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Introduction





My notebooks are neither journals nor diaries: they are insufficiently sententious to be the former and lack the regularity of the latter. They are, quite literally, cahiers, of the same kind that Lycéens use. They provide privacy for mental as opposed to physical jerks: where better than an exercise-book to work out, to bend and to stretch and even to fall flat on your face? Their always handwritten contents were never designed for publication. Then why should anyone wish to write for his own eyes in a style sometimes formal and even convoluted? Well, a notebook is a place in which to see what one thinks when there is neither market nor public: they contain a writer’s letters to himself.


In theory, I was amassing material which, as they used to say, I might later ‘work up’ into books or stories, but in fact I have seldom gone prospecting for recyclable gold. Although even dead wood can have its uses, part of the fun of being a writer is to tell oneself new stories. Sometimes, however, you can have had a good idea at a bad moment, or a difficult one when you want to take it easy. For instance, I am still planning to write a novel about Catullus which I began, and aborted, rightly, at Cambridge. There are fragments of a renewed attempt at it here.


The first volume of Personal Terms covered the years between 1950 and 1969. I assumed that the second would cover roughly the same span. In fact, I am slightly embarrassed to see, it covers scarcely three years. How should I defend what may read like vain prolixity? The truth is that, during the early 1970s, handwriting was a regular escape from the taints and temptations of the movies and public print. In private (if never in a private language), I could sketch people and things and ideas with no concern for what anyone else might think or say.


When looking through the sketchbooks of our beloved daughter Sarah, Beetle and I have been struck by the meticulous mercilessness with which she observed even the people whom she loved. Her unbounded tenderness and generosity towards others never mitigated Sarah’s urge to depict the truth. If these notebooks lack her genius, they echo that same will to accuracy. An artist’s pitilessness has nothing to do with malice, even though his or her vocation is, literally, to put things down.


As much as possible I have refrained from (or curtailed) introspective entries, but of course my most accessible target is myself. If in the course of depicting others I have supplied a join-up-the-dots portrait of myself, I am willing that it should be as revealing, and as merciless, as any sketch of anyone else. The self-portrait is least interesting when it is a form of self-advertisement. Michael Ayrton once taught Sarah a lesson she never forgot: your best model is your own anatomy. By looking at your own arm, he told her, you have a model for as many arms as Shiva’s.


I have changed a number of names, both from prudence and to avoid causing what would seem unprovoked distress. In other cases, in particular when fame has affected the subjects’ features, I have not concealed their identities. What I say about such people is not meant to be wounding, nor yet to raise me to some judicial role. When I pick up my pen, it is as it was when Sarah picked up her pencil or her brush: I write what I see and the pen becomes determinant in how I do it. I am not a camera: the medium affects the message. If what I say about friends, or even enemies, seems unfeeling, I neither apologise nor regret it, though I have no wish to give them pain. That is how they looked and sounded to me. As a writer, that is all I care about.


I began, and continue, with the illusion that my purpose is to tell what truth I can perceive, to pander neither to received ideas nor to editorial or public appetite. My notebooks are my conscience. Where they are callow, I wince; where they are pompous, I groan; where they are painful, I smile; and where they are joyful, I am tempted to cry. The effect of one’s work is not part of why one does it.


My editorial principle has been to avoid self-humiliation by correcting spelling and by abating long-windedness and tedium. I have trimmed, but not falsified, and I have avoided smart afterthoughts (except in the rarish form of notes). While I have cut a great deal, I have kept some things in the text despite the sane advice of my wife, my friends (notably George Walden) and my peerless publisher Michael Schmidt. If anything infuriates the reader, that is fine; if it bores him or her, it can be skipped without losing the plot. Like it or not, j’y suis, j’y reste.




 





FREDERIC RAPHAEL


Lagardelle, 2004



















1970





I trained to London and took the underground to Sloane Square for lunch with Jo Janni and Jonathan Miller. A clear, chilly Chelsea day when my out-of-towner’s briefcase was a badge of shame. The kids, with their aloof glasses and pale faces, shaggy, long waistcoats, fun furs and unkempt wool, pace about carrying parcels or caressing their loose hair. Urgent loiterers, some of them lounge in the doorways of boutiques where, with a pinch of banality, you realise that they are, in fact, employed.




 





Despite a dawdle at Ward’s bookshop, I was first at Au Père de Nico. Must those who travel furthest always arrive first? I sat in a corner of the no longer popular, no longer cheap restaurant sniffing at Encounter, now a pressed, unseasonable flower. An article on Oswald Mosley had snared me. Jo arrived in a neat, dark grey suit; white flesh bulbous under Huntsman’s cloth; self-conscious with his first, black-rimmed, glasses. Had I ever had to wear them? My denial aged him. He had gone to Wales the previous day, but it was too fine for sport: the fish could see the cast and the shadows.


Dr Miller, rusty rather than red, bulked out in unfashionable gear, loomed over us with important shyness. He asked at once for cigarettes. I remembered him too barefooted and boyish for such urbanities. We practised a few philosophical falls and found we could still slap the mat with the old huggerhah. So: why had he in mind to do The Portrait of a Lady?


Vanity had brought him unprepared to discuss his own idea. I covered for him by asserting the essential cohesion of James’s novel, saying – as if it were well-known – that it was a mistake to suppose that the suitors whom Isabel Archer rejected would have been any more suitable than Gilbert Osman. All were impersonations of her various delusions: the theme was not – as Jonathan had proclaimed – the corruption of American virtue by European guile, but misconceptions born of the proud humility with which Isabel herself approached the experience of Europe.


When Jo looked dubious about the project, Jonathan paraded other ideas. He had the eagerness of a variety artist who, finding you don’t want a comic, confesses that he has always preferred juggling. How about The Golden Bowl (which I doubted that he had read) and/or Kafka’s Amerika? Set in England, of course.


Bragging of his victimisation by Hal Chester, who produced Take a Girl Like You, his sole ‘commercial’ credit, Jonathan disclosed that the picture had been taken away from him entirely, and re-cut. Hearing that Chester had even re-shot behind his back, I saw a director neither trusted by his associates nor sure of himself. He revealed self-doubt which doctorate, curly-headed fame and cosmopolitan connections were usually patched together to obscure: having failed to make a fool of Hal C., he remained too raw for reticence. Were it not for the big play he is able to make with ‘Larry’, whom he is soon to direct at the National, Dr Miller would now be threatening to return to medicine.




 





What he and I have in common creates a bond that both links and separates us: like one of those iron tow-bars used by heavy lorries. We proceed together, at a fixed distance. ‘Weak like hell, I must say,’ said Jo on the telephone later.




 





The Vice-Chancellor: ‘I made allowances for everything except a desire for frivolity. I assumed that anything might be asked of me except that I should find myself ridiculous. I accepted that my office be accessible to all; I did not entertain the possibility that it might be used to piss in. The students actually pissed in my desk drawers. They may claim a serious purpose, but their vandalism cannot be validated: the piece was an antique. Should Vice-Chancellors accept such expensive furnishings? It is open to question. But the ruin of something of quality is vandalism.’ Who could deny it? Right about almost everything, he did leave one with a faint, unworthy desire to piss in his drawers.




 





See a man as a victim and you can begin to imagine him a friend.




 





A screenwriter finds himself dreaming in print. Even in his subconscious he sees only the scripts of his fantasies. He cannot get his dreams produced.




 





Edward Hyams’ Killing no Murder inspires a callous look at the death of Mrs McKay. She was murdered when her kidnappers’ plan for extortion failed. Yet there are features of a mythic order in the case.




 





The poor lady was mistaken for the glamorous wife of Rupert Murdoch. The kidnappers were a pair of immigrant brothers (West Indians?) who assumed the wealth of the British upper bourgeoisie to be boundless. They demanded the ‘unrealistic’ – but appropriately legendary – ransom of a million pounds. At one stroke they would both do down the privileged and acquire the entrance fee to be counted among them.


The shattered family of the stolen lady – who, like all the female members of the pampered classes, was said to have not an enemy in the world – claimed that the sum demanded of them was absurd. Yet poor Mrs M. had been mistaken for rich Mrs M. because she was running round in the office Rolls (on business?). The McKays, no less than the Murdochs, made their money by invading other people’s privacy; the business (and pleasure) of the Press is to break and enter. If ever there was a proper scapegoat – its innocence being of the essence – it was this nice lady who lived blamelessly on immoral earnings.


The police announced the crime to be one for which there was ‘no British precedent’. Their amateurish investigation almost certainly ensured the death of the victim. The no less naïve kidnappers seem to have imagined that, as accepted immigrants, they were socially (and accentually) homogenised. Had not the local Master of Foxhounds called on them? They spoke undisguisedly on the telephone and showed themselves, with no fear of being markedly alien, near where the ransom collections were to be made. Their later conviction that they should be acquitted sprang from callow faith in British justice: they expected it to find them innocent even after they had been proved guilty, the form of justice which every patriotic criminal would choose.




 





It was always tempting to call him a phoney; his fame has made it a duty.




 





I shall die on a day when the undertakers are in a hurry to get away.




 





For The Triangle ABC: It is only when we are betrayed that we have a full sense of being alive, unless it is when we betray others. Or both; or both.




 





The rival professors were like the last two men to speak an esoteric language. If the other did not exist, the survivor would be unique; but then who would understand him?




 





Dinner with Don and Kay L. in Capener’s Close, an enclave on the fat knuckle of land between Belgrave Square and Knightsbridge. Kinnerton St glows with tight charm; it contains the smallest pub in London: a counter in the window of a small shop chin-high to the pavement. The incessant moan of large cars being chivvied into small spaces. After Frederic Mews comes Capener’s Close: metal gates into a narrow yard: doors on each side, a wooden barricade ahead. High above and beyond, a framed glimpse of navy-blue walls and white candle-brackets, glowing lights; the expectant luxury of a chic restaurant before the clients arrive. A man in a white shirt – a waiter who had not assumed his coat, maybe, or the patron checking the flowers – moved back and forth. We rang and the window went up: the maître d’ was Don. ‘You found it then. At absolutely the right time.’


I had bought a tight bunch of Belgrave Square pink roses for Kay, who came down in a long floral dress: pixie grandma. The first impression was of walls covered with pictures, mostly primitive, Victorian silhouettes, rag portraits, posters, lithographs; bric-à-brac everywhere, clocks, pot pourri under a glass dome, brass lamps: the cave of Ali Baba, brocantier.


