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Semi-attached





Peter Ash and Norah Palmer sat together at a table at Quadri’s in the Piazza San Marco, drinking black coffee with ice-cream in it. Peter Ash wore a shirt of pale blue, open at the neck, and fawn-coloured terylene trousers held up by a belt which was fastened almost uncomfortably tightly to hold in check the plumpness against which he tried so frequently, and so ineffectively to diet. Norah Palmer wore saxe-blue shorts, cut like a skirt, and an olive-green blouse of poplin. Her nose was just beginning to peel, and the strong sun had brought more freckles to her face than were usual for her in London. Sun glasses lay on the table in front of Peter Ash and Norah Palmer. Peter Ash had blond hair of the kind which is always called “fine” because it will fall out in middle life. There was a beach-bag by his side; it contained swimming costumes, two towels, and two damp and sandy paperbacks. The time was half-past six of an evening in July. Peter Ash and Norah Palmer were on holiday together; they had taken their holidays together for nine years. They were (if you insist on the word) tourists, but of a superior sort. They had spent the afternoon, as they had spent every afternoon of their holiday so far, swimming and taking the sun at the Lido, and, because they were sensible as well as sensitive people, they had chosen neither the free beach, which was always crowded, nor any of the beaches of the big hotels, which were expensive, but a modest beach with cabins at modest prices, down by the hospital.


Peter Ash and Norah Palmer had spent the afternoon at the Lido. They did not spend their mornings there. They were not mad for the sun. It is easy to overdo the sun. Besides, how foolish to be in Venice, and see nothing! Almost as foolish as to be in Venice, and do nothing else but see the sights, in and wearily out of a thousand interesting little churches, through the interminable galleries of Galleries, finishing the Basilica only to start the Doges’ Palace. Oh, they had noticed, had Peter Ash and Norah Palmer, the parties of inferior and unsophisticated tourists, German and American and (not to be chauvinistic) often English, with hot feet and aching eyes, dragging through the cultural round—the Frari, the Scuola san Rocco, the Accademia, the Ca d’Oro—checking each off against the guide book until at last they could say they had done the lot, and it was time to go on to Florence and start all over again. None of that for Peter Ash and Norah Palmer! They had not come to Venice for that. In the mornings they would rise at a sensible time, and take breakfast in the garden of the Locanda, where each table was shaded by an umbrella, and cages of yellow birds were set against a wall. They would breakfast together in the shade on milky coffee with rolls and jam, and they would offer, as conversational counters to the maid who served them, the simple phrases of Italian learned during the winter at evening classes. Over breakfast they would decide which sight to see that morning, and after breakfast, off they would go to see it, allowing the sight a sensible time to be seen, allowing (as one might expect) the larger sights a longer time, but never too long because, as Peter Ash would tell you, after a while the eye tires so that all pictures, all pieces of architecture or statuary, begin to seem the same, and that’s the time to stop. After all, he would say, there’s nothing to prevent one’s going back and looking again, and Norah Palmer would agree, although somehow they never did go back and look again.


So Peter Ash and Norah Palmer would spend the morning in Venice itself, seeing some sight or other, and they would take coffee or a glass of something at Florian’s, which is on the shady side of the Piazza San Marco in the mornings. There Peter Ash might glance at The Guardian—one of the many conveniences of Venice is that English newspapers (and German, and French, and American) are on sale in the Piazza from eleven in the morning. And then perhaps they might see another smaller sight, as it might be the Carpaccios at the tiny Scuola di San Giorgio degli Schiavoni, or they would stroll the streets of the shopping area, where Norah Palmer would examine the goods in the windows while Peter Ash stood indulgently by, and they would discuss what they might buy to take back at the end of the holiday to their flat in Beaufort Street—since the sensible course would be to wait until then to buy it, when they would know how much money they had left.


In some such easy mingling of culture and shopping, the morning would pass until it was time for Peter Ash and Norah Palmer to happen across a little Rosticciera for the lightest of light lunches before taking the boat to the Lido. And after the Lido, sleepy from the sun and sticky with dried salt, they would stop off at Quadri’s, which is on the shady site of the Piazza San Marco in the afternoons, to spin out an ice, and listen to the bands (two on their own side of the square, and one opposite at an almost deserted Florian’s), which took it in turn to play, so that the music was like stereophonic sound at an epic film, continually changing its direction and distance. James Morris, in his excellent book on Venice, which both Peter Ash and Norah Palmer had read, suggests that the drummer at Quadri’s sometimes indulges “in something precariously approaching jazz”. Perhaps he does, but not at six thirty of an evening in July. This evening the musicians of Quadri’s were playing “I’m Getting Married in the Morning”. They transformed it. They took it, and squeezed it, and made it Italian. The rumpty-tumpty tune was stretched and sugared until it would carry the easy agony of a heart which is broken once a day and twice on Sundays (when God may be expected to join in). “I’m Getting Married in the Morning”, the strings lamented, “Ding! Dong! the Bells Begin to Chime”. The violinist’s face twitched in renunciation, and the prolonged throbbing call of the tenor sax summoned the strollers in the Piazza to this sad communion, but the strollers, who were used to it, merely continued to pass and re-pass before Peter Ash and Norah Palmer, and to feed the pigeons.


