of bed in the morning. Thus reproached, I rise and get on with this novel, or diary, or memoir, or whatever you want to call it. ‘I Vow to Thee My Country’ is another one. And soul by soul and silently her shining bounds increase, And her ways are ways of gentleness and all her paths are peace.

Where does that come from, I wonder? I’m sure I love my country. I do, though it has become a hard place to love: going through a bad patch, as they say of marriages. I’ll work on it. One must not give up hope. I remember all those Marxist groups of my youth, the firm belief that capitalism must destroy itself in time, and all you needed to do was destroy the old institutions from within and, phoenix-like, the Glorious New Society would arise. A likely tale, as it turned out. But it is not finished yet. It is too early to tell the forest from the trees.


How I Come To Be Amos’ Grandmother

Okay, let’s get it over. There is a lot to be told in this tale of the past fifty years. I had hoped to keep myself out of the history but I see I cannot, without exempting myself from guilt, which is hardly the point of a confessional. I have become very conscious, now I am old, as I remember being when I was a young woman and sex and babies were so closely bound together, of the interconnectedness of everything – the interplay of the gear wheels and cogs of acquaintance, the pistons and levers of event, that lead to forward motion. We do not have the visual images of connectedness that once we did: a sight of the ship’s engine on the Channel crossing, the polished brass, the thrusting levers, the pounding sexual power; or just how you had to wind the handle to make the car engine spring to life on a cold morning. It was obvious then how all things connected. The stray kitten that mewed on your doorstep, decades back, as you cooked fish fingers for the children’s tea, would turn out to belong to your long-lost best friend and the acquaintance would be resumed and then you’d run off with her husband. Fate determined all things. What happened was meant to be. With the advent of the computer that sense faded away. Engine units are sealed: robots made, replaced rather than mended. We email rather than meet, connectedness is electronic, there are few stray kittens because the cats are sensibly neutered. It has been a relief as well as a loss.

Actually, in the last year, the kittens have begun to appear again. No-one can afford to have cats neutered, or keep them alive when their kidneys fail, and the town vets are going out of business. The country vets prosper, as once again the nation has to feed itself. But that’s by the by.


And As I Was Saying

I was born in 1934 in New Zealand to Dr Frank and Margaret Birkinshaw, younger sister to Jane and Fay, whose portraits can be seen in the Wellington Art Gallery even today. (New Zealand has weathered the last five years rather well: at least it has enough food to eat, though petrol is severely rationed, air flights are limited because of cyber attacks from one militant group or another, and pirate ships from Indonesia torment the Pacific. There was even some talk that cowrie shells were to be the new international medium of exchange, but I think it was fanciful.) Rita Angus, the artist who painted my sisters Jane and Fay, decided that I was too noisy and fidgety a child to include in the picture and that I spoiled her composition. I was only two. I have always felt the exclusion, and I daresay resented it.

My parents divorced and in 1946 my mother Margaret, on the first civilian boat out of New Zealand, where the war had trapped her, brought me and my two sisters to London. She was penniless but valiant, and never put much value on fathers, or indeed men in general. The city, as my twelve-year-old self remembers it, was in pretty much the state it is today. Hungry, unpainted, swarming with grey-faced people and with weeds pushing up between paving stones. Scholarships took me to grammar school, and thence to St Andrews University, where I followed in my sister Fay’s footsteps and studied Economics and Psychology. Jane went to Exeter and there, always a traditionalist, took a degree in English Literature. We girls were left fatherless in 1946. Fay and Jane had both disappointed my mother by having boy babies at an early age by unsuitable men. I followed suit, giving birth to a girl, Venetia. Fay had no option – no money, no home, too early for State help – but to have her child adopted. Jane, pregnant by a penniless artist, was at least married.

‘All three of you were punishing your mother,’ a psychoanalyst later told me, ‘for leaving your father, abandoning him on the other side of the world, and letting him die there.’

I daresay he was right. Poor Margaret was thereafter to spend her life looking after our various offspring.

But another, simpler, version is that when I was a girl it was a common assumption that you didn’t get pregnant if you did it standing up. I believed it, and that’s how Venetia came to be born. So many of us are born out of ignorance, or drunkenness, or accident, so few out of considered choice. Even today’s children, whose early sexual knowledge comes mostly from computer porn, assume that sexual intercourse consists of blow-jobs and anal congress, with the vagina as a mere afterthought, and scarcely a condom in sight. The sex education teacher may spout away all she likes, but is obviously talking nonsense: the child sees, the child knows, the rate of teenage pregnancies continue to rise. What happens is one thing, what ought to happen is quite another.

