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PROLOGUE





In the early summer of 1961, I was – to our mutual satisfaction – given the sack by the advertising agency for whom I had been working for the past nine months, initially (and very enjoyably) as a messenger boy, and more recently as an office worker of quite startling ineptitude; and – not for the last time – I relished the irresponsible, liberating thrill of being forcibly removed from a way of life that had become wretchedly uncongenial and for which I was all too obviously under-equipped. I was then nineteen, and a large, top-heavy youth with long fair hair bleached almost white by the sun, an outsize jaw, hands like freshly dug root vegetables, a fruity bass voice, horn-rimmed specs and a face that wore – or so it seemed to me – an expression of remarkable vacuity. Overjoyed to be shot of the tedium of professional life, I sped home to my parents’ cottage on the Sussex coast and spent the summer as summers should be spent – swimming two or three times a day, snoozing in deck chairs in the sun, immersing myself in the works of Dickens, Smollett and Surtees, and going for enormous solitary walks across the Downs, in the course of which I wrote and rewrote my entry in Who’s Who and ran over in my mind the entirely laudatory reviews of books I would never get round to writing.


I had left school a couple of years earlier, during the blazing summer of 1959. I had disliked my public school a very great deal, and had made no impression whatsoever as a scholar, a character or, most importantly, as a sportsman; I snootily assumed that my fellow-pupils – pallid, sweaty-looking boys who tied their black school ties in Windsor knots and combed their heavily ‘groized’ hair into Elvis quiffs at the front and carefully sculpted ‘ducks’ arses’ behind – were, as the sons of Wolverhampton scrap-metal merchants and Kidderminster garage proprietors, quite beyond the pale, and my timid disdain was returned with ample interest. When, in the middle of August, my parents received a rather puzzled-sounding letter from my housemaster asking whether or not I intended returning for my final academic year, it was widely agreed that since the weather was so good, and since I so obviously disliked it there, the answer should be ‘no’. A message to that effect was rapidly despatched, the deck chairs were rearranged to take in the evening sun, and the future looked rosy indeed.


Despite the sudden and somewhat heedless termination of my school career, we all assumed that I would, almost automatically, follow my father to Cambridge. I had set my heart on reading history there, and had spent long hours in the school library poring over Edwardian volumes on university life, illustrated with autumnal watercolours of ivy-clad cloisters and mossy arches with stooped, gowned figures strolling sedately in the background; I knew the dates and the crests and the alumni and the histories and even the ties of every Oxford and Cambridge college; amid the shouts and the mud and the steaming jockstraps and the adenoidal Midlands voices of school life I had dreamt of the Backs and buttery bills and exchanging waggish repartee over cocoa before a blazing gas fire in my college rooms or standing about in a pub in a duffel coat with a scarf round my neck and a pile of books clutched to my bosom, like the responsible, square-jawed students in the advertisements who – or so we were told – were about to open their first bank accounts, and would never dream of being overdrawn. My father had won a scholarship to Pembroke, and had been a rowing blue (the first and, no doubt, the last from our landlocked, riverless school); many of his friends had been to Cambridge, and I had grown up surrounded by painted oars and rudders and memorabilia of Cambridge life; for no good reason I regarded Cambridge as part of my birthright, and a private, familiar preserve. I had been there only once, from school, and had felt that I was treading sacred ground; and when, some months after I had rashly elected to stay on the beach instead of returning to school to wrestle with ‘S’ levels and university entrance exams, I went up for an interview at Pembroke, I fondly assumed that a gaggle of elderly, bibulous dons with purple, carbuncular noses and gowns slipping off their shoulders would greet me with welcoming cries, like a prince coming into his own, in much the same way as, on my first day at school, an ancient, egg-stained science master wearing a wing-collar, a black serge suit and a Lloyd George-like bush of white hair had hurried forward to welcome me, kindly but mistakenly assuming that I would repeat my father’s saga of success as well as his interest in test tubes and formaldehyde. Instead I found myself confronted by cool, cold-eyed men in suits who made it quite clear that candidates were chosen strictly on the basis of merit, and that the Old Boy network was of no relevance or interest whatsoever; I had been unwise and ill-advised to leave school when I did; I was almost certainly not Cambridge material, but I was welcome to reapply if and when I ever got round to taking my ‘S’ levels.