The bands played, and the people passed, the mechanical Moors on the clock tower beat at the bell that marked the half hour, and Peter Ash and Norah Palmer sat in chairs of plastic plaited to look like wicker, and drank black coffee with ice-cream in it, and watched the people and the pigeons and an old woman who sold maize for the pigeons, and who stood, with her head bent in the hot sun, in an attitude of patient crucifixion. Most of the people were in the shade; most of the pigeons were in the sun, and they had dispersed themselves intelligently between groups of those who fed them, so that there should be maize for all. From time to time, Peter Ash and Norah Palmer noticed, something would startle a group of pigeons (or perhaps they were simply bored), and then they would rise together in a great grey whirr of wings, and circle the square before settling somewhere else. Pigeons are not bats. They have no radar, and, since both pigeons and people were so thick in the Piazza, sometimes a pigeon would collide with a person. And this may explain why, although plump and well-fed in the tourist season, the pigeons of Saint Mark look much more ratty and battered than those of Trafalgar Square. Said Norah Palmer to Peter Ash. Who did not reply.


For Peter Ash and Norah Palmer were quarrelling; they were snapping and sniping at each other in a desultory way. It was not important. It had begun as the merest conversation. Perhaps Norah Palmer had lain in the sun a little too long. She had the ghost of a headache. It would disappear while they changed for dinner into clothes a little less casual, a little longer of sleeve. It would have gone altogether by the time they had decided where they would eat that evening. Meanwhile it was there—a ghost between her eyes—to fret her. And besides, her nose was peeling.


It was nothing at all; they were quarrelling about nothing, were Peter Ash and Norah Palmer. It had begun as chat, and had gone on to intelligent disagreement, and perhaps that ghost of a headache in Norah Palmer had fretted away the tolerance that allows argument to continue amiable, or perhaps Peter Ash had too meticulously reckoned that it was Norah Palmer’s turn to pay for the ices since he himself had paid both for their cabins at the Lido and for the tickets back, and somehow disagreement had curdled into acidity. But it was nothing. Silence would cure it. Time would cure it. One cannot live together for nine years without going through a great many quarrels, most of them more serious than this one. Their quarrel was aimless. It stopped and started; it reached out a finger to tap at this, to probe at that. Disagreement became acidity; acidity became criticism; criticism became mockery. “The trouble is; you don’t respect me,” said Peter Ash to Norah Palmer.


“No. Of course I don’t respect you. Why should I? I know you far too well, my dear.”


“I don’t mean as a person. As an artist.”


“An artist? Really! The conceit!”


“As an interpretative artist.”


“I don’t respect you in anything you do.”


And that was it. They did not speak again. The argument was over. They sat in silence until, after some while, Peter Ash summoned the waiter, and, glancing coldly at Norah Palmer, paid the bill. They walked, keeping a distance between them, to the vaporetto stage. Peter Ash bought the tickets. On board the vaporetto, they stood on opposite sides of the deck. They left the boat at the Rialto, and walked through the streets back to the Locanda where they lodged. Since the streets were narrow and crowded, they were forced to walk together.


Peter Ash saw quite clearly that they were in a ludicrous situation. He did not demand respect for himself. It would be foolish to expect respect, in that sense, to last through nine years of intimacy. For his part, he did not, in that sense, respect Norah Palmer. One accepted people. One learned to accept them without respect. That was what living together meant. Affection, he had always believed, was more important than respect. But for his talent (such as it was), for his vocation (it was not too strong a word) as an interpretative artist—for that he was entitled to respect. Without it, the whole thing was impossible. If Norah Palmer did not respect him as an artist, it would be better to break up.


They would make up this quarrel, Peter Ash decided, as they had made up all the others, by not referring to it. They would go through the rest of their holiday together, and he would make a special effort to be considerate and conciliatory. He wanted to be sure that Norah Palmer enjoyed this holiday, since he was decided that it was to be their last together. He would say nothing. They would go every afternoon to the Lido. Every morning they would see a different sight. They would choose a different place to eat every evening, and they would sample at every dinner a different Venetian speciality. Every night they would take their coffee in the Piazza, and a drink at Harry’s Bar. All would go on equably. It would not be fair to Norah Palmer if it did not. But, when they returned to London, they would break up. The whole thing was impossible, and could not go on.


*


Peter Ash and Norah Palmer had lived together for nine years. They lived in sin. Well … sin … that was not quite the word you could apply to Peter Ash and Norah Palmer. Where there is no guilt, there can hardly be sin. Peter Ash and Norah Palmer felt no guilt in not being married. It was a matter of convenience for them both, a matter of being sensible about tax. Put together, as the incomes of married people are put together by Her Majesty’s Commissioners of Inland Revenue, a great deal of surtax would have to be paid on the incomes of Peter Ash and (as it would then be) Norah Ash. As things were, Peter Ash paid a little surtax, and Norah Palmer paid none.


It was not that Peter Ash and Norah Palmer had any intrinsic objection to the married state. There was nothing religious in it. Peter Ash and Norah Palmer were not religious people; they were agnostics, not atheists, and regarded such matters as irrelevant to the problems of man in society. If they had decided to start a family, Peter Ash and Norah Palmer would have married in a registry office without fuss. It is socially uncomfortable for children, after a certain age, if their parents are unmarried; one would have had to think of that. Besides, each child represents an allowance off tax. Meanwhile, since both Peter Ash and Norah Palmer worked, since both enjoyed the work they did, since neither felt any need for children, since neither felt even that he would be “good” with children, they continued as they were. Worldly persons, mocking the Tax Laws, would often mention that they knew a couple who lived together out of wedlock to save tax. This couple was always Peter Ash and Norah Palmer.