A grand main room enlarged by the sumptuous paucity of furniture: big, elbowed sofa along the side wall under new pine panelling, faced by a pair of orange Conran chairs, a bench behind, on which our roses appeared in a majolica jug. Ice-blue rug on the floor, shaggy and lank; drapes almost to tone. Zena Marshall, the actress, had sold the place in order to appear homeless by the time her divorce petition was heard. A Welsh dresser at the far end of the room, hung with glazed pottery and china; white, hip-high cupboards along the wall facing the broad windows, designed (D. said) to cover the central heating pipes. You felt the place must be costing them a fortune. The rent is three pounds a week. They have a Westminster Estate lease with four years left. The two daughters go to a state school.


Odd to meet this socially ill-defined couple – whom we had only ever seen when they sold us Lagardelle – in the West End of London. They now revealed themselves once to have been the rivals of the Samuelsons, my distant cousins, who have become millionaires by renting out cinematic equipment. The Longs’ first flat was near the old cut-through from Shepherd’s Bush to Hammersmith: fourteen shillings a week.


After they had been there a fortnight, their landlord, who was a PO sorter, said that he had some bad news: a new rate demand meant the rent would have to rise to fourteen shillings and threepence a week. Every Christmas he came up the stairs with a bottle of port; the last Christmas they were there, he tripped and dropped the bottle.


Since the place had neither garden nor bathroom, they advertised for a swap. They came to terms with Tilly, a half-German blonde with a large bull-terrier and a garden flat in Maida Vale. When they told the sorter they were leaving, he was distressed. They promised to find him someone else. Tilly was presented as a friend, and accepted, provided there were no animals. They persuaded the old man that the bull-terrier had been given to her as a birthday present after the bargain had been struck.


Before moving out, they realised that the sorter no longer went off at six each morning; he had retired. After a lifetime at the Post Office, where he could get all his meals at the canteen, the old bachelor was unable to look after himself. Tilly – ‘The kindest person you could ever hope to meet’ – took care of him. Eventually, after she had left perhaps, the old boy died; of malnutrition, the inquest showed.




 





Don told us that someone had explained that the reason for all these new amusement arcades was that the owners were hoarding all the pennies. They were expected to increase sharply in value when the new decimal coinage comes in. A penny piece had only to be worth tuppence for people to make a 100 per cent profit. ‘It makes you think, that.’




 





It was difficult to turn in at the gate of the Auberge de la Montespan in the evening of a brilliant day. The windscreen was poxed with the hard smudges of dead insects. Their pimpled traces flared in the jaundiced lights of oncoming poids lourds. The routiers had the hauteur of men who must continue work when others have finished. I had to turn across them to reach the gate of this untried hotel. At the edge of the wide and dusty pavement, a motorcyclist had been knocked from his machine. He lay on that dark, recently warm roadside, surrounded by silhouettes of attention, his moto twisted in the gutter. He supported himself, like his own most solicitous helper, on a thin ex-dare-devil’s elbow; crash-helmet clamped red and white over a small, wan face. An ambulance drifted up through the traffic, yellow light rotating, like a relative looking for someone in a crowd. We wheeled under the lee of a panting lorry and through welcome gates and down to the riverside front of the prim hotel. Red flowers in concrete window-boxes dressed its déclassé nobility.




 





A., in Coventry at school, climbs a steeple on the old chapel, a traditional challenge: if he can do it, he will no longer be in Coventry. He is terrified but succeeds. And then, at the top, he realises that he has not had the foresight to bring with him the traditional po which would testify to his achievement. When he comes down and announces what he has done, no one believes him. Having failed to procure public redemption, he has – by witnessing his own fear – succeeded only in humiliating himself.




 





A.’s desire, which endures, to be punished – to be recognised – by someone more beautiful than himself. (Cf. the Ghetto child, quoted by Steiner, who wanted to grow up to be a German.) A. always remembers the handsome, naked young monitor taking roll-call in the showers. A later meets him, bespectacled and fat, at a bridge match where the other makes a buffoon of himself.




 





Robin Midgley called shortly before I finished my novel. Would I come to Leicester to do a production of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof? Fear of being afraid made me say yes. The pay was a hundred pounds for three weeks. Beetle was touchingly willing to make the best of three weeks of hotel life. After a few frantic days finishing Who Were You With Last Night?, we set off.


It was fifteen years since my previous, and only, contact with the professional stage. Theatricals are different from film and TV actors; even when the same people work in both, they adopt different personae for the camera. Fresh from Cambridge, I recall reading the cast of Jubilee Girl brisk lectures on their craft. They heard me out with doomed indifference: condemned men sentenced first to listen to the padre. Marie Löhr who, if she is still alive, must be in her nineties, nodded sternly when I chided them for their lack of discipline; she set an example by always arriving first for rehearsals.




 





Marie had been a jeune première on the Edwardian stage. She remembered watching the Grand Fleet sail out of Portsmouth harbour in 1914. While on tour, we were in Southsea when Bulganin and Khruschev sailed home from their less than triumphal tour of Britain. We asked Marie whether we should wave or not. She thought that, on balance, we should: they had been our guests.







Leslie Bricusse and I had been hired to save Jubilee Girl, which was already on the road, by Al Kaplan, who had written the music. Leslie and I had written a musical at Cambridge. Lady At The Wheel, though derided by the intellectuals, had a remarkable public success. Later, Leslie, as President of the Footlights, brought our May Week show, Out of the Blue, to London, where we had had a triumphant season (thanks, not least, to Jonathan Miller). Lady At The Wheel was revived, and revised, and was about to be put on (and soon taken off) in the West End when Al Kaplan acquired our services.


Jubilee Girl was probably beyond saving. The knowledge that Al had put something over £25,000 of ‘his own money’ into the production gave us no sort of an anxious conscience: those who disposed of such sums could expect no sympathy. In fact, though Al had inherited Canadian millions, the money was almost certainly his wife’s (she was a grand-daughter of one of the founders of Marks and Spencer’s).


My memories of Jubilee Girl are occluded by shame. How did I have the effrontery to claim that I could rewrite, and direct, a failing musical on the hoof? I did not shirk the work, but I lacked the muscle for it. Al Kaplan did not blame me; he blamed Leslie, whom he had first greeted as ‘my boy’. I was the sidekick who had played the honest donkey; Leslie was, in Al’s disenchanted eyes, the unproductive lion. Many years later (it must have been in 1969 or 1970) Al Kaplan telephoned The Wick. I was not there. He told Beetle that he had read the then unproduced script of A Severed Head, which I originally wrote for John Schlesinger in 1965, and wanted to make the film. Al was both flattering (‘The best script ever written’) and menacing: if I didn’t help him get the rights, the film would never be made; he would see to that. When he called back, I told him, sorry, but I had no control over the script: Columbia owned it. I had learned in the meanwhile that he had been associated with Woodfall (John Osborne and Tony Richardson’s company). He had phoned from Italy, and it was there that he committed suicide shortly afterwards. Unfortunately, he did not prevent A Severed Head from being produced a few years later.





Robin Midgley. At Cambridge, I heard that he agonised over the Catholic faith he was about to lose (i.e. had already lost). He then grew a beard and has stayed behind it ever since, rather like the mayor of Mijas who went into hiding when he was a young man and dared not emerge until old. Robin has an unfrocked air, as if emancipated from shackles he now misses.




 





We left Langham for Leicester in the dark, Stee’s cot on the roof, chilly regret in our hearts. Mrs Southgate, our regular help, had left us ten days earlier in abrupt, melodramatic style. She once broke the foot off an eighth-century BC Persian pot which I liked very much. Without apology, she walked out, but – like the pot – consented to be glued back in place after a spot of proskynesis (on my part). This time, she was aggrieved by our having asked her neighbour to wash up one Saturday and Sunday when our intention had been to spare her.


Mabel is embittered by what she still craves: the demands of a real ‘madam’. She is nostalgic for the youthful subjection she enjoyed when the mistress thought to buy her with a cheap Christmas gift, and expected to be served night and day. The old toffs had their world; she had hers. We tried to pass a plank across the social divide, and then fell into it.




 





I parked the Mercedes in a puddled yard, whose guardian would call me ‘Squire’ for the next twenty days, and walked down a wide, one-way road to the theatre. It was a greyish-black concrete cultural pillbox that might have been made of roasted Weetabix. Bill Naughton’s Alfie was the current production.


The actors were sitting in the café up some steps to the right of the Box Office. They had the resigned air of those who are often called but from whom few are chosen. ‘Anyone working?’ There was a sighing murmur: I had cheated them by arriving on time. I threw over them that hurried gulp of the eyes which tries to look at a group all at once. I remember Donald Burton with his Dunhill cigarette-holder, his black and white nylon zip-jacket, his torpid alertness.


In the auditorium, Midgley showed us the model of the set. The reading began, everyone très compétent, a question mark against only Gordon Tanner, Robin’s late ‘choice’ for Big Daddy and the only ‘American’ in the company (he was actually Canadian). Tanner wore a mackintosh and a little felt hat and walked with a jaunty shuffle. His face was brick-coloured, eyes anxious and guiltily hung with droops of turkey-red skin like the bobbles that run down when an amateur paints his own window-sills. His reading had the right truculence, but he was unable to follow the lines in the text. If he raised his eyes from the page, he couldn’t find his place again.


In the afternoon, I asked what they thought the play was about, how true, and how melodramatic. Tanner emerged from his isolation – he had gone off by himself for lunch – and said that Big Momma was like his own mother, still hauling herself around sustained by memories of being Belle of the Ball in the deep South. It was disturbing, the contempt he revealed, like a goitre, for the old, indomitable woman who still haunted him with her European trips and her repulsive vitality.


Later he asked – with that attention to detail which often indicates, in actors and others, an incapacity to face the central issue – whether he should allow his whiskers to grow. Big Daddy was supposed to be sixty-five, which Gordon himself was not, ‘even though I may look it’. Big Daddy did not come in till Act II; I need not yet worry about him.




 





Midgley had booked us into the Carlton Hotel on the Loughborough Road. Thinly painted, as if the undercoat had had to serve as overcoat as well, it stood behind a broad, suburban pavement. A sign ‘OPEN’ dangled lopsidedly in the glassed, curtained doorway.


The new Mercedes stood out in front of the drab digs. The owner said, ‘I like your car.’ It probably cost more than his hotel. Our room was at the top of the building. Beads of water actually ran down the walls. I left Beetle and Stee guiltily. By the time I returned, she had booked us into the ‘Abbey Motor Lodge Hotel’, to which we removed the next morning.


The owner of the Carlton was about fifty; dyed black hair and a pale, subterranean face. Midway between an undertaker and his corpse, his withered smile was both pitiful and pitying; the dark suit would have looked better on a dummy. He asked at lunch-time whether we would like a ‘three-course meal’ at six p.m. In for a penny, in for five and sixpence. Thin, glutinous soup with lumps of plastic vegetable in it; cremated chops, mixed veg.; rather good sponge pudding. The other guests – commercial gentlemen or mechanicals in Leicester on some assignment – ate gladly.