Worse was to come, for over the next few months every college I applied to in Cambridge (including, to my extreme indignation, Selwyn, to which I had written in a sudden spasm of condescension), Oxford and even London turned me down without, it seemed, the slightest qualm and, for the most part, without even asking me to go for an interview. The English provincial universities were, of course, out of the question, being reserved for that alien beast, the grammar school boy, with his black blazer with yellow piping, scuffed shoes and National Health specs – though, to make matters worse, it appeared that Oxford and Cambridge colleges were bending over backwards to allow the wretches in, at the expense of their natural clientèle. As rejection followed rejection, I was filled with terrible feelings of melancholy and loss. I felt inadequate and utterly bemused; I seemed quite incapable of improving my lot, but filled in the long hours working as a packer in Harrods or as a casual labourer on Newhaven docks, unloading boxes of plastic flowers and new potatoes from the Channel Isles; by now many of my friends were in their first year at Oxford or Cambridge, and I winced with envy and mortification as I listened to them chatting about college life, or the books they were reading, or the vacations they had spent picking grapes in France or polishing up their Italian in Perugia.


After a year of failure and messing about I realized, with a terrible sense of impending doom, that since I would obviously never get to university, I would have to find myself a job. In this, I received a good deal of enthusiastic support from my mother. Since neither Oxford nor Cambridge had offered me a place, she reasoned, it was safe to assume that universities were a thing of the past, and that the go-ahead young man of today went straight to work and got a head start on dozy, impractical undergraduates reading about the Peasants’ Revolt or the Second Punic War; she had, she told me, always despised university people, and had learnt from an early age that reading was bad for the eyes. In support of her views she quoted my grandfather, a Gloucestershire farmer of unusual ferocity whose only book – Sassoon’s The Memoirs of a Fox-Hunting Man – was used to prop up the water-tank in the farmhouse attic; he had no time for intellectuals, she assured me, and would almost certainly set his dogs on a don should one wander into the yard and fire a warning shot with his twelve-bore at suspicious-looking men in glasses and corduroy jackets.


As the summer of 1960 drew to its close, it was somehow decided that my future lay in the world of advertising. At prep school I had spent a good deal of time producing newspapers and cartoons featuring men disguised as boiled eggs, and I had written a long play, set in the Graeco-Roman world, in which characters in togas with names like Constipides and Testiculus made important-sounding speeches at one another; I hadn’t written a word since, or shown the dimmest glimmer of literary talent, but it was somehow assumed that, whatever Oxford and Cambridge might think, I was bound to be a dab hand at devising waggish or snappy slogans. Besides, advertising was becoming a rather fashionable business to work in; jobs were much sought after by ambitious young men, and there was a good deal of excited, knowing talk about the perfidy of subliminal advertising as spelt out in Vance Packard’s book The Hidden Persuaders, while the cognoscenti spoke in reverential tones of David Ogilvy’s famous shirt advertisements in the New Yorker and elsewhere, which featured, for some inexplicable reason, a man wearing a black patch over one eye, like a pantomime pirate who had forgotten to change into the appropriate nautical gear. I wrote off to all the major agencies, in much the same way as I had written to every known Oxford and Cambridge college, and received once more a rain of rebuffs. Among those who – quite rightly – turned me down was J. Walter Thompson, then famous among school leavers and careers masters for its celebrated IQ test, which involved fitting various triangles and oblongs together to make a lozenge or a cube or some other baffling and improbable item of geometry: having failed ‘O’ level maths four times, I was as floored by this as I would have been by the eleven plus, had I had the misfortune to attempt it – as it was, it was largely reserved for those menacing grammar school boys in their black blazers and scuffed black shoes – and I almost certainly scored nought for both initiative and lateral thinking.