Peter Ash and Norah Palmer enjoyed their work because both had jobs of a cultural nature, such as intelligent persons might be expected to enjoy, and take some pride in doing. These jobs were not only cultural with a big C—Cultural—they were also cultural with a small c; that is, they had a social value. The greatest social problem of an urban industrial civilization in the mid-twentieth century, as Norah Palmer would tell you, is the problem of leisure. Most people in such a civilization do not have jobs of a Cultural or a cultural nature, which they can enjoy; the jobs of most people are boring and monotonous. If the intelligence, if the aesthetic responses of people are not used, they may become useless, and the jobs of most people do not engage intelligence or demand such responses. Worse!—with increasing automation, many people’s jobs do not even take up very much time. Boredom can corrupt the spirit as well as the intelligence. Peter Ash and Norah Palmer shuddered when they thought of the consequences to urban industrial civilization if the problem of leisure were overlooked. They felt that, while those who created Art were perhaps more to be admired, those who applied Art to the problem of leisure might be more respected. Well, the two functions were not really separable, of course. But that is what they felt.


Norah Palmer worked in the script department of a commercial television company, and had read English at Cambridge. She could give a sensible opinion on most matters concerning the arts, but she did not claim specialist knowledge outside her own field of literature—and English literature at that; Norah Palmer read French, as she read music, without too much difficulty, but not by choice. She tried to be (and so did Peter Ash) what is called an intelligent layman; only a specialist might be able to give the answers, but at least she could ask the questions. Both Norah Palmer and Peter Ash “kept up” with the arts. They knew what was going on. Indeed, they needed professionally to do so. If Norah Palmer and her colleagues had not kept a sharp eye on literature and the theatre, television drama would have sunk to a pretty low ebb, you may be sure, lacking fertilization by those sister arts. And as for Peter Ash, why it might be said that his responsibility was even heavier. The composition of the television audience is catholic, intelligencewise and culturewise. Advertising copywriters, dentists—some of the most forward-looking and perceptive minds of the community are among its members, and it may reasonably be argued that those who watch television plays are drawn from the most serious section of what researchers call the “total intelligence-spread”. But Peter Ash presented the arts, not modestly and intimately in the home where any tolerant person might give them temporary room, but publicly in the bustle, the to-ing and fro-ing of the circuit cinemas, to whose continuous performances the adolescent, the old and the lonely are most assiduous in attendance. But for Peter Ash, those people might never have known that the arts existed at all.


Great and noble actions (we are often told so, and we must believe it) are never the expression of the individual human will, but may more truly be regarded as the result of economic pressures. It was so with Peter Ash, ex-repertory actor, ex-announcer, ex-disc jockey, and now a public personage, the resident host of The Living Arts, a cultural featurette, which appeared in monthly editions, each of which ran for a week at your local cinema. He had come up from Worthing, Colchester and Hornchurch, up from the News and Request Programmes for Gramophone Records to the lower slopes of Parnassus, but his setting foot there was accidental; almost anyone else would have done.


The existence of The Living Arts was a consequence of the decline of what is called “the second feature” in the cinema. The sophisticated audiences of the cinemas in the West End of London do not expect to see more than the film they have paid to see, but on the circuits one does not go to the cinema only to see a particular film. One goes also to pass the time, and the audiences of the localities have grown to expect a second film, not greatly caring how bad it should be, just as long as there should be something. Meanwhile the cost of making films has been rising, and the number of people prepared to pay to see them has been diminishing. Since second features have to recover most of their costs in Britain (for who abroad would want to buy them from us?), the two lines on the graph—box-office returns going down and cost of production going up—crossed after a while, and second features became uneconomic to produce. Yet there had to be something to fill up the time. And so, in place of the double-bill, cinema managers began to book quadruple-bills: the main film would be accompanied by three (or sometimes four) “featurettes”—travelogues, actuality magazines and the like, which already had an existence as the staple fare of News Cinemas and as travelling companions to those quasi-religious films in CinemaScope which were too long to require a second feature anyway.


The Living Arts was the creation of Mr. Perfect Budge of Perfect Budge Productions, the makers of The Thing and I, Vampire at Sea, Carry on Werewolf, The Fangs of a Teenage Girl and a great many other successful horror films. He had been seized in middle-age with the desire to upgrade his image. Mr. Budge was a shrewd operator. He knew that audiences who hadn’t cared how bad a second feature might be, wouldn’t care how cultural a featurette might be, provided that time passed in watching it. A cultural featurette would be no more expensive to make than any other sort, and might be cheaper, since almost everybody concerned could be paid less because of the artistic value of what he was doing. And it could probably be sold to the art houses of the United States. Mr. Budge would get from a featurette like The Living Arts the double moral profit of bringing art to ordinary people (philanthropy) and dollars to his country (patriotism), and there was no reason why he shouldn’t turn over a pound or so for himself as well.