 





The owner, with his wizened Celtic smile, told me that he worked for many years for Mecca. Then he had a chance to buy this place and had to make the big decision. He had a young family, but he had been married before. His first wife, and their grown-up son, was in Australia; just as well because imagine if they kept bumping into each other.


The owner’s new children’s seaside holiday the previous summer lasted half an hour, on a Tuesday. They drove from nine in the morning to somewhere on the East Coast, played on the sand for thirty minutes and then – ‘Oy, back in the car’ – were home by five, when the help left.


‘You should’ve seen this place when I got it,’ he said. The previous owners had been Poles (not that he had anything against Poles), but it was in a disgusting state. Husband and wife had had terrible rows, terrific. No carpets anywhere; people came and found nothing ready, dreadful. The wife had had her ‘brother’ living in the house. When her husband died, she upped and married the ‘brother’ within forty-eight hours. By the by, he wasn’t complaining but he had expected us the previous night. Rightly: we should have been there to see Alfie, but I wanted to give myself another day to get over the flu. He had turned away thirty or forty people, he said, who wanted our room. Yet the whole of our floor was deserted on the one night we stayed. The bed was narrow and the springs so domed we could not stay in it together. I slept in a narrow cot under the window.




 





The Abbey Motor Lodge Hotel (which cost us more in a week than I was paid in three) was a soft pleasure. At dinner with us on the Friday night, Midgley said that he did not believe in giving actors direct instructions. The trick was to make them believe that they had had all the ideas themselves. I consoled myself by thinking that a dull man hardly needed much self-control to prevent himself from bursting out with inventive intelligence.




 





On Monday, when we resumed, Sonia (the Cat) ‘dropped the book’ without any great show. The others – always excepting Gordon Tanner – were all appearing in Alfie, as well as rehearsing an Old Tyme Music Hall. G.T. had been little called until Wednesday, when we reached Act II again. He had, however, been visited in the Midland Hotel by Denise D., the ‘consummate artiste’, as she described herself, who played a minor role and told Midgley that I was ‘lovely to work with’. Having gone to help Gordon with his lines, she found him in the lavatory; she made this sound somewhat sinister.


When she proposed a cup of tea, he said, ‘I don’t drink tea’. She said she was just passing and again suggested a cup of tea together. ‘I don’t drink tea. Did Mr Raphael ask you to come here?’ ‘No.’ But would he like her to hear his lines? ‘Did Mr Raphael ask you to come here?’


On Wednesday, he managed the ensemble opening not too badly. He dried when it came to longer passages. At lunch, Carmen Silveira said to me, ‘I think we’ve seen it, darling. This is how it’s going to be when we open.’ When I reported this to Robin, he was between penitence and irritation. He confessed that he had never seen G.T. work, nor spoken to anyone with experience of him. Would I give it twenty-four hours? That afternoon, I worked alone with G.T. We were in the Mission to the Deaf (cold and appropriate). I fed G.T. the lines one at a time. The colder it grew, the darker the omens. Sonia came in; I let G.T. go, telling him that the words had to be licked, very soon.


S. and I worked well together; I did not find her attractive, she may not have found me so; but we were both attracted by the ease of our rapport. Robin arrived to tell me that G.T.’s last reputable credit was fifteen years ago. A replacement could not be found before Monday. Robin assured me that he would take care of the ‘unpleasantness’.


When B. and I were having our Bloody Marys before dinner, Gordon Tanner walked into the bar. He wore his mackintosh and his aged felt hat. ‘Hullo, pal.’ Beetle made herself tactfully scarce. Tanner said no, he had not seen Robin. He had just come to say that he just didn’t seem to be able to ‘get the hang of this guy’. However hard he tried, he just couldn’t ‘seem to get the words into the old noggin’. The timing of his resignation – I pressed him to a drink to celebrate the gentlemanly course of things – was so opportune that I feared an explosion if he went back to the Midland Hotel and found Midgley waiting to sack him.


I went to call Robin. As I entered the booth, I noticed a man with a rigid jaw, in a lank overcoat, push through the unmanned entrance to the hotel. R. said he would be right round. I came back to where Tanner was sitting. Beetle was on the other side of the lounge, annotating the MS of my novel. The rigid-jawed stranger came up from the lower level of bedrooms, among which was ours. Pursued by the haggard Buttons who was usually at Reception, he went straight up to Beetle and began speaking in a low voice. I was with Gordon and hardly noticed until I heard an aggressive note. I went and, Lytton Strachey-like, interposed my person.


B. told me later that the man had approached her as soon as he came in. He asked whether she knew Leicester well. No. How about Coventry, Birmingham or Northampton? Northampton she was too honest to deny: she had spent happy wartime schooldays there. So where was the restaurant, where could he get something to eat? She pointed the way. He ducked down the stairs in the opposite direction. Fetched back by the brave boy, he guessed that B. had given the word. ‘You told them,’ he flung at her. ‘Why did you have to do that?’ When we pulled him away, he charged up the stairs towards the bar. The headwaiter, Mario, a self-consciously hard man, bundled the madman out of the place. You could imagine the thud as he hit the pavement, and the dusting of Mario’s hands.


Meanwhile Gordon Tanner sat sipping his half of bitter. Closet alcoholics ask only for modest drinks. The most touching moment in rehearsal had come when Brick asked, ‘Have you known many drinking men?’ and G.T. had to reply, ‘I have known a fair number of that species.’




 





He reminisced about great actors he had worked with. He dwelt on Wilfred Lawson and Trevor Howard. Gordon’s wife, who was supposed to join him for the weekend, was a successful business-woman. She wrote ‘courses’ for businesses, how to do this or sell that. She was often the only woman in a whole convention of men. He had to go along as escort. His first marriage had been a wartime affair. He had not been abroad a year before it ended. ‘You’ve heard of those Dear John letters. You hear about them but I can tell you, it’s quite something else to get one of ’em.’


Alone with Robin and me, he told us how Wilfred Lawson had ‘pretended’ to be a drinker in order to ‘keep up his reputation’. They had been in The Wooden Dish, directed by Joseph Losey. On the last day of rehearsal, they had a run-through. Lawson was ‘assing about’. Losey came to the front of the stalls and said, ‘Either do the thing properly or go home.’


Lawson said, ‘I think I’ll go home,’ and walked out of the theatre.


They all wondered whether he would make it for the train-call next morning, ‘But Wilfred was there.’ What did G.T. think of Losey? ‘I don’t know much about him, except that he’s untalented.’ G.T.’s euphoria was marred only by fear of what his agent would say: ‘He’s going to tear my head off.’ He used to have Al Parker, but now it was some nonentity called Harold.


Gordon had been in The Devil’s Disciple with Trevor Howard. They had a scene in which, every night, T.H. would flick out his tie. One night, tired of this unrehearsed exaggeration, G.T. wore a bow tie. T.H. caught hold of the ends and pulled. ‘I went purple in the face, y’know? Damn near strangled me.’ You became an actor because if you didn’t like yourself, it gave you the chance to be someone else. We parted with bogus declarations of regret. Robin had already found a substitute.




 





I had one magic, cold afternoon, in the Mission, with Donald and Sonia. She had been tight with him at first, bursting out when he said that he felt she was annoyed with him for ‘not giving her enough’. She had heard that story before, she snorted; it always made her furious, that kind of mock-modesty. When she forgot a line, she would exclaim ‘Fart!’, as if it were the crudest thing she could think of.




 





Donald. His father was on the Halls as Billy Burton. He has a certain idea of himself (‘Me Gauloises, me cigarette holder’) and constantly alludes to his sexual needs and successes. ‘I told them if I don’t get me SEX regular, I get bad-tempered, but I haven’t had it yet.’ After rehearsals in the Mission, we played snooker on its uneven table. He subscribed to Time/Life’s Wonderful World series and was a Sci-Fi addict, very impressed by Arthur C. Clarke’s Profiles of the Future (in which we are promised intelligent hybrid animals who will literally do the domestic donkey work). Every single prediction made by scientists had been, Donald assured us, ‘fantastically conservative’. A Harley Street man had once announced that rail travel was impossible: anyone travelling at over forty miles an hour would be asphyxiated. The future would be here a lot sooner than we think. The crucial question was whether we would be able to fuck at eighty.


Since there is an infinity of galaxies, there must, he said, be other worlds. Given an infinity of instances, there must be an infinite range of living things, literally every possibility you can think of. Is there a fallacy here, I wondered, for instance the assumption that the universe, as it were, speaks English, that it is has a verbal, not a numerical, notation? No, not at all.


The vigour of Donald’s opinions is endearing. He has written a play, about a moon station, which everyone likes and no one has offered to do. The speeches are too long. But that is how scientists speak. He knows a number, including one who has ‘invented anti-gravity, the fucking man has actually invented anti-gravity, and nobody wants to know’.


‘What does he want them to do?’


‘Back him. The cunt wants money to go on with his experiments.’ Donald said of his cock, ‘It’s done everything except stab shit.’


‘Pleasures to come,’ Bob Cartland said.




 





‘Mac’ is married and has a son, Simon, whom they sent to Frensham Heights, a progressive school we turned down for Paul. Simon was bright, but suddenly contracted his ambitions, then he gave up school entirely and became a hippy. Communication with his father broke down. The boy has been living rough, has had VD, is addicted to the cult of experience. Recently he found a job: grave-digger, at sixteen pounds a week.




 





As opening night approached, I told the cast that time was short. ‘In future, therefore, you can continue to laugh at my jokes, but I shall stop laughing at yours.’ They took it well. The lighting supremo was a fat Canadian with an unlit complexion. He was indefatigably lethargic: it was impossible either to exhaust him or to bring him to life. Only once did I venture to overrule him. I wanted very little light at the end of Act II. ‘That’s the minimum really,’ he said. ‘Then take it all out,’ I said.




 





Alone that week (Beetle had suffered enough hotel life with a two-year-old, but would be coming to the opening), I went to see He and She at Cinecenta. The atmosphere was rosy with salacious expectation. Bolognini’s titles were seen over images of bourgeois life, at the turn of the century, sculpted in funereal marble. The stippled stone reproduced exactly the forms of crinolines, shoes, bowler hat, umbrellas: the hard ghosts of an inflexible society. It might have been the Trieste of Svevo. Among the frozen shades, more solid than reality, Larry Harvey and Sylva Koscina were less substantial than the stones through which they walked. Clever! The provincial audience had little appetite for Italian ironies; a squad of Archie Rices, they had come to see Sylva’s tits.