Things were looking grim indeed – not helped by a visit to a careers advisor, a retired major with bloodshot eyes and ginger whiskers who suggested I try my hand at chicken-farming or the wine trade – when I was asked to go along to Baker Street to be interviewed for a job as a trainee with the British branch of one of the larger American agencies. I was told to ask for the personnel officer, who would explain what the job involved and see if I was the kind of chap they had in mind. Whereas the modern personnel officer is privy to company books, knows about cash flow and profit and loss accounts, and is a walking compendium on trade union practices and the intricacies of employment legislation, his old-fashioned equivalent – like old-fashioned prep school masters, or the careers advisor with the red-rimmed eyes and brightly-coloured nose – tended to be a retired military man with a gammy leg and the homely, comfortable air of a tweeded country doctor entrusted with the keys to the stationery cupboard and the office medicine chest containing the full range of powders and potions that could be called upon should a secretary come over faint in mid-dictation, or an aspiring young executive clock in with poached, unfocused eyes and a curious throbbing about the temples. My interrogator turned out to be a former wing-commander with a bushy grey moustache and the patient, kindly look of a pipe-smoking labrador; he wore a cardigan under his lovat tweed suit, his desk was very clear, and I noticed a set of golf clubs in a corner of the room. We got on well together, and after twenty minutes or so he announced that he would give me a go, and took me along a well-carpeted corridor to meet the managing director, who shook me warmly by the hand and gave me my first taste of the advertising man’s ceaseless need to justify himself and his ‘profession’ in what he evidently feels to be a hostile and highly critical world.


Advertising, he informed me – somewhat to my surprise, for I was grateful enough to have a job at all, and felt in no need for an apology in advance – pepped up the economy (without much success, it seemed), kept prices down, informed the consumer of the choices available to him (or, more importantly, her), and brightened up the streets no end with exciting-looking posters and winking neon lights, which he compared to a great gallery laid on free of charge such as the deprived and unhappy citizens of Eastern Europe could only dream of. I was temporarily stunned by this sudden and uncalled-for act of self-justification from on high, and stood in the middle of the room with my mouth hanging open, looking more vacuous than ever; but as the weeks rolled by I came to realize that such pleadings for approval were endemic to the trade, like some unhappy facial tic or impediment of speech. This anxiety about the advertising man’s self-esteem and standing in the world reached its climax some months later, when the boss of the parent company in New York came over on a flying visit: a chunky, grey-haired man in a herringbone suit and tractor-soled shoes, he shook each one of us firmly by the hand, gazing manfully into our eyes and making immediate use of our Christian names, before addressing the assembled staff in the office canteen in almost identical words to those employed by our managing director when greeting the most junior member of his staff.


The denigration of advertising was becoming, as it has remained, a popular sport among the thinking classes, and had any of advertising’s innumerable and very vocal critics been invited along, his ringing, missionary words might have had some point; but it may well be that the suspension of disbelief that is so essential an ingredient of office life, and so hard for some of us to attain, is especially elusive for the advertising man, which was why those set in authority above us – likeable and entertaining and intelligent as they always appeared to be – felt it necessary to address one another in this curious way, like beleagured or recusant priests defiantly saying a daily mass in the face of universal hostility and disdain.


The managing director’s words still ringing in my ears, I was escorted downstairs to the packing room, which in turn opened onto a cobbled mews that ran along the back of the building. There I was introduced to two elderly gentlemen in knee-length grey housecoats, named – like working-class characters from an Ealing comedy or a film from the 1930s – Sid and Alf. Sid had a brick-red face, rendered still more striking by a large purple birthmark that ran down one side of his face; he had a wide, saurian mouth with a roll-your-own cigarette permanently attached to the lower lip, the smoke from which curled uncomfortably into his eyes causing him to gaze around through narrowed lids, and prompted loud bouts of coughing and horrid hawking sounds as great gobs of phlegm rattled to and fro. Whereas Sid was a loud, jocular figure, Alf was of a sober, clerical cut; both were, as far as I was concerned, touchingly kind and friendly.