Venetia was conceived in one of those little alleys that run between Wardour and Dean Street in Soho, me leaning back against a wall, skirts up to my waist. It was a full black skirt with an underlay of white net petticoats. Derek was Fay’s boyfriend, and he loved her, but I had sexual wiles and she did not, and she could not forgive him for his fling with me, and broken-hearted he wandered off to Canada and died there skiing into a tree, some said on purpose. Poor Fay, I pattered after her like a curse, always the envious younger sibling, taking what was hers whenever I could. Chips from her plate, shillings from her piggy bank, whole paragraphs from her essays, boyfriends from her side. In the end, when I married Karl, I knew perfectly well he was the husband she should rightfully have had. Yet she never betrayed me: it was always her impulse to understand and forgive. She came to the wedding and smiled bravely; I felt a bit bad but not all that bad.

I knew something momentous had happened when Venetia was conceived if only because the outside world faded away and stillness fell: Derek and I had entered into a slow-motion existence. This hiatus, this pause in actuality, had nothing to do with love, though I assumed at the time it had, being young and romantic. But I have felt the stillness a few times since. I believe it to be when your life veers off from its expected path, like a car slowing down before taking a sharp corner: there is a kind of pause while the parallel universes sort themselves out. I felt it again today when the bang on the door first came and I decided I would not answer it, but hide. I was glad to feel it after so long. I was still in the world of possible outcomes, alternative universes, not the one I have been stuck in for so long, until now, upon the stair.

Pregnant with Venetia, a fact I did not know until Derek was well dead and there was no point in telling Fay, who was also pregnant by him, I refrained from having an abortion or considering adoption. I had a sense that what was meant to be was meant to be and fate was on my side. I had a degree, I had good friends, I was passionately in love with Venetia, unborn and born, and was never very sensitive to what the world thought of me. I attributed the pregnancy to an unknown passer-by of wealth, good looks and charm, which indeed was true of Derek. So much one must do for one’s illegitimate child – leave them with an image of an admirable if absent father.

Then came odd jobs and hard times, with my poor mother Margaret helping out – how desperately she had hoped for a life of her own, free from children, but we would not let her – until Fay got me a job as a copywriter. Fay, still unmarried but with lovers aplenty, rose and rose unstoppable – and without, I may say, scruple, in the advertising industry. She could afford to be generous. And soon I too was earning well: I was even better than she was at the persuasive game. She, childless, remained a quasi-man inside the industry. I had not married – children were not seen as the items of value they are now: no man wanted a stepchild if he could help it – but I had Venetia, and she turned out to be an advantage, not a handicap. In those days it was rare for women to rise to the heights of the advertising industry, but I could look at the suited men round the boardroom table and say to them softly, ‘I am a woman, a mother, I understand what women want,’ and they would believe me, and trust me, and I was right, and more, I had a way with words on the page. And I got them (and kept them) good clients.

Also, as I was an unmarried mother, and therefore a bad girl, the boardroom men had little hesitation in approaching me for sex, and I was happy to oblige at a time when blow-jobs were not yet common currency. To me they seemed a simple, cheerful and kindly act towards needy married men. ‘Nice’ wives seemed to be mean with sex: the thought of the blow-job was peculiar and strange to the decent women of the time. Procreation was the point of marriage, not pleasure. But I will not dwell on all that. It is a long time ago, and we shed our skins every seven years. On marrying Karl I quickly had another baby, Polly, a half-sister for Venetia, and turned into the contented wife and mother I always had the potential to be, had not my envy of Fay propelled me into other ways of life.

It was when Venetia was seven that the all-forgiving Fay took me to a party where I met her then boyfriend Karl Prideaux, artist, musician, charmer and antique dealer, and stole him right from under her nose. For once it was not because I wanted something of Fay’s – not that she was ever to believe it – I just wanted Karl, on first sight, as he wanted me. Destined, foretold, all that.