 





The first D.R., a ‘tech’, had only a few glitches: no hanger for Sonia’s dress, not enough liquor in the bottles. On Tuesday we had an audience. We held the curtain for a party of Russians from the university; they were awaited with indulgent awe. The performance went well. We seemed hardly to need Wednesday’s D.R., but Bob could do with another work-out. I spent the morning going over my novel and ordering modest flowers for the female dressing room. The D.R. – for which, unwisely, I allowed them to dispense with make-up – began lumpishly and got worse; Carmen missed an entrance entirely. Someone had been talking audibly, at length, on the telephone. After Act II, I called them all down and gave them my iciest tones. Carmen was so mortified she forgot a line in the third act. I embraced her forgivingly afterwards.


The only person to react badly was Denise, with whom I had had a spurious Jewish affinity since day one. On the Monday she had given me a fat paperback on The Theatre, ‘something to dip into’ during the tense days to come. Sweet! I failed to recognise a demand for attention (when an actress thinks of you, you are advised to think of her). Now suddenly she accused me of having my ‘nose in the book all the time’. ‘Denise…’ ‘No, I’ve been watching you,’ she said, sounding more and more like Portnoy’s mother. ‘I don’t like any kind of sneaking and spying,’ I quoted at her from the play. She was irked that I had failed to appreciate some new ‘interpretation’ she had lent to her small part.




I should have remembered an early experience in rehearsal for a TV drama, in the days when I wrote three or four ‘plays’ a year for ATV. An actor came up to me and asked me whether I thought that the hydrogen bomb really represented a threat to the future of the human race. I answered with a lot of on the one hand, and then again on the other. I had given him, he said, a lot to think about. Another actor sidled up to me and said, ‘May I say something? When an actor asks whether you think that the future of the human race is threatened by atomic weapons, the required answer is, “I think you’re giving an absolutely wonderful performance.”’





I bought the whole cast a Chinese dinner after the last, successful D.R. It cost all of a fiver. They were amazed by my generosity. It is a long time since I ate with people so glad to fill their stomachs.




 





55 BC. The crowd booed Pompey for murdering the elephants in his triumphal games. The elephants came to the pickets surrounding the arena and scanned the audience with baleful eyes, craving fellowship from the spectators.




 





The Producer. His frigidity is tempered by fervent left-wing convictions. Beneath the ice is a charge of violence and resentment. He cannot forgive his parents for his happy childhood. He thoroughly enjoyed his Public School; he had a wonderful time at Oxford. He was deprived of nothing. How can a man with such a history not be scarred for life?




 





‘You’d think that woman would relent.’ Mr Starling, the taxi driver who often takes us to and from Colchester station, bought a Ford Zephyr in partnership with his wife. Even under guarantee, it never went right. The days it spent off the road cost Mr S. money. He put the mileometer back in order to stay inside the guaranteed mileage, but even that has now been exceeded. Every breakdown costs the full amount and deprives him of income. It makes him hate his wife. ‘I had a thousand pounds put by, but that’s all gone now. I spent twenty-two pounds ten yesterday. I don’t know where it’s going to end.’




 





Mrs Southgate once told us that, during the 1930s, the Hunt Lunch used to take place on the village green at Stratford St Mary. One day, they had just sat down to a table laden with goodies when word came that the Jarrow hunger marchers had reached the outskirts of the parish. The hungry-as-hunters gentry were not shamed. As the marchers came within range, they pelted the ragged men with rolls.*




 





May 1970. A dinner given by Bill Frankel, of the Jewish Chronicle at the Athenaeum for Dr Nahum Goldmann, the president of the World Jewish Congress. I could not escape a certain feeling of taboo-breaking as I went up to the steps of what my father always regarded as the penetralia of the English establishment. Once inside, I might have been in a skimpily staffed South American hotel in a boom town that no longer boomed.


I sat next to Tom Wiseman, who looked haunted and exhausted, and Jack Gewirtz, the buttery Lit. Ed. of the JC. Brian Glanville, with whom I had kicked a football in the park that afternoon, winked at me. David Spanier was next to Tom. Arnold Wesker – in the centre of the table – looked like someone auditioning for the part of Jesus in an Arts Council production of the Last Supper. Long-haired, face messianic with gentle vanity, he made it seem that this whole occasion had been arranged in his honour.


Gewirtz – in his physical thirties, but his spiritual sixties – trotted out the old arguments about Judaism’s seminal place in the ‘Judaeo-Christian tradition’ and about the need for a theological sanction for morality. Whether it was possible to be good without God was a question of which we wearied in first-year Moral Sciences.


Tom said he had no use for organised religion, but the sense of the mystery of existence, the spiritual longings of men, impressed him with the need for belief, not in God in the accepted sense but in some immaterial principle. No cue for a song there.




 





Goldmann was a shrivelled old man with a crippled nimbleness of mind and eye. Frankel was an ageless Anton Walbrook, slyly intoning ‘Tournent, tournent mes personnages…’ The dinner was sublimated kosher: melon (‘I hope it’s from Israel,’ Gewirtz said; I hoped it was ripe), sole cardinal (Judaeo-Christianity creeping in), broccoli au gratin, apple pie, coffee.


Arnold cannot but seek to make any association reflect his personality. He breathes upon it, buffs and polishes, and looks for his own image in it. He wore a blousy blue shirt with unbuttoned sleeves and a little jacket, like an undesirable midshipman. You feel ashamed not to love him; he does want it so. He is forever announcing the goodness to be found in us, if only we would swallow his pills. The charm he seeks to exercise is rendered ludicrous by an inability to gauge the effect of his embraces. He is a dwarf who insists on measuring himself against giants. You can imagine him murmuring, ‘Nearly there!’ (to encourage the giants).




 





Goldmann’s after-dinner message was plain and pessimistic. If a settlement with the Arabs, and the Palestinians in particular, was ever to take place, then – logically – it must be closer, but that was the only sense in which hope could be expressed. The policy of the Israeli government was to have no policy. Its survival depended on a coalition of irreconcilables; at the first peaceful opportunity, it would disintegrate.


Goldmann is not popular in Israel; he is said to have opposed the formation of a state in the first place. He has quite easy access to Arab contacts; they do not hesitate, however cautiously, to get in touch with him. He told of nocturnal rendezvous and unofficial dialogues. The Egyptians are the main problem, and the main hope: they have no important common frontier with Israel and their main concentrations of population are remote from Gaza. As for the refugees, they are mostly a Jordanian issue, and it is easier to make contact with Amman than with anywhere else. How hopeful it all began to sound!


As Professor Bernard Lewis was to reveal, at length, the Arabs are more reasonable in secret than it is politic to appear in public. The Israelis fail to reckon with the political complexities of the Arab countries. They strike at them as if they had single heads and all they do is turn them into hydras. If they ever did have a single head, they have grown several under the sword.




 





Life is full of Gordian knots, and hacking Alexanders wanting in greatness.




 





David Spanier and I had had a silly spat in the hall of the Athenaeum after the dinner. I wrote and asked him to have tea. He said that would be ‘naice’ (he works for The Times) and invited us to dinner. Finally, he and I arranged to have lunch. He booked it; I paid. He wanted to explain to me the crucial importance of Israel, which I had failed to appreciate at the dinner. I expected some inside story of how Israel was a bastion of freedom and its defence the duty of all good men. David had had a we-insiders tête-à-tête with Professor Lewis; journalism had made him familiar with the famous. He was half an hour late. I had crossed to the Chelsea Bookshop and bought some Graham Greene short stories (very poor most of them) to pass the time.


At close quarters, I found that David’s schoolboy pariahdom had metamorphosed into ponderous courtliness. So what was the importance of Israel? It was that since 1967 he had felt completely different about being a Jew. And? And when he considered the sneers and insults he had endured, he was filled with Zionist pugnacity. Let anyone say again the things that he had heard said in the officers’ mess when he was in the army and he would pick up a bottle and break it over the slanderer’s head. D.’s personal history (albeit not unusual, or unaffecting) supplied a thin reason for Israel’s cause to be absolutely demanding.


What whispers from the diplomatic coulisses had I hoped for? What secret codicils to the General Will? D. offered only the genial fable of a once frightened rabbit now blessed with a snarl.




 





Ahasuerus, the Wandering Jew, who cannot find his rest until the Second Coming, finds a fixed abode, at last, in the concentration camp. It is there that Christ comes again, in a cattle truck. He gives another chance to all the Jews who were never converted to see the Truth of His message. He is then gassed. This time, the Nazis kill God – without recognising him – and, involuntarily, liberate the Jews from their curse. The State of Israel follows. The Jews cease to wander, but their state is unsupported by notions of divinely-sanctioned sovereignty to which the Second Killing has put an end.




 





Jack Lambert told me of Willie Maugham lunching alone at a window table at the Garrick (a magazine open on one of those truncated music-stands which avoid your soiling the text). Young Jack watched fascinated as that jawbone, so notorious for cracking down on asses, masticated the club meal. Afterwards, by chance (as the ambitious always say), Jack was standing next to W.S.M. in line for the cashier. The Master turned to Jack and found only an unknown young man, who waited for some viperish aperçu. After a moment’s rumination, Willie announced with mordant clarity, ‘I’m p-paying my b-bill.’




 





Last summer I lunched at the Reform with Spencer Curtis-Brown, who had heard that I might be a suitable biographer for W.S.M. I had been told that he had a ‘hold’ over Liza Maugham, but this proved false. There were no ‘papers’ since Alan and Willie had spent wicked evenings destroying everything a publishing scoundrel might wish to find. There were no revelations, and without them there could only be a rehash. We let it go. Then, this June S.C.-B. called and asked if I should be interested in writing a film of Cakes and Ale. Would we come to dinner and discuss it? We met him at the Bull in Long Melford; he would guide us from there to Glemsford.


It was a Novemberish June evening, the bleached sky panelled with grey. He looked younger, in a sports jacket and blue ascot; he also looked more fly, without the gentlemanliness that the Reform had lent him, as they might someone who had no tie. We followed his Viva to Monks Hall. It is old, but glum; the cardboard setting for a ghost story: you cannot believe that it is genuine even though it is. Mrs Margaret MacLaren who, he said, ‘entertains for me’ greeted us with blanched correctness. We were offered drinks in front of an iron basket of logs and paper, but – after a tense debate – no fire was lit. My sherry was in a chipped glass. The ‘joint’ of lamb at dinner, scarcely bigger than a chop, was less broad than the knife that carved it. The boiled potatoes lacked butter; so did the greens.