At first Mr. Budge had hired an eminent literary personage to edit The Living Arts, and had fired him three months later, for the eminent literary personage was always away at International Conferences, and in any case the cinema audiences had never heard of him, so why spend the money? Then (here the economic process takes in Peter Ash), viewing the rough-cut of the first edition, which was about “the Strangely Modern World of Leonardo da Vinci”, for which Peter Ash had been hired only as what is called a “voice over”, Mr. Budge had said, “Why don’t we see this character? Christ! This is a personality business. Nobody’s going to look at a lot of pictures unless they like the geezer who’s showing them.” Having recorded his voice already, and not wishing to waste the money, they had tried Peter Ash out as host, and all had grown from that. Now he was a public personage with public responsibilities, and had fan-mail to prove it. There was a widow in Kettering who wrote once a week, and had promised to remember him in her will.


So you can see that Peter Ash and Norah Palmer took their morning sight-seeing as seriously as their afternoon sunbathing. They were not stuffy about it; they were, after all, on holiday. They did not, as has been indicated, devour the artistic experience of Venice as unsophisticated tourists did. They exposed themselves to it. And, though they were discriminating, and did not try to see everything, they were also catholic. They exposed themselves to the Venetian masters, and they also exposed themselves to Miss Guggenheim’s collection of modern paintings, so as to keep a perspective. They would have exposed themselves to the Biennale as well if it had been the year for the Biennale. Peter Ash thought that next year The Living Arts might do something about the Biennale, juxtaposing modern paintings and those of the old masters ingeniously in a timeless Venetian setting of crumbling stone and canals. And Norah Palmer agreed that it might be amusing to do so.


For her part, Norah Palmer stated (and she did not intend it as an attack on the Venetian masters), she found that she was developing a crick in the neck. Given the height of the walls of most museums and churches, given the old masters ‘boring habit of painting murals on the ceiling, she did not see how it could be avoided, but it was an inconvenience, and dulled appreciation. Now that their holiday had worn on and was almost over (with Peter Ash keeping his decision secret and close to himself), now that Norah Palmer had seen enough to be able to judge, she did not hesitate to say that the Venetian masterpieces were badly lit. Some were hardly lit at all, and hung in gloom, while others only caught the light to reflect it in dazzle. One had to be practical; these things made a difference. Obscurity was made more obscure by the Venetians’ failure to clean their pictures; they should all be restored; it was reactionary not to. Norah Palmer had seen what a difference cleaning had made to pictures in the National Gallery. The colours came right up. One saw how—how essentially cheerful the old masters had been, how richly they had enjoyed the use of colour. Even the old masters had been young once, Norah Palmer said.


Norah Palmer responded easily and certainly to pictures. Response was more difficult for Peter Ash; it worried him. In spite of his great responsibility as the host of The Living Arts (perhaps because of it), he was timid in aesthetic judgment. Perhaps if he had been to a university, it might have been easier for him; he had always been a great reader, but that was not the same. He listened to Norah Palmer, and envied the easy superficiality of her judgments. She took these things for granted, he thought, because she had been to Cambridge, and just—just connecting with pictures was not a problem for her; she accepted them like breathing. He did not talk to her of his difficulty in connecting. Even after nine years—more than ever after nine years—he could not do that. More and more as time sets a relationship into habit, there are secret places, little areas of personal privacy, that one guards against discovery. If in the ordinary course of their life together, Norah Palmer were to blunder into one of these places (and it had sometimes happened), Peter Ash would feel relieved. Opened up, the place might not seem secret and shameful at all. Until that happened, he kept silent. He was afraid of mockery. His trouble was, you see, that he felt nothing.


At the Scuola san Rocca, he sat before Tintoretto’s “Crucifixion”, and he felt nothing. “Before it,” he had read in James Morris’s Venice, “to this day you may still see strong men reduced to tears.” Peter Ash sat there in front of it, blinked, cleared his throat, but could feel neither tears nor even a lump. He glanced quickly around him, uneasy in case he should be caught looking anywhere but at the picture. There were no strong men in sight. He looked back at the “Crucifixion”. Monsieur Gabriel Faure, whose bountifully illustrated guide-book Peter Ash and Norah Palmer had brought with them (they consulted it before picking their sight for the morning), says, “Never before have so many figures been so vigorously presented against a background so stark and livid that it appears to have become part of the sublime horror enacted in that sacred tragedy.” Well, they had brought Monsieur Faure’s book for its pictures, not its style; Mr. Morris was for style. Still … sublime … vigorously presented…. There were a great many figures, certainly. The picture seemed to Peter Ash overcrowded and messy, if one were to go in for judgments. And dark. Norah was right. It was dark.


Perhaps he was looking at the “Crucifixion” in a wrong way. Pictures, he remembered, were not intended to tell a story; they were exercises in composition. He should be trying to work out the relation of the masses. Balance. And yet … should one consider religious painting in terms of the relation of the masses? Mr. Faure didn’t. Mr. Morris didn’t. That was not the point of religious painting—the relation of the masses. The point of religious painting was to communicate religious feeling. If Peter Ash did not feel it, the fault was in him, and not in Tintoretto. Peter Ash had a responsibility to the cinema audience to be moved by Tintoretto’s “Crucifixion”. How hard the seat was!