Stealing Karl

I was a different person then. I look at that time from afar with a sense of awe and marvel. I am no longer me: my skin has changed too often, five times and more if you allow ten years for a complete change. I am the other Frances back then, going with her big sister Fay to a party in Hampstead, where the artists and writers gather. Fay is accustomed to such excitements, Frances not so. Were the nights different then? It feels like it: they carried more mystery, more sense of future. But perhaps that is just youth. The moon is full, it is the days before yellow lines on the road, and anyone can park anywhere, and no-one had yet stood upon the moon and explained it was a lump of rock, with film to prove it and depress everyone, not a gift to lovers from heaven, or made of green cheese either. These days Frances, looking at the moon, senses entropy, and, listening out, can only dimly hear the music of the spheres. But when she was walking alongside her big sister, their high heels clicking in unison, she a couple of inches taller and slimmer of waist, such music rang sweetly in her ears, and the very air seemed scented with promise of excitements to come.

‘You haven’t met Karl, have you,’ says Fay. ‘I met him at the launderette in Regent’s Park Road. My washing machine had broken down.’

‘So now of course you use his,’ remarks Frances.

‘He doesn’t believe in domestic machinery,’ says Fay. ‘So now I take his washing down there as well.’

‘What does he believe in?’ asks Frances.

‘Sex,’ says Fay, and for some reason this irritates Frances very much. Her life is earnest, Fay’s is all frivolity.

Fay lives in a house in Chalcot Square round the corner from Chalcot Crescent. She bought it for £6,000 cash. Women can’t get mortgages from banks, but they can borrow money from friends and lovers and pay it back. Chalcot Square was run-down, the green patch in front of the houses grey, damp and littered with old prams and bits of dismantled bicycles. Rachman, the famous slum landlord of the day, frightened elderly tenants out by painting the evil eye on the front doors and employing actors to prance around as evil voodoo shamans. But she is not elderly, she is young, and not easily frightened, and has a plan anyway to move in with Karl around the corner in the Crescent, where it is lighter, and airier, and far more pleasant, and the grass of Primrose Hill is thick and green, and you can hear the lions roar in London Zoo just down the road.

This happens in 1961 when Frances is twenty-seven, and lives in a walk-up (seven flights, ninety stairs) with her mother and little Venetia. Her mother Margaret stays in with Venetia when Frances goes out to work in her advertising agency. Margaret hates it when Frances goes out to parties in the evening and she is left alone, chafing from the burden of how her daughter obliges her to live, feeling excluded. Frances feels her sister Fay should take a little of the burden of entertaining Margaret off her shoulders – Margaret declines to make friends or have a social life of her own: she was born in 1909, after all, and feels company means family: that friends should drop in their visiting cards, not themselves, and remain at a formal distance. Margaret never much liked any of her children bringing friends home, and as for lovers, seriously no.

Fay earns double what Frances does. Sometimes she feels bad about Frances’ hard life, but then Frances has only herself to blame. And Frances does not have to bear the burden of guilt Fay does: she did not have an abortion. Fay rather envies her that. Abortion is illegal and you go to prison for having one if you are found out, but the police aren’t looking very hard. They would have their work cut out to get round everyone. Both Fay and Frances are unusual in that they have well-paid jobs and are unmarried in an age when few women can support themselves, or want to.

‘I look forward to meeting him,’ says Frances.

‘You might not get on with each other very well,’ says Fay.

‘Why not?’

‘He has an artistic sensibility,’ says Fay.

‘You mean I haven’t?’ demands Frances.

‘The new Chinese rug you’re so proud of,’ says Fay, ‘is hardly the last word in aesthetic chic.’

‘What’s the matter with it?’ demanded Frances.

‘It’s nylon, it’s machine-made and mass-produced,’ said Fay.

Frances was proud of the rug, the first household item she had ever bought for her home after years of living in cheap flats. It suggested to her that things were looking up: that there just might be a future in which possessions and pleasures were freely available. It was circular, thick, dusky pink with a giant dragon woven into it. She loved it. It was luxurious: she had achieved it by her own work and her own efforts. It was her own taste, not her mother’s. She had overridden Margaret to buy it. Margaret liked only what was sensible and virtuous. Frances was proud of it. Venetia liked to sit in the middle of it and hum nursery rhymes. Frances had shown the carpet off to people, and thought they looked at her rather curiously. Were they all laughing at her?

She said nothing but resolved she would steal Karl from Fay. She would have him and make his artistic sensibilities her own. She would move in, escape her mother, have this man’s babies, make him buy a washing machine and not let Fay lord it over her any more, by virtue of her two years’ seniority and childlessness. All sight unseen. But some passing deity – of the kind who existed in the magic London of the past – was passing by in the balmy, enchanted air of that night, heard her unspoken mind and granted her wish.