As for Cakes and Ale, the transparent hope was that I should take an option (he thought it would help my tax arrangements, or was it his?) and then do the script as S.C.-B. thought it should be done. Through the draughty, underfurnished house, which sported a few pale prints for art, there blew the unlovely air of provincial worldliness, as if this man who lived on 10 per cent of his authors’ earnings were himself only one tenth alive. Mrs Maclaren, pink eyes and white hair, like a shrewd old bunny, fancied herself sharp as a thorn. Stella Gibbons was a favourite visitor, she told us. Perhaps she was inspired by Monks Hall when she wrote Cold Comfort Farm. When S.C.-B. was talking of Rosie, in Cakes and Ale, he kept saying how, in his youth, the question one asked oneself about a woman was, ‘Will she sleep?’ Mrs Maclaren – it was clear, but not credible – slept.




 





Who will now say a good word for Maugham? His reputation as a storyteller has lost its gilt, and much of its ginger, in a world which has heard everything. Yet his novels were the bible of my adolescence, if only (only?) because no one could have been more systematically deprived of the truth than the privately educated 1940s schoolboy. One did not know where to begin, in life or in art, and had the same aching appetite for both.


Willie’s apparent familiarity with sex was a medico-literary affectation: he was well enough read, in anatomy and in the French novel, to seem both experienced and unshocked. There are hints of incest in his stories, but little of homosexuality. Elliott Templeton, in The Razor’s Edge, is more narcissist than manifest homosexual. Maugham’s mockery recruits him to the bullies. He refused to subscribe to any revocation of the anti-homosexuality laws. Only once did he publicly show himself on the side of the queer minority: Vyvyan Holland records his presence at a testimonial dinner to Oscar Wilde, after his conviction.


Maugham was, in a sense, a master of parody; that he parodied only one style made him seem a stylist. Gosse often said how wise Willie had been, after Liza of Lambeth, never to write anything else. Liza was born of a sense of outrage at the treatment of the lower classes; his later work solicited readers from the fortunate.


Leslie Fiedler remarks how populism dwindles into sentimental simplicities and/or witch-hunting: the belief that Wall Street or the Jews (or both, or both) must be ‘behind everything’. What begins, in Theodore Dreiser, with ‘realism’ becomes radical paranoia without any observed evidence. The author of Of Human Bondage was compared to Dreiser, but did not resemble him closely: he could not remain sufficiently unamused. His friends came from that stratum of English society which had great connections, and successes, but would not quite do: Beaverbrook and the pre-war Churchill, the Windsors and H.G., the grandest possible outsiders. Not wishing to commit himself wholly to art or to society, he ended up halfway to everything: not quite a man, not quite a great writer, not quite English.




 





The ‘memory’ of a chaste, moral Rome was hardly more remote from Catullus than is the Regency from us. The decision to enslave the world, and hence to lay the foundations for Caesar’s hegemony, was urged by Cato the Censor. Delenda est Carthago precipitated the autocracy which his descendant would find intolerable.* The Third Punic War – a fancy name for a genocidal mission – was a squalid triumph. From the battle of Zama, in 146 BC, Rome ceased to be a city-state. A hundred years later, it was a tyranny. After Cannae, republican solidarity gave Rome the resilience to overcome disaster; it could not survive success. The inability of the Scipios, Africanus and Nasica, to impose intelligence on the Senate presaged the crassness which would lead to Marius and Sulla, Pompey and Caesar. Out of conservative apprehension, the Optimates created the conditions for their own eclipse. They contrived a state which gave absolute authority to the sword, but themselves remained unarmed.




 





Ios. The Lump was how I always thought of her. One evening, seen through an open window as we walked past the big house, she was standing naked under the shower with her hair full of suds, gleaming body turned half away, breasts swinging. She had the cowlike radiance of a pre-Raphaelite lady; naked and unself-conscious, she had not removed her clothes but was simply without them. Divested of her public, uncomely persona, she was an illustration of the age-old routine of washing, the condition in which Artemis herself was dangerously observed. Desire which ignores personality – the erotic dart that strikes without warning – hit home with fierce, if fugitive, force at the sight of a young, naked girl who, when dressed and doing her social best, was gauche and unlovely.




 





A few days later, I was sitting on the beach, in the evening, with Lois and talking of the indifference of ‘the kids’ towards children. An unattractive young girl seemed to refute the generalisation by smiling at Paul and Sarah and at John Summerskill’s son, John-Paul. Lois said, ‘Do you think this one will say hullo to us?’ I looked and saw a fat girl approaching in the fading light and said, ‘She looks plain enough.’ It was Lois’s daughter, Magda, in jeans and a Mexican blouse. Get out of that! I was quick to pick out another girl in the landscape and claimed that I was referring to her, not to Magda. If Lois had not been an incurable snob, who imagines me worth knowing, she would have taken understandable offence. As it was, she absolved me by saying, with convenient complacency, ‘I knew you couldn’t mean Magda, because I know she’s beautiful.’ Ouf!




 





When you receive handwritten letters from those who usually dictate to secretaries, you get a glimpse of their uncertainty. It is like seeing a picture without its important frame, or the urgent blank face of someone reaching for his spectacles from the shower.




 





26.7.70. In the post from England, a cutting about Don L. He has been fined nine and a half thousand pounds for currency offences.* I warned him, when we bought Lagardelle, of the folly of his temerity (no one is more timid than I in fiscal matters), but it was too late. He relied too confidently on being the last sort of person to be suspected of being sharp. His misfortune was to be just a little less unremarkable than he thought.




 





Solitary Confinement by Christopher Burney. Commended by Frank Kermode in The Sense of an Ending, I extracted it dutifully from the London Library. The cogitations of an upper-class Englishman under threat of torture and death are decently ordered, but of no marked originality. The accident of solitude creates an appetite for it. Loneliness has a purity which makes its rupture, though longed for, somehow discordant: the Stylite and his style have a chaste affinity.


Burney tells nothing of his past: neither his sexual nor his social history. We accompany him to the verge of the torture chamber (the ‘rooms downstairs’) but we are the companions of his thought, not of his experience. It might be claimed that Burney shows decent reticence in denying us knowledge of whether or not he masturbated, though he does not conceal his prayers. He seems to reject the body at every stage, an imported Cartesian in a French prison. He was lucky, in a certain sense, that his ordeal – over five hundred days of solitary – took place early in the war. Burney was undoubtedly a British officer and entitled to certain civilities: he even received food parcels, though deliveries were capricious. The Gestapo’s chief interrogator was put on his best behaviour by his captive. The coldness of Burney repressed his opponent. Although he failed to convince him (his parting words were, ‘Goodbye, I don’t believe a word you’ve told me’), he succeeded in inhibiting him. In denying the enemy access to his privacy, he displayed the same (apparently) unpremeditated reserve which he offers the reader.


As a writer, he has precision without curiosity; the mark of a classical education. Never cracking his own code, he remains happily in control of himself. His practical salvation reveals (and required?) his literary limits. Kermode reads profundity into him, less because of any originality as thinker or artist than because Burney’s experiences are so alien to a well-kept academic; by playing the exegete, Kermode takes a share of his credit.




 





I thought that Kermode had a chapter on Brian Glanville somewhere, in which he praised B.G.’s ‘self-justifying’ fiction. When I mentioned K. to Brian in the latter’s garden (25.9.70), B. denounced him as a pretentious fool who always got everything wrong. e.g. his review of Edna O’Brien’s Girls In Their Wedded Bliss and of Malamud’s stories. Either it was not K. who spoke so well of Brian or B. is capable of admirable detachment.


The beginning of Kermode’s The Sense of an Ending is so arch it almost topples over. Somehow the fact that the lectures were given first at a ladies’ college comes through in the preening precision of the prose. He excites the girls by being so very dressed; it challenged them to wonder what he is ‘really like’; he proposes, without any obviously flirtatious gestures, that they come a little closer.




 





The pain he felt was at once so acute and so absurd that he could think of nowhere to go for its relief except in the company of those who had caused it.




 





The 1970 election proved that Ian Macleod was a vote-getter. Physically uncharming, publicly unengaging if privately authoritative, he was the only one on his side whose sneering did not cause class resentment; he might be a Tory, but at least he was not a toff. When he hounded the Socialists, he did so like a watchdog, not a thoroughbred. His bark seemed genuinely to denounce the Socialists as a Bad Thing. He supplied no reason to vote Conservative, but made it irrational to support Labour. The voters were amazed to find that Edward Heath was suddenly Prime Minister. They never intended to vote Conservative, they merely did so. The electorate had been persuaded to ambush itself.




 





26.8.70. Catullus. The content may be scabrous, but the metrical resource promises refinement. His spontaneity is too artful not to be premeditated: jealousy is something one thinks about. The tender, early(?) poems mourning the death of Lesbia’s sparrow have a flippant poignancy; they declare the vanity of love when it has to sympathise with a pampered woman lamenting a frail pet in a world of organised cruelty. If Catullus were not in love with Lesbia, what a fool he might have made of her! Fear sponsors indulgence; he will, since he must, supply her with whatever she wants. Servitude blinds and binds. Until he is finally disillusioned, the poet is degraded; he barters bondage for favours. The betrayed Catullus recovers his self-respect, and frees his tongue, and his Muse. Unless the wound had been re-opened, could his bow have been re-strung?


Lesbia enjoys variety; Catullus constancy. He tortures himself, and abuses her, by imagining the brazen succession, and foibles, of her lovers. He finds enduring pain in her transient pleasures. The final, suicidal climax comes when he realises that she does not even want – mean – to hurt him. It is difficult to ignore the Oedipal dimension here: Lesbia is a great, and married, older lady whose allure, at least to begin with, has to be that she is a prize, and one which has been won before, by others. The ensuing dream of a romantic amicitia – ‘friendship’ hardly translates the word (nor amicitia the Greek philotes?) – has an archetypal force; it is at once the fulfilment of a fantasy and a cautionary tale of its crucifying consequences.




 





The driver, a Scot, had been a factory manager until fired, after a quarrel with the owner, who wanted to advance his own son. The Scot had set up and run a factory in Cornwall for six years, during which he had seen little of the man who put up the money. He organised the factory floor and re-jigged the equipment as necessary. The business was ‘Promotions and Offers’. A Promotion can never be thicker than three sixteenths of an inch and must not cost more than six pounds a hundred, max. An Offer can be more expensive. A Promotion is actually included in, say, a woman’s magazine, the solid bait attached to the printed hook ‘INSIDE!’. An Offer has to be sent for after filling in a coupon. The coupons are sent to the manufacturers, who insert them in the packages of goods. Promotions and Offers were always made of plastic. A Promotion might be a plastic bottle top; an Offer was a butter dish or a set of hangers. The Scot had done very well. You have to be ‘absolutely straight’ with the magazines because they held you to what you told them about your capacity. The boss’s son had come back from America, where he had ‘scraped through business school’. He was going to reorganise everything. The Scot accepted his relegation to mini-cab driver without evident rancour.