Perhaps (Peter Ash grew a little more cheerful at the thought), since he himself was not religious, he was not equipped to respond to a masterpiece of religious art. But the thought died at once. To respond to art, Peter Ash had been told, is voluntarily to enter the artist’s world; Peter Ash must be religious for the length of time he sat in front of the picture; it was a duty which, as a conscientious humanist, he owed to Tintoretto. Besides, Son of God or not, there was human suffering involved in a crucifixion, and Peter Ash ought to be able to respond to that; long ago at Worthing he had once wept continually almost all the way through a Joan Crawford movie, when strong men all about him had sat dry-eyed. Suffering! he thought, Crucifixion! He concentrated his mind on the idea, but it was no good. Behind the suffering, behind the sorrowing, a social question had begun to irk him. How long ought he to sit there? If he could not feel the right thing, then at least he could do the right thing. How long was it right to sit before what was agreed to be one of the world’s greatest masterpieces of religious art? To the humanist, art can be a sort of religion, Norah Palmer had once told him (echoing Matthew Arnold, though Peter Ash did not know it), because what distinguishes man from the rest of the animal kingdom is his capacity to make and to respond to art, which is part of his more general capacity to frame ideas. In that case, to sit before the Tintoretto was like the period of silent prayer at the end of an Anglican church service, which one has attended to oblige one’s family. One had to sit there quietly, leaning forward, hand over eyes, until other people began to shuffle and go. Nothing happened inside, but one could at least be reverent. The ass in Tintoretto’s “Crucifixion” is said to be eating a branch of palm, ironically left over from Christ’s triumphal entry into Jerusalem. Peter Ash could not see this detail from where he sat—the picture was too dark—but perhaps time would pass more quickly if he were to occupy himself in looking for it. Reverently. “Surely, my dear,” said Norah Palmer at his shoulder, “you’re not going to sit here all day?” She had spoken rather more loudly than was decent, and her shoes clacked on the stone floor.


Peter Ash said, “No. Just coming.” What had been intended to be a low voice was caught up with a frog in his throat, and emerged as a croak. He followed Norah Palmer, click-clack through the gallery, click-clack down the wide stone staircase, and out into the sunlight. They had seen their sight for the day.


*


Peter Ash kept his decision close, and said nothing. There was no temptation to do so. They did not quarrel again during that holiday.


But would he do what he had resolved? Each of them had thought about such a thing before. In nine years, no matter at how low a pitch an affair may be conducted, such thoughts are bound to occur. Peter Ash and Norah Palmer had undergone periods of not speaking to each other. Norah Palmer had spent nights sleeping apart from Peter Ash. There had been a terrible two months during the third year when, although they were sleeping together (and did so still, except when holiday hotels pushed them into separate rooms), Peter Ash had ceased altogether to wish to “have sex” with Norah Palmer, and there had been tears, and resentful silences, and certainly then they had both felt guilt, a guilt neither acknowledged nor understood, until at last they had talked it all out in a sensible way, and had come to the conclusion that sex—though one must never underestimate its importance, particularly at the start of a relationship—had become irrelevant to the something deeper that was shared by Peter Ash and Norah Palmer.


I write “have sex”, clumsy as the phrase is, and not the more usual euphemism, “make love”, because they did continue to make love, in their own way, and valued that way. They had their own habitual tendernesses. A kind of ritual had developed in the way that Norah Palmer came to call Peter Ash when dinner was ready, leading him by the hand to the table in the kitchen where they ate, and in the way that Peter Ash would ease Norah Palmer into wakefulness every morning when he brought her tea in bed, by kissing first her eyelids and then her nose. There were many loving ways they shared—ways with slippers, and ways with cake, and ways of listening to music. They used the word “darling” to each other without self-consciousness when at home. They shared jokes and had a store of private words and references kept for domestic use. They would reach over, and touch each other in bed. On cold nights, Peter Ash would often wake to find his arm round Norah Palmer, and Norah Palmer would comfort and soothe Peter Ash when, as sometimes happened, he dreamed of snakes. All these and many other intimacies formed by habit, might reasonably be thought to be part of “making love”. If you had impertinently asked Peter Ash and Norah Palmer whether they were still in love after all this time, they would have explained that they loved each other, and that this, and not being “in love”, was what mattered most in making a home.


Why then should this quarrel be more serious than any of their others. Desire had cooled, and jelled into affection. Illusion had become acceptance. Why should they not go on for ever? Oh, Peter Ash had made a decision, but decisions are made to be unmade. Why should he keep it this time?


There are two answers. One lies in the fact that, just as matter is indestructible, so is experience. Nothing that happens is forgotten. The human mind is like an indifferent secretary, who files by some obscure process of association. One letter from Messrs. Warrington’s about haulage is filed under “Warrington”, a second under “Haulage”, a third in one of a series of bulging and untidy envelopes, all marked “Misc”. By the time a sixth arrives, a new system has divided “Haulage” into “Contractors” and “Transport, Road”. No letter can ever be found when it is needed, but no letter is lost. The letters are there, somewhere in the filing system, waiting for discovery. Long after all negotiations with Messrs. Warrington’s are over, a cache of Warringtons’ letters marked “Special Projects” will turn up at the back of a neglected cabinet. So between Peter Ash and Norah Palmer all the frets, the slights, the disappointments, the resentments, the moments of envy that the sensible person puts away at the back of his mind, talks over, and forgets, were nevertheless there, in the system, scattered over a number of dead files, but accumulating from year to year.