The party was at Studio House, 1 Hampstead Hill Gardens, a vast house now divided into ten luxury apartments, but then in single occupancy, owned by Professor William Empson, author of the Seven Types of Ambiguity, a book that many admired but few understood, and his fiercely beautiful wife Hetta, who had begun life on the South African veldt, where her father laid about her with a sjambok the better to keep her in order, but failed. The Empsons supervised the wilder shores of literary and artistic life in the sixties. Wine flowed, bread and cheese were devoured by the struggling, hungry and talented: Elias Canetti of Crowds and Power was there, and the young Bernice Rubens and her husband Rudy Nassauer, and Iris Murdoch – wearing slippers even then – and John Bayley. Mira Hamermesh the film-maker, and Nic Roeg and Karel Reisz, and the young Roger Graef, and Jonathan Miller and Angela Carter were all there: but not Ted Hughes and Sylvia Plath, because they were down in Devon, around the time Assia Wevill and her husband David were visiting for the weekend. Sylvia asked Assia to peel the potatoes and Assia felt herself misused and treated like the maid and went down the garden path to where Ted was, and flirted with him and kissed him just to be revenged on Sylvia, and see where that led, two dead women and one dead child later.

In just that same spirit did Frances go up to Karl at the Empson party, after having talked briefly to William himself, who remarked that 1961 was a palindrome and like a pencil; sharpened at both ends, and, when she asked him why he was wearing two ties, replied to her that he couldn’t find his belt. All that energy and promise, there and then not there like a puff of smoke in the cosmos.

And then she asked around and found out that Karl Prideaux was a talented painter, that his wife had gone mad and was murderous and locked up in a loony bin, and a better painter than he was, that he’d been left money and was in psychoanalysis, that he hated his mother, that he’d come into money and gave drunken parties in Chalcot Crescent down the hill, that since his wife left – she had taken to sleeping in a dustbin before they came to take her away – he slept with anyone that moved, what was that pretty fat girl doing at this party – wasn’t she in advertising –?

‘That’s my sister,’ said Frances –

‘And how about you? It’s a lovely night. Would you like to come outside into the moonlight where it’s a bit quieter –’

‘No thanks.’

She can see where Karl stands with a group of friends, where he seems to be the natural centre of attraction, his arm around Fay, who is looking singularly pleased with herself. She catches his eye. He is not tall, but stocky and muscular, Picasso-like.

‘That’s my sister,’ says Fay. ‘She’s the one with the illegitimate child who lives with my mother. She’s very brave.’

Karl looks at Frances properly. She looks at him. They know each other. The powers from on high have arranged the whole thing, including her wrong, mean motive, which is now irrelevant.

‘I have a child too,’ he says. She hadn’t known that. And then to Fay – ‘No child is illegitimate. It has as much right in the world as anyone else.’ It’s a rebuke. She flushes.

And within two minutes Karl and Frances were out in the garden where it was quieter, underneath the fairy lights, and he was asking why she looked so unhappy, and she was telling him about the married man she was seeing, about the ‘Cry Me a River’ syndrome, and then before they knew it they were on the ground beneath the trees and he said, as men did in those days, ‘I’ll only put it in a little way,’ but of course he didn’t. She thought he was like the pulse of the universe, its heartbeat – that, then this, that, then this, that, then this – the steady rhythm of life itself and the sudden understanding kept her with him for years, though it did not prevent her, from time to time, when upset or jealous or simply bored, for looking for the same quality elsewhere.

When they went back inside to fetch her coat, Fay was standing there, blonde curls askew, make-up streaming down her face. She looked awful when she cried. Frances felt bad about it but not for long.

Then they were walking together down the hill towards Chalcot Crescent and he said, ‘I feel bad about your sister. One shouldn’t go to a party with one girl and leave it with another,’ and Frances said probably not but it was too late now. Within a week they were living together.

Studio House now stands empty, dilapidated and with Virginia creeper pushing out its window frames, its garden a mixture of rubble and weeds. It held its own until 2011, when an epidemic of unknown origin and a 60 per cent fatality rate spread out from the Royal Free Hospital and crept up as far as St Stephen’s on Rosslyn Hill, and down the road as far as the Vale of Health, before seeming to burn itself out – there were too few trained pathologists to find a vaccine, let alone a cure – but they reckoned it was carried by rats on a house-to-house basis. By then most of Hampstead had vacated the premises, but the rats hadn’t, so very few inhabitants returned.
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