 





Queenie and Kenneth were once our closest, or at least most regular friends. ‘If she had been able to sing,’ a Russian translator once said to me, ‘she might have been an English Piaf.’ Piaf came from the gutter, Q. from provincial Quakerism. Yet they are alike, if only in their embattled smallness. Q. was flattered by success in Cambridge, and flattened by failure in London. Defeat deadened her face, but spiced her intellect. All her aptitude for analysis is now brought to bear on herself. Shot to pieces by her own mental fire-power, she announces herself a drinker, and refuses to laugh it off. She is too clever for illusions. Yet what a bore she is! Beetle never liked her; unlike me, B. was not disposed to deceive herself. Q. imagines herself important; that much of her Cambridge renown clings to her. I remember a party in King’s, with Q. in a rather tight low dress, though it had little to tighten on. She swarmed up to ‘Dadie!’ with the familiarity that glories in public intimacies.


Queenie has no idea that her life might not be of abiding interest to others. Even in despair, she is irretrievably self-centred. She cannot make one care for her. Never a girl, she is not now a woman. Having surrounded herself with children she would have, she now boasts of exhaustion. Yet she cannot bear the idea of half an hour off, because she doesn’t know what she would do with it. She has not got round to putting up curtains in their new house.


Still obsessed with ‘Sister A.’ and ‘Sister B.’ and ‘Little Sister C.’, she assumes that their fortunes are of interest to us. Having got her own way in everything with Kenneth, she fails to notice that he is as indifferent as he is docile. Their children have been exacted from him. Queenie has got what she wanted, but she has not got him. ‘Do you love me, Kenny, do you?’ she used to say. A nonne question that has gone num.


We had not seen them for years before the day they drove over from Harlow. When I asked her whether she wanted wine or tea (for elevenses), she replied ‘Wine.’ Her eyes glittered in cavities which looked hexagonal, the corners sharply angled; no warmth or humour, only blazing frustration. I sat with her and a bottle of hock. She wished that they lived in France. They had a camp near Cahors they went to in their VW van. In the summer, they liked to take their clothes off. The aggressive suggestion was that we should be scandalised. In fact, the idea of going to a camp in order to remove one’s clothes seemed so dated, and so dismal, that I should prefer a Bridge Congress. Nudism is the most timid form of exhibitionism; de-eroticised promiscuity. Later Queenie said, ‘I don’t know why we go camping really. I don’t like it a bit.’


Kenneth said, ‘I do.’




 





She lamented constantly, ‘We don’t know who we are.’ How she did want us to be in similar case! Her misfortune is that she does not suffer; she merely has pains. She lives now in a partly unfurnished house: no curtains, no cushions on the sofa, and doesn’t know what to do about it. Her imagination has given out, though her energy – she insists – is unimpaired. She resents the children (‘I won’t have anything to do with them after eight-thirty at night’), but won’t have help in the house.


She has not lost her acuteness. Of Margaret Drabble’s novels, she says curtly, ‘Not very good.’ Of Daniel Deronda: ‘Half of it is very good and the other half is very bad.’ When Beetle said, by way of flattering tact, that she had come round to Trollope (whom Queenie was always reading in the old days), she said, ‘Now you’ll be able to go on to Henry James.’ She gives a strong impression of unimpaired intelligence. For the rest, ‘We don’t know who we are.’ She looks round with the reproachful glare of someone who was promised a future which has never been delivered.




 





At the plastics factory. Roger came to collect me (I was reading Jack Marx’s bridge column in the Illustrated London News) with a Scot, Hamish, with whom he continued to discuss the possibly political reasons for some manager’s rejection of a new process which both of them thought acceptable. They interrupted each other quite angrily; though pursuing the same train of thought, they jostled impatiently in the common haste to be aboard. Hamish seemed to say ‘Roger’ very frequently; Roger merely increased his volume, till their joint ‘worries’ were being loudly announced to unsurprised and uninterested colleagues who descended the dull staircase (a cardboard crate wedged under it) from the upper offices.


Roger wore the trousers of a charcoal suit, shirt, maroon tie. He has been promoted for the classic reason: he has ‘turned round’ a losing operation by the usual means, cheapening the product. There was a 10 per cent tolerance, within which he has reduced the quality of the plastic to a point adjacent to the customer’s minimum requirements. He has also found cheaper – no less efficient – plasticisers and other ingredients. The result is that while other heads rolled, his was enlarged. Since he has great charm, his advancement seems more a happy accident than the result of accurate intrigue.


The pleasure he takes in the casualties of reorganisation seems no more wicked, or callous, than that a young ensign might derive from surviving a bloody charge, especially if his own dash had contributed to the final victory. Yet he is practising a ruthlessness which will, sooner or later, cease to be boyish. He told me later that the Scot with whom he seemed so vociferously allied would probably be someone he would ‘have to get rid of’ in eighteen months or so.




 





The factory, much of it built over seventy years ago, is a collection of brick sheds, linked by steam pipes which leak beards of steam. We went round in the late afternoon when the female workers (‘They think of nothing but cock’) had already left. Their jobs are mostly in doubt; large numbers have already been declared redundant. They cover car components with plastic. In another shed, a slicing machine like a huge plane was shaving white plastic off a great nougatine slab. ‘We make 40 per cent of all ping-pong balls here,’ Roger shouted. The plastic comes away in tight shavings until, at last, the whole surface is engaged, polished by the scraper’s lubricant. The two operatives went ahead almost casually as the huge oiled tool pared off pallid, papery petals. The workers upstairs – where large sheets were coming out of the oven – seemed under the lash of time. They performed with a naked haste which made it embarrassing to be a spectator. They were working, Roger told me, ‘at about eighty to eight-five. When they really get going, that can rise to ninety.’ They never spoke; each relied on the expertise of the others. Their attitude was one of fast boredom.




 





Roger treats the men loudly as equals, the only practical way to patronise people these days. His ruthlessness is very considerate; he delays and delays the moment when he must sever himself from mateyness. He still has the playful elasticity of youth, which must eventually harden into the loneliness of decision.




 





Clever women. Rachel asked me what I thought a typical female fantasy was. I replied, after thought, ‘Attention.’ She agreed; she dreams of being in deep conversation with someone very famous. How will she get the chance? She has been betrayed by fidelity.




 





Melanie (also a First, of course) vaunts herself as a ‘meek wife’. Her Cambridge ambition was fervently intellectual. She believed in brains. She had a certain Burne-Jonesish beauty: pale face, huge, febrile eyes, a pout of unfulfilled appetite on the unrouged mouth, a flourish of black hair. The intensity of her calculations gave her an air of heedless passion. She chose Lomax first, since he was the arbiter literarum, but moved on to Simon whose achievements (President of the Union, etc.) promised a brighter future. She told people she wished she could cover him with raspberry jam in order to have the pleasure of licking it all off again. Her real appetite, however, was for the big world. Her tongue was out for something sweeter than jam.




 





Pamela. She was the prettiest and the least interesting of the Cambridge females. Shapely and ostentatiously sexy, she often sported leopardskin trousers. One day Mike and I met her walking down King’s Parade as we returned from John Wisdom’s nine o’clock lecture. Mike shrieked, and pointed at her with a long arm and drooping wrist. I can hear his shrill derision still; it was a sickening, cruel, jealous, cowardly assault in the name of some false notion of – what? – female propriety, perhaps, which gave him the right to such callous jeering. Pamela stood her ground, a glittering, effortful humour in her pale eyes, the mouth gathered in a characteristic bunching of the lips, a flattened O in which, just, there was a tincture of scorn. I stood by in cowardly neutrality.


Resentment of others’ beauty, and grace, is never far from Mike’s mind. His present alternations of melancholia and rage are the late consequences of an early disorder. The loveless, unlovely man avenged himself on a girl whose beauty made him think that she had to be strong enough to deserve – and perhaps be impervious to – his shrill resentment.




 





Lomax. When Melanie dropped him, he took up with Pamela, who was not first class, but was certainly pneumatic. Lomax is a left-wing right-winger: radical views, conventional ambitions, an iconoclast who observes the proprieties. When in the Treasury, he was a bowler-hatted Marxist.


Bob Kee said that Lomax was surprised, after getting married, to discover that one could continue to find other women attractive. He then questioned the virtue of official pairing. It is to such unimaginative prigs that intellectual London bows its knee (and furtively thumbs its nose). But there is a brain at work there! Yes, and it is busy cramming life into the compartments which scowling premeditation has decreed for it. Lomax is such a prig that he recruited Mike – because he is now Professor Mike – as a reviewer for The Back of the Book. The man who had insulted his wife had the credentials to trump her grievance. Or was she so ashamed of the incident that she never told Lomax about it?


Meanwhile, Pamela has become a reviewer for one of the Sundays. These people will sit in judgement on my new novel in a month’s time. Prepare for English justice.




 





The Plebeians Rehearse the Uprising. We saw it last night (8.9.70) after taking Pau and Sarah back to Bedales. We expected an agonising parting from Sarah. She had dreaded returning since the very start of the holidays. Yet when we actually arrived, to find the new boarding house clean and light and charged with familiar faces, Sarah became so excited that she scarcely paused to say goodbye. P. was tearful at the discovery that he was back on ‘top landing’; he was afraid that he would be kept awake all night by Olly Rye, who ‘likes to talk’. The tears which accused us of devoting too much time to Sarah’s problems were dried by the red fear of being observed. P. concluded that he had very agreeable company and all would be well.




 





On the way down to Petersfield, I happened to say to Paul and Sarah, ‘You know Beetle and I aren’t related.’ They were mildly shocked, and amused. On the way back to London, its truth was evident: we were alone with each other. Separation from the children separated us.


So did the Brecht. Agreed on its demerits, we were divided by its content. I recognised in the slogans the sort of second-order humour which made the old ‘Intimate Revue’ so delicious for insiders and so baffling to provincials. References to Lenin’s letter to the Kronstadt workers were as flattering as jests about Binkie were to the queens of yesteryear. The audience was sparse, its lack of sympathy unconcealed. German ironies were lost on the English; the show had had good reviews and they expected a work of genius. Instead, the play had a disturbing, acrid flavour; its spite was always directed at some oblique enemy, not quite the audience, who were both judges (hence their laughter) and irrelevant (hence their shifty boredom). The English cannot get away from the idea of theatre as entertainment. Having seen an outrageous, if apt, display of mugging at the Globe the night before, when we took P. and S. to Blithe Spirit, we were unprepared for intellectual nuances. Beetle was immune to the snobbish involvement which made me feel that the play had to be, as they say, for me. We are intimately not related.