The second reason why Peter Ash held secretly to his decision is more dramatic. His point of view had been changed. He had been shocked sideways. What he now saw of their life together had not changed in itself, but his position had changed, so all was changed. In just the same way, the cloud that was backed like a camel might indeed have been backed like a weasel, a moment later and Polonius been neither fool nor flatterer, if he and Hamlet had been on the move when they observed it. What Peter Ash had seen before as a refuge, he now saw as a prison. Of course, if Norah Palmer had taken back her words, if she had told Peter Ash that she did respect his talent, that she had never doubted it, that she had deliberately told a lie out of pique to wound him, why then Peter Ash would have returned to his former position and seen things as he had done before, revoking his decision almost as soon as he had made it, just as, if Saul had experienced a second fit on the road to Tarsus, women might now be able to go bare-headed into church. But Norah Palmer, pleasant and loving as she often was, intelligent as she almost always was, had faults, and one of them was that she could not bear to be wrong. She never took back her words. She preferred to behave as if they had not happened. For a moment, in irritation, she had told Peter Ash a truth. She had said that she did not respect him in anything he did. She had not meant to say it. It had slipped out. She would not repeat it, and he would forget.


But Peter Ash had not forgotten. One does not demand respect for oneself, not nowadays, when one knows so much about the self. That would be ridiculous. If one gets respect from some part of oneself, it is enough. One does not respect Mozart or Beethoven as men. One accepts them as men like oneself, and one respects them as artists. Boring bumptious Wagner, prissy Henry James, silly Yeats—as men they grew old and ugly and died, felt lust and farted and told lies, enjoyed hurting or being hurt or both; they were inconsiderate, conceited, prejudiced, uncertain, frightened. Peter Ash did not respect himself as a man at all. I am myself indifferent honest, but jet I could accuse me of such crimes that it were better my mother had not born me…. What should such fellows as I do, crawling between heaven and earth? No, it would be too difficult—impossible—to be the sort of man one could respect. If he could find respect as an artist, that would be enough for Peter Ash.


Even that was not something he could give to himself. Some artists could. They were more sure than Peter Ash; they were sustained by their sureness. In the course of his job, Peter Ash had met many writers, painters, composers, actors, who seemed to him to have no doubts about their own talents. Some of them cared that people (the public) should know what they were about; others didn’t even care for that. None of them had any doubt that what he was about was important, and that, even though he might not do his thing as well as he wished, at least nobody else could do it better. But the years at Colchester, Worthing, Hornchurch, the announcing, the jokey references to “the old groaner himself” and “a great new British recording star” had worn away at the carapace of Peter Ash’s confidence. He was afraid, very much afraid, that there was only mush inside, and one day it might start leaking.


Worst of all was the need, in each successive edition, each “package” of The Living Arts, to pretend that he was “moved” by such and such a piece of music, a picture or a book. He had only his own experience to guide him. Perhaps it was necessary for an interpretative artist to pretend in order that other people might truly feel; perhaps he did deserve the respect he so much needed. Perhaps…. Perhaps not. The public might respect him, but that was worthless, because they were deceived. They did not know. But Norah Palmer knew; she could not be deceived. He needed respect from Norah Palmer, and when she denied him this, when she said, “I don’t respect you in anything you do,” not even, as far as he could tell, realizing how important it was to him, letting the remark slip out as a matter of course, then Peter Ash had a change of view as sudden as any epileptic fit on the road to Tarsus, and he saw the construction they had built together over nine years as no more than the linked bars of a cage that kept him from any hope of light and warmth. And it was cold in the cage. He shared the cage with a monster who froze him, by shutting off the warmth of the respect he needed to keep alive. Then indeed, all the letters that had been deliberately buried in that inadequate filing system sorted themselves out and arranged themselves in Peter Ash’s In-Tray. The only way he could deal with them was by writing “Case Closed”. The accumulation could not be allowed to continue.


On the penultimate night of their holiday, Peter Ash had an adventure.


Norah Palmer was not with him. She had been driven to the open-air opera in Verona by two Americans, Bob and Lucille Hansen.


Norah Palmer was enchanted with Bob and Lucille Hansen. They were just the sort of people, easy to pick up, easy to put down again, whom one needed on holiday to take one out of oneself, and add a dimension to Peter Ash and Norah Palmer; if Norah Palmer had been going on a honeymoon, she’d have wanted Bob and Lucille along. Bob and Lucille had only been married five years, so they hadn’t been together as long as Peter Ash and Norah Palmer. They had met at the University of Minnesota, where Bob had been studying Law, and Lucille had taken her Bachelor of Arts in Home-Making and Home-Breaking, or whatever title the state universities of the U.S.A. give to what, in English Secondary Modern Schools, is called Domestic Science. Now Bob was a corporation lawyer, working in a big office on Wall Street, and Lucille had put her degree in Home-Making to practical use as his wife. They had two children (left in the care of Bob’s mother for the duration of their holiday), and intended to have two more, since this was the age of the four-child family. They were intelligent, and self-critical, and friendly. They had spent a week in London, and had taken in a good play on six of the nights of that week. (“My dear, where did you find them?” Norah Palmer asked, but in fact there usually are six plays worth seeing in London at any one time, and Bob and Lucille had found all six.) After London, Paris. After Paris, Venice. Then back to corporation law and the children. The holiday was costing them a little more than they could afford, but would probably pay off statuswise (said with a grin), and anyway they owed it to themselves. So far it had been full of interesting people. If Bob and Lucille thought people looked interesting—or if they were sharing a table with people whose conversation sounded interesting—why they just made themselves known to those people, and the people surely seemed to appreciate it. No wonder Peter Ash and Norah Palmer were enchanted.