 





A paper sack labelled ‘Jonathan Langley’. Literally, remains. Should the story start with the wife visiting the dying man? She begins, in spite of herself, to feel a desire for his death. She explains this to the family solicitor, to his embarrassment. He is a young contemporary who has always admired J. and at times been on the verge of making a pass at her. She hates the period of nullness, protracted and yet with only one possible ending. She feel that J.’s disease is killing her too. The world recedes; she has no use for it. The husband seems to understand this; he does not press her to stay long when she visits him. When he dies, she invites the solicitor to spend the night with her. Since it is what he has always wanted, he is very shocked. He is not sure that he can continue to represent her.




 





Morry’s brother Harry told him, ‘You’re entitled to once a fortnight. You’ve got a right to once a fortnight.’ Harry was actually having an affair with his brother’s wife at the time.




 





The only state which saddled the electorate with daily responsibility was democratic Athens. The demos refused to show patience or to accept failure as being, possibly, their fault. They voted less for good policies than for good news. In Armada from Athens, Peter Green admires Athenian resilience after the Sicilian disaster. True, the people rallied, and united, against the prospect of annihilation, but their measures were limited, by necessity, to doing only everything that they could. Having no choice, they cannot be accused of having been in error. They never again had the resources for disastrous initiatives. Similarly, ‘Socialism’, however virtuous, has destroyed the confidence which the British derived from imperialism, however iniquitous.




 





We drove all day, from 7 a.m. to 8.30 p.m. to reach Lagardelle after spending the weekend in London with P. and S. How complicated everything seems till we get to France. And then there are other complications: hornets, for instance. We left the kitchen door open while we unloaded the car and prepared things for the sleeping Stee. The hornets were like huge wasps, almost two inches long. I swatted and squirted and eliminated all that had entered the house. They could have killed us, but meant us no harm.


Next day I drove into Belvès. It was the last of an unbroken chain of autumn days. Monsieur Marty was no longer the chef of the sapeurs-pompiers, who would, I hoped, take care of the hornets’ nest which Norbert had pointed out to me in the ruined house next to the grange. M. Marty took me to the new chef. He was working in blue overalls in his atelier and offered me his wrist to shake. ‘Demain soir,’ he said. I was nervous of so long a wait. M. Marty pressed his successor, offering to come along himself. ‘Vingt heures trente?’


Yellow lights flared as the first truck snorted up the hill. Heavy figures in helmets and waterproofs jumped from the ponderous jeep. Then came a heavier machine, more men, with torches. Where was the hole? In the darkness, the masses of bramble were wilder and higher than daylight made them. The ladder was unloaded. The helmets owed their gleam to the torches and the flashes of lightning which began, like an excess of effects in a drama, to explode all around us (Elia Kazan had wished such a storm onto the third act of Cat).


The ancien chef could be seen wearing a yellow straw hat hooped with black veiling. He asked for a jam jar or glass. I brought a selection. He chose one, and filled it with a reeking cocktail; bare-handed, he climbed the ladder, like blind Dandalo at the walls of Constantinople, and flung the liquid at the hole. A trail darkened the wall. Now matches. Heavy drops were falling from the constipated storm; the wind bent the darkness. The trail was awkward to ignite; match after match went out. Marty leaned towards the wicked hole, the old campaigner, and suddenly whoof!, up she went. Vertical flames clung to the wall and burned and burned; one jarful scorched the night. No sortie, no buzzing of trapped victims. We stared at the flames.


‘Plâtre? Vous avez du plâtre?’ We did; in the cave. They had a plâtrier/pompier with them. He mixed the stuff while the pumps were activated. At full velocity, the hoses drenched the scorched nest, whether to extinguish the sparks or the hornets, I could not say. Hoiked out with a stick, the nest fell in two lumps into the brambles. The plâtrier climbed and flung a wet handful; it badged the wall, but he had to stick a stone into the aperture before he could caulk it. The plâtrier offered his limed hands to the hose all the way up to his waterproof elbows.


I asked them all in for un verre: ça s’arrose! ‘Vous croyez?’ M. Marty brought in a round of nest to show us, like a slice of special cake. It was packed with hexagonal cells, each loaded with a fat, cycloptic grub, white as lard and turning with sluggish agitation in the premature light. Marty shelled a chrysalis (its cell door already cataracted for the final transformation) and out popped a packed hornet, bullet-shaped but without wings or fuselage. Another cell produced a living inmate. It floundered on its back under the penknife of the destroyer who squeezed the double sting into prominence with the callousness of a guard displaying the futile virility of a condemned man.


The relief is considerable, but – like D.H.L. with the snake – I have a pettiness to expiate. Today Norbert brought another section of the nest into the kitchen. The grubs were still alive, fat and imminent. I understood, to my shame, the hateful revulsion the guards felt from the inmates of the camps. The more helpless one’s victims become, the more implacable one’s hatred, because the more irreversible the wrong one has done them.


Annihilation becomes a mania, a frantic compulsion; all trace of the damage must be eliminated. When the strong attack the weak, there is no limit to their vindictive self-righteousness. The happiest conquerors massacre their enemies to the last man and manure their crops with the corpses. Today I gave the sapeurs-pompiers twenty-five francs for their trouble. Hush money.




 





5.11.70. After three years, another Publication Day. It began with a cold wind from the Daily Telegraph. England’s unresponsiveness is like a boycott. Tired from the drive home from Montreux, I reenter a country I can neither love nor renounce. If I amputate myself forever from the audience, I shall be doomed, like Nabokov, to spend a lifetime preening myself.




 





I had left Lagardelle on the way to see him, looking forward to my own company on the way. It proved more dull than invigorating. Vain of great thoughts, I felt only an anxious, nannying concern for myself. Solitude had small dignity. The first night, I could not bring myself to stop for dinner. Finally, I munched an apple in the last hotel before Lyon, in a place called L’Arbestre. Fog had come down, like the final chapter in a tedious thriller, too late for mystery. Relieved to find a bed (I had the feeling that the woman who showed me my room would willingly have shared it with me), I failed to remark that the hotel was alongside the main road as it approached a narrow bridge. The night was full of charging lorries, boosting themselves to take the bridge.




 





I spent the Sunday morning in the sun under a tree by the Saône. The whole landscape seemed over-exposed, fumed and brilliant. Racing fours creased the silver-plated stream. Built in the style of an inflated suburban villa, Paul Bocuse’s three-star restaurant offered a whore’s welcome. Why ever did I fall for it? Eating grandly alone in public proved a joyless ostentation.


The friture gratuite was the most delicious dish. The écrivisses were steeped in brown salt water, for which a soup spoon was provided. An habitué sat with his friend, and their newspaper, in the window ahead of me, at right angles to me. He ordered with peremptory weariness, stipulating the pain grillé which he regarded as his privilege. He stared fish-eyed at me. Towards the end of my écrivisses, I dipped my fingers – nervously? absentmindedly? – in my soup, instead of into the fingerbowl. ‘Tu as vu ce type-là, tu as vu ce qu’il vient de faire?’ I met his gaze with hatred. He withdrew his attention to the ugly beams on the sloping ceiling, quite as if they had three stars in the Michelin. ‘Je peux repartir à zero,’ he kept saying to his companion. ‘A n’importe quel moment, je peux repartir à zero.’




 





Geneva. The unruffled lake reflected a city founded on money. In preparation for an underground carpark, they have built a coffer dam on the left bank; a wide belt of concrete sheathed between lengths of corrugated steel. Even in November, the streets have an indoor air; one might be walking along a corridor in a clinic.




 





The Montreux Palace, where the Nabokovs have settled, is full of echoes, yet void of sound. I drove from Geneva along the autoroute to Lausanne, then through Vevey to narrow Montreux. The stepped vineyards were green and gold, leaves like foil in the November sunshine. Terrace above stone-grey terrace, the angles of the rows shifted like second-hands on the faces of wide, simultaneous clocks.


I had not finished re-reading Ada. I felt like some doomed examinee who has started too late on Metaphysics Lamda. I sat on a red bench facing a lake as placid as soup. Was it hereabouts that Shelley folded his arms in the stormy sight of death? German-Swiss strolled in the sun; their intimate conversation as denunciatory as a People’s Court. Behind me, the over-terraced façade of the Montreux Palace was corseted in green scaffolding.




 





Headlines in the local paper told me that the sapeurs-pompiers of Montreux had been so little troubled by the fire-proofed inhabitants that it had been necessary to fabricate a false alarm in order to test their rusting reflexes. I checked into the Montreux Palace and sat tightly on my narrow single terrace: room for one upright wooden folding chair, feet on a grating. Madame Nabokov phoned. She sounded courteous, and hungry; we agreed to meet in the ‘Green Room’ between the bar and the dining room.


The Coca-Cola machine next to the automatic lift doors was a rectilinear contrast to the rounded Art Nouveau grandeur of the public rooms. English, American and Swiss newspapers were pinched in holders. The Nabokovs were moving about in the sunlit room. Not tall, he has a slightly hunched, woollen appearance, more ageing than elderly; rather narrow, domed head covered with the decorous equivalent of a crew cut, spiky hair that might just have been washed. He wore a beige sweater and a tweed coat, a broad, not-quite-kipper tie, pale yellow and orange. The un-English, un-American accent had no precise source. He was polite, but not formidable; I felt I was visiting the sick. Véra was slim and alert, a curved nose in a much-powdered face; she might not bite, but she could well peck.


Glad to begin without John Van Eyssen, Columbia’s legate, I hoped for some literary chat before the movie business began. The Nabokovs had lived in Montreux for ten years, ever since the Lolita affair made America uncomfortable. Véra seemed less hostess than agent: she ticked off his triumphs and proclaimed his fame with an insistence which almost put them in doubt. He said that he was reviewing a new book on European butterflies for The Times Educational Supplement. He was halfway through when The Sunday Times asked him to do the same book; he was already committed and had to refuse. I remarked that it was as well, since he would be able to spread himself in the TES.


‘He could write as much as he liked for any newspaper and they would print every word,’ Véra said.


I tried to address myself as much to her as to him; a wise man flatters the consort no less than the king. Her attention, however, was all for him and for the reputation of which she was the curator. She was expert in the chronology of his campaigns: he demolished Freud, in 1937, and Edmund Wilson more recently.


They assured me that the Tsarist regime was less oppressive than the Soviet. In statistical terms, they may be right, but the uncounted crimes committed by the old regime against the defenceless or the powerless are ignored by the slap of whitewash. There is about N. a sort of refined coarseness; he could be a lot nastier, and cheaper, than he has chosen to appear. Kingsley Amis is now of his party. As if to emphasise the distance K.A. had travelled to join their company, Véra says that he was once ‘very far to the Left, very far’. She lends an extremist air to mild Fabianism.


V.N. does not go so far as to endorse Kingsley’s novels. He thinks them third-rate, but he makes his judgement indulgently. A friend confessed to him that he had passed on his views to Kingsley. ‘You didn’t!’ V.N. said.


‘Well,’ said the friend, ‘I softened it a little: I said you thought him second-rate.’


He admires Updike with a politely reciprocal smile: U. admires him.




 





The exile is an expert in protocol; he conducts an elaborately formal palace life in the hermetic private apartment of his head. V.N. is, he says, a liberal, as his father was half a century ago (I mentioned how well Trotsky spoke of Nabokov senior in his History of the Russian Revolution, but V.N. was not markedly gratified). Edmund Wilson had denied that liberals existed in Russia. Nabokov suggests, rightly I daresay, that E.W. knew little about Russia except what ideology supplied. Recently – last Christmas? – he received an envelope with a black butterfly in it (‘It flopped out,’ he said, making it sound vaguely jellified) and a note from E.W. re the Eugene Onegin controversy, saying that he had ‘never enjoyed any literary dispute so much’. I guessed that V.N., whose victory was apparently complete, had found little pleasure in it. Was the famous clash of erudition actually a political conflict? E.W. launched himself with astonishing self-confidence on a Pushkin scholar disputing in his own native language. The fact that Mary McCarthy wrote an effusive eulogy of Pale Fire is unlikely to have kept E.W. an unqualified fan. The closer one gets to the famous, the pettier their motives seem.




 





At lunch, Nabokov asked, coyly challenging, could I identify the origin of the little poem, in Ada, about Peter and the Princess? I imagined a literary tease; in fact it was social: ‘Margaret and Townsend’ was the naughty-boyish answer. Homage and voyeurism, the oldest of courtiers.


Later, V.N. said suddenly,


‘You like anagrams, don’t you?’


‘Not really,’ I said.


He passed across the name of what looked like a forgotten Russian writer, ending in -ski, and asked me which English novelist it anagrammatised. I looked at it for half a second and replied, ‘Oh, it’s Kingsley Amis.’


Nabokov said, ‘You’re good at these things.’


‘No,’ I said. ‘Just well-prepared. I saw it in the Tri-Quarterly.’




 





After lunch, V.N. said that he was going upstairs to have a rest and take another look at my review of Ada. He came down in amiable mood and we talked about ways of filming Ada. My only practical suggestion was that we begin with a shot of the White House with the Union Jack still flying over it, busbied sentries boxed at the gate: in the alternative world of V.N.’s fiction, the Revolution could be taken to have failed and the British would still rule America. As other problems were raised, I fell into the habit of saying that they could be dealt with quite easily. V.N. said, ‘This man is like a good doctor. Whatever you say is worrying you, he says he can take care of.’




 





Nabokov had recently had as a visitor a now old woman who had known him in Berlin in the 1930s. She recalled that they had once discussed where they would like to live. V.N. had said, ‘In a really good hotel.’ He had no notion of ever having wanted such a thing.


In spite of his own ravenous memory, he seemed impressed by my recollection of an article he had written. John Fowles was equally amazed when I remembered that he collected New Hall china. If you want to impress people with the distinction of your mind, you need only treasure some small detail of their personal emotional wardrobe, take it out and brush it.




 





John Van Eyssen. His six-year-old played with V.N. when John was there to make the deal on Ada; V.N. was his elephant. He dresses very snappily: double-buttoned cuffs, striped shirts with long points, generously looped floral ties. He buys clothes ‘everywhere except in London’; he has a feud with Douggie Hayward.


He spent a lot of time in Montreux in his youth. You could fiddle currency to such good effect that he had free holidays every year. He used to take cash down to Nice and change it. On one occasion, in the train, when he had a back pocket stuffed with notes, he was hauled out to be searched. He managed to extract the cash and slide it between the cushions in the compartment. He said to an English girl – ‘with whom I’d got very friendly’ – ‘Sit on the crack’. He recovered the cash later. He was searched in the next cubicle to Sonya Henjie, who was caught with $5,000 on her. You could hear her screams for miles.







I left Nabokov a copy of my new novel, Like Men Betrayed, and we parted with expressions of mutual esteem. Despite the enthusiasm of our huddles, Columbia declined to commission a script from me or, I believe, from anyone else. Nabokov kept the money for the rights, of course, but no film was ever made. Nor did he write to me about my book.


A few years later, we passed through Montreux. I considered calling on V.N., but feared that he would not even remember who I was.


Some years after that, I was on the tennis court at our house in France when I was called to the telephone. It was The Canadian Broadcasting Company from Ottawa: did I know that Vladimir Nabokov had died earlier that day? I said that I did not, and was grateful for the sad news, but why had they bothered to call from Canada to deliver it? ‘His family say that he had a particularly close rapport with you. We wondered if you would say something to us about him.’


I said, ‘I met him once. He was, I suppose, the greatest writer of his time not to receive the Nobel Prize. Will that do?’


‘Thank you, sir.’


I thought to myself: damn.





John van E. spoke with casual emphasis about his great-uncle: Jan-Christian Smuts. His vanity is based on happy alliances. On the Monday night, he took me into Lausanne for dinner. Since we had not booked, the chauffeur was sent in to blow our trumpet. Caviare, pheasant, fruit salad: thirty quid, including a bottle of Haut Brion 1960. John fears that the successful doubt his credentials. Carl Foreman told him that he didn’t owe anybody anything. He ticks off the names of the famous like a cabbie telling you of the celebrities he has driven. He is touched by the trust which old Columbians place in him, ‘men who’ve been with the company thirty and forty years’, and have seen their stock dwindle from $30 to $9.


When their son David was born, John’s wife was told that she should have no more children. They have peopled the boy’s world with imaginary, unthreatening siblings, including a family of esquimaux. J. bought a huge postcard of reindeer which he flourished at lunch on Tuesday, telling N. and Véra that he had to concoct a story for David and again explaining the genesis of the fantasy family. He twice forgot the card in the next twenty minutes. Only my reminder saved the boy from a reindeer-free day.


Promised that Columbia had bought the rights to Ada outright, I was not aware that the visit was anything but a courtesy. Now I realise that I was there to win V.N.’s agreement to a free extension of the option.




 





Like Men Betrayed. The Times accuses me of being without humour. It is at least a new accusation, not that I agree: the characters of the minister’s wife and some of the rank and file are funny enough, if you know anything about Greece, or human nature.




Two years later, I published April, June and November, also set in Greece. The critics said it was too funny. The TLS’s anonymous reviewer couldn’t even begin, he or she said, to believe in the characters; so much time had obviously been spent in the elaboration of their jokes. I typed most of them out as quickly as I could write them down. (Note of 8.12.72)





20.11.70. Lunch with Clive Donner; he ate oysters; I had consommé; we both had poached sea bass. He has taken the Advanced Driving Test. ‘It’s the other fool you have to be afraid of.’ Like the movies.


After a guilty session at the Hamilton, I went back to see Beetle in the nursing home where she had had her varicose veins done. She felt lousy; she cried; it was wretched. Soon after 9.15, a nurse came in to say that there had been a phone call, an important one, but the lady had rung off, very agitated. I couldn’t believe it was the children; it was too late. I went back to Seymour Walk and called The Wick, then Beetle’s sister; Putney then. Yes, there had been an accident. Gertie Guest was with my grandmother. My father had been seriously injured. Did she know the name of the hospital? Chertsey.


It was a fine, dark night. I was trembling, but excited by the purpose with which I drove; purposeful, but not pleased: in a thriller. I got lost and found myself on the towpath, amid the fatuous lights of pubs. Cars along the verge, couples lost in each other. A man in a filling station directed me: left at the statue of a soldier. I found it, drove along another dark road. The hospital seemed like a town; I charged into two cul-de-sacs before reaching the Accident Unit.


A dance was going on in the hall across from the Intensive Care Unit. Medical staff in dinner jackets were visible through the glass walls. There is a ribbed ramp across the kerb of the Accident Unit, sliding doors; ambulances can back straight in. The doors roar as they are opened.


My mother was in a waiting room next to the Sister’s office; a modern box with a strip-light, tweed sofa, coffee table, desk, chairs. A big paper sack contained my father’s things. He too had been in a dinner jacket.


Irene was lying on the couch, covered with white cotton blankets. She was bruised on the forehead, cut and stitched over a blackened left eye. They had crashed at an intersection. Brigadier Long, the driver of the VW they were in, was dead. My father had been flung through the windscreen; he was terribly injured. It had taken so long for the ambulance to come; and all the time he lay moaning in the road. There was much blood. The accident had happened not three hours earlier, but it seemed that an ancient tale was being told. My mother did not cry; she refused to lie down again until I insisted.


We went into the ward. He lay almost naked on the table; great chest, thin legs, belly and genitals exposed; they must have been inserting the catheter he so dreaded. His nose, clotted with blood, rose in a sharp curve from his sunken, unpillowed head. There was ‘extensive brain damage’ and ‘serious chest injuries’. His prospects, said Dr Little, were ‘very poor’. We lay there all night, my mother on the couch, myself on the back-rest which I detached and put on the floor. The dated modern furniture of the little room, with its louvred window on a manual bracket and its inquisitorial lighting, offered a mixture of the institutional and the solicitous. What did it matter? One would have accepted anything, as we did the footsteps in the passage which might at any minute bring us the news of my father’s death. I faced it simply as a fact, without secret hope or dramatic dread. It seemed that he would die.


After a while, Little came and gave us the news. He was young and carried half a cigarette in a nervous V of fingers. His brown eyes were slightly bulbous, the long straight nose was at strictly an artisan’s angle; the curate’s understudy. It seemed a courtesy to treat him as a full-blown medical authority. I felt beyond motive when I asked him, knowingly, not to perform any miracles of rescue – this in the corridor beyond my mother’s hearing – and not to bring my father back to clever suffering. I hardly thought in terms of recovery. I touched the young doctor’s arm; he did not flinch, but he was not warmed. They had certain procedures, I realise, and neither intelligent anxiety nor special pleading would interrupt their course.


I have never known my mother so straight. She seemed sprung from the coccoon of suburban falseness. She admitted, without shame or fear of callous accusation, that as she got out of the smashed car she heard her earring fall. It was all she could do not to scrabble for it in the dark interior; even now she was concerned about it. The unquestionable primacy of her love – what else can you call it? – for my father permitted these petty confessions. We assumed he was dying. She regretted the end of their ‘happiness’ when so many unhappy couples survived. Again and again we yielded to banal lamentations about seat belts and unwanted invitations. Had Lucy Long had a blackout possibly? Why else should a disciplined man have crossed a white line on a road he had driven a hundred times before?
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