So the penultimate day had been spent with Bob and Lucille, and in the evening Bob had suggested, since the trains were impossible, that they should just hire a car at the Piazzale Roma, and drive on over to Verona to see the open-air opera; if they couldn’t get in, they’d drive right back. They’d be home by three in the morning, a time when Venice was by no means dead; Bob and Lucille knew this, because the life of Venice went on uninterruptedly outside the window of their hotel until six a.m., and started again at six-five. Norah Palmer thought that driving to the opera was a delightful idea. So did Peter Ash. He himself would have gone with them, except that Peter Ash did not care for opera. It was his training as an actor, he said, which made it impossible for him to take seriously those preposterous goings-on. The fault was in him; he knew this. He knew that it didn’t matter that opera singers acted so badly, that the production was heavy-handed, and the character motivations corny. But it mattered to him. He would rather listen to opera on their stereo at home (Bob and Lucille had a stereo too, and a record of train noises as well as the Trout Quintet); he could not bear to see it on stage, not even for laughs. He had tried several times at Sadler’s Wells and Covent Garden, but each time was worse. He would only spoil their enjoyment if he came with them.


And while Norah Palmer was in Verona, Peter Ash had his adventure. Next morning he sat with her at one of Florian’s tables in the Piazza, and wondered whether to tell her about it. There was no need to be ashamed; he had come rather well out of it. Ever since it had happened, he had been shaping the story in his mind, and thought he had it right. A pity to waste it.


A waiter in a white coat approached them. “Coffee for me,” Norah Palmer said. “Caffe con latte” Peter Ash said, “I think I might have a peach frulata. It is our last day, after all. I thought I might make a bit of a splash.”


“If we were to buy a Mixmaster, we could have frulatas every day at home.”


“Well….” Peter Ash said. He did not want to carry that topic any further. They owned too much in common already, and would be thinking soon enough of how to make a division. “I had rather a curious adventure last night while you were in Verona,” he said.


“Yes?”


“I’ll tell you about it, if that would give you pleasure.”


“It may do so.”


Two Japanese in straw hats of the type worn by gondoliers, one with a red band and one with a blue, appeared from between the pillars at the western end of the Piazza. Both wore flowered shirts outside their shorts; since the shirts were long, and the shorts were short, one could not be certain that the Japanese were wearing anything under their shirts at all, but their dignity would have carried even that. They walked the length of the Piazza, slowly, side-by-side and in time, and their shadows walked demurely behind them and a little to one side; the pigeons made way for them. Both carried identical Japanese cameras in cases of brown leatherette. When they reached the Campanile, they stopped. There was a pause. Each inclined for a moment towards the other. Then the red-banded Japanese took up a stance before the Campanile, while the blue-banded Japanese crouched on his hams, and took a low-angle picture; in this position, the shirt of the blue-banded Japanese touched the ground. One picture … another for safety … then blue-band stood and red-band crouched. A further consultation; dust brushed from the hems of shirts; then they re-formed, and marched side-by-side into the gloom of the Basilica. “Extraordinary couple!” said Peter Ash.


“The adventure.”


“Ah, yes … Well, I was rolled last night.”


“Rolled?”


“I think that’s the expression. A gondolier demanded money with menaces.”


“Peter!”


“Yes, indeed. We do see life.”


A German in a grey flannel shirt who had been feeding the pigeons, managed to catch one between his hands. Laughing, he held it up to show his wife, and, when it seemed to wish to go, tightened his grip a little to show the bird who was master; the pigeon made a token flutter, and was still. But the pigeons of St. Mark’s are not to be caught; there is a law against it. A young Venetian, thin and brown in a tattered shirt, came running from one of the flagstaffs, and shouted as he came. His shout provoked others. A paper-seller, a maize-seller, several children and a woman in black joined the young Venetian in a circle round the German and his wife. There was a flurry of arms, a flashing of teeth, as the two languages, German and Italian, collided in anger and misunderstanding, while beyond the circle of the storm, tourists gathered like sheep in a ring. In this storm the German might easily have sunk, going down with his pigeon into the waves, as stiff and lonely as the skipper of the Nancy Lee, but he was rescued by a bashful Englishman, who knew nine words of German and seven of Italian, and undertook to mediate. The pigeon was released. The storm subsided. Pigeon and German, grey, ruffled, and precariously dignified, stalked off in opposite directions. The young Venetian dribbled a bottle-top back to the flagstaff, and on into the Piazetta.


“Did he get what he wanted? The gondolier?”


“A good question.”


“Are you going to answer it?”


“Of course.” Peter Ash sipped at his peach frulata. “He did, and he didn’t.”


To their right two American girls sat with their feet stretched out on the chairs of another table. One of them was telling her companion how to deal with French students. “You can fool them so easily,” she said. “All they want is to give you a drink, and be seen talking to you.” Peter Ash considered where to start. He said, “I had dinner at the Locanda. It seemed somehow hardly worthwhile to look for somewhere new when I was on my own. I tried the fritto misto, but it turned out to be mostly polyps. Then I came on here to listen to the symphony concert. It was a very pleasant change, I must say, to have something a little more serious than ‘Ciao, Bambina’. Not that anybody in the Piazza set fire to a ship.” (Norah Palmer had already, at breakfast, given him an account of the Arena di Verona’s realistic production of La Gioconda, in which a ship was burned on stage.) “I drank a couple of coffees and a little Kummel. It seemed ridiculously early to go to bed when the concert was over.”


One of the American girls had spent three days in Florence, camping out. “Dave says it’s the best piece of real estate in the city,” she told her companion. “And they use it for a camping site. Imagine!” Peter Ash said, “I thought I would stroll for a while, but it’s so easy to get lost. So I confined myself to the Merceria and thereabouts. I noticed a number of gondolas tied up under a bridge, with the gondoliers sitting about nearby. They looked respectable enough. Aren’t they licensed or something, like taxi-drivers? I asked one with a moustache how much he would charge for an hour. He said three thousand lire”


“About two pounds.”


“Thirty-five shillings.”


“It’s still a waste of money.”


“Gondolas are known to be expensive. After all, for half the year, the men are out of work.”


“There’s a tariff. You could have asked to see it.”


“It was too dark.”


“Where did you go?”


“I said I would leave it to him. Perhaps that was unwise, but it seemed a good idea at the time. We crossed the Grand Canal. The man said something about San Giorgo. After a while, we were in a large, clear stretch of water.”


“The Giudecca Canal.”


“It seemed very wide for a canal. Some small lagoon, I thought. When we were in the middle of it, the man stopped rowing.”


The two American girls had been joined by two American boys, dressed alike in T-shirts and chino pants, coiffed alike with crew-cuts that only inadequately thatched their bumpy heads. The boys looked to be fifteen years old, the girls at least twenty-two. Peter Ash judged that they were all probably the same age—nineteen or twenty. “He demanded all the money I had to take me back again,” he said.


“Peter! How much did you have. I warned you never to take too much out with you.”


“Twenty thousand, in two ten-thousand notes. Since the gondolier spoke no English, and none of our Italian lessons at Morley College had allowed for this sort of situation, it was some time before I understood him.”


Norah Palmer did not speak. She found that she was excited, she did not know why. It was something odd, something that affected her sexually, as when a man’s knee touches yours under the table, and, although you do not care for the man, you do not move away. She did not understand this feeling, and found that she could not dismiss it. She wished that Peter Ash would continue with his story, but he sipped his frulata, tantalizing her. She gave in. “Do go on, darling,” she said. “I’m fascinated.”


“The question was what to do. As his meaning became clearer to me, I discovered that, although it was dark, and I was alone in the middle of a very large stretch of water, I was not at all afraid. He was larger than I. Older, of course, but larger. I was curious; that’s all. I wanted to know how I would react. I watched myself; I couldn’t wait to find out. And do you know, my dear, I found that I became extremely English about the whole thing. I’d never have thought that, would you?”


“English?”


“The primmest of the prim. I behaved like a Victorian spinster with an impertinent footman. I sat bolt upright on the cushions, and told him to take me straight back to St. Mark’s at once. I said I should give him the price we’d agreed, and not a lira more. I even said I’d take his number, but I don’t think he understood me—perhaps he didn’t have one; it certainly wasn’t painted on the gondola. I told him I was an excellent swimmer, but I had to go into French to say that. What is’swim’ in Italian? ‘Natare’? The word wouldn’t come. Anyway, I said I didn’t particularly want to swim ashore, but that I was quite prepared to do so, if I had to. It would be embarrassing to walk through the streets all wet, but he wouldn’t get even his three thousand if I did.”


“It sounds very brave to me,” said Norah Palmer.


“Well … yes … I think it was really, but all in this rather prissy way, I’m afraid. He asked me how much money I had, but of course I wouldn’t tell him. I think he only wanted it as a bargaining figure, because then he said he’d take me back for twenty thousand, and threw in something about his wife and children, and needing the money. I got very triumphant at that, because then I knew I’d won. He came down from twenty thousand to fifteen, and then ten, and then seven, but I just stayed where I was at three, getting primmer and primmer, until at last he threw a fit of sulks, and started rowing again. I said,” San Marco, “to remind him of where I wanted to go, but in the event he didn’t take me all the way to the vaporetto stop, but to a landing-stage a little farther up the Grand Canal.” A pause. The two American boys had ordered beer, and were reading the European edition of the New York Herald Tribune. “Now comes the anti-climax,” Peter Ash said. “He let me ashore, and I was so determined to be proper, and pay him his fare in spite of his bad behaviour, that I gave him one of my two ten-thousand notes, and said sternly that I wanted seven thousand change. Whereupon, he pushed smartly away from the landing-stage, and went on up the canal, laughing at me. I could hardly shout after him—or chase him without a boat of my own—and of course there weren’t any policemen around, or anybody else for that matter. So in the end, you see, he had me, and all that primness was wasted.”


“Yes,” Norah Palmer said. “Yes, I suppose it was rather a let-down.” She did not know what she had expected, but, whatever it was, she had been disappointed. Flat. She hadn’t of course, wanted Peter Ash to have been beaten up. She had known from the beginning that nothing like that could have happened, since here he manifestly was, opposite her, unscarred. He had behaved with courage and intelligence. It would have been very foolish of him to have fought the gondolier. They would both have ended in the water, and Peter’s new lightweight suit would have been ruined. Besides, these people almost certainly carried knives. Just for the moment, behind her eyes, she saw the two of them struggling, close together, the gondola rocking … a knife … Peter falls, half in, half out … his throat stretched back over the edge … terrible dark blood making roses in the water … the mouths of fish … polyps…. She felt sick. “I don’t think I want to finish this coffee,” she said. “Should we move on? There’s so much to do today.”


What she did not know was that there was one aspect of this affair that Peter Ash had not mentioned.
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