Between them they were responsible for despatching and dealing with the parcels and post that flooded in and out of the building in a ceaseless tide of string and brown paper and grey Post Office bags, and all about them were the tools of their trade – scalpels and guillotines and great balls of twine and sheets of cardboard which they thwacked into place with a sideways chop of the hand and franking machines and pots of glue and greasy drawers crammed with stamps and paper-clips and ballpoint pens and rubber bands. Every few minutes there would be the sound of screeching brakes from the mews outside, and a mysterious, black padded glove would open the glass hatch that separated the packing room from the corridor that led to the world outside. This was followed by a heavily helmeted head which – addressing the room in an angular, uncomfortable way, as though its owner was poised on the executioner’s block – enquired in a gruff and lugubrious monotone whether there was anything for Sun Engravers, or the Daily Mail, or whoever its employers might be; Sid or Alf would then hand over to the gloved black hand some artwork or a printing block or – most exciting of all – a can of film featuring a red-faced man in a cardigan draining a glass of beer, smacking his lips and simultaneously winking and giving a thumbs-up sign to the camera; the hatch would slam shut, and seconds later the mews outside rang to mighty explosions and revving sounds as the man in the helmet sped away, like a woebegone overweight knight, his precious cargo tucked away in the pillion behind him. Here, I felt, was the urgent heart of our trade, and I gazed upon its mysterious comings and goings with wonder and with awe.


My fellow messenger boy, Robert, was a jolly, rubicund youth with a large, carrot-shaped nose, an interesting crop of blackheads, and a shock of straw-coloured hair that shot from the side of his head like an inverted ice-cream cone. He wore a smart charcoal grey worsted suit with a nipped-in waist and tight, tubular trousers, carried an umbrella at all times, and sported a virulent clubman’s tie which, he told me in a confidential undertone so as not to alarm the old retainers, marked him out as an Old Chigwellian. Robert spent a good deal of time practising imaginary cricket strokes, and occasionally brought back dreadful memories of school by executing a swift rugger pass with a newly arrived parcel: as had always been the case, I was invariably caught entirely unawares, letting it crash to the ground with an ominous breaking sound. He had an easy, joshing way with Sid and Alf, punching them lightly on the upper arm and coaxing a smile from the cautious, worried Alf; I admired and envied his friendly, self-confident approach but was far too stiff and shy to attempt it myself, and spent the long hours wishing I had the nerve to read the book in my pocket while Robert burbled cheerfully on about beer and football and the new girl with the Bardot pout and blue and white flared gingham skirt who sat behind the till in the canteen as we filed slowly past with our trays of steak and kidney pie and spotted dick with custard.


As for the work itself, I soon discovered that the life of a messenger boy suited me to perfection: indeed, it still seems to me to have been the most entirely enjoyable type of work I have ever done, involving as it did much travelling of a sedate and therapeutic kind, ample opportunities to daydream or read interminable nineteenth-century novels or inspect art galleries and City churches, and – most important of all – a complete absence of responsibility. Every now and then an important, harassed-looking young man or a highly polished secretary with a beehive hairstyle would descend from the offices above and stand drumming their fingers on the counter of the packing room, where Robert was busily engaged in improving his golf swing with an upside-down umbrella, Sid and Alf were franking the innumerable letters that offices exist to produce, or performing extraordinary feats of dexterity with strips of cardboard and binding twine, and I was sitting on my hands and swinging my legs to and fro, a look of utter vacuity illuminating my features. When the drumming failed – as it always did – to elicit any reaction, the emissary from on high demanded that the item in their other, non-drumming hand should be taken round prontissimo to such-and-such a newspaper or studio; after which they turned on their heels, and disappeared aloft as swiftly as they had come.


These peremptory visits excited volcanic grumblings from Sid and Alf and muttered threats of resignation; they then proceeded to wrap up the offending item very slowly indeed, muttering fiercely all the while, before interrupting Robert’s display of spin bowling or my musings on Captain Cuttle or Mrs Todger’s boarding house to order one of us to be on our way. Every item, I soon discovered, had its particular hazards: a large piece of artwork could be carried away or bent in half by a high wind; a can of film – containing, no doubt, the beer-loving man in the cardigan – once burst open on the top deck of a Number 2 bus, unravelling down the gangway and heading eagerly for the staircase at the back and the open road beyond; a teetering pile of hat boxes bound for Great Marlborough Street could well come toppling to the ground in a flurry of tissue paper, spilling their dainty, lurid contents all about and inducing paroxysms of shame as helpful, kindly passers-by hurried to retrieve the latest models as they bowled along the pavement and came to rest in the gutter or propped up against a lamp-post favoured by the local dogs. Once outside the packing room, though, all London lay before us; and of time, it seemed, there was no end.


By far the most frequent and enjoyable trips were to the newspaper offices in Fleet Street. For all the drumming of fingers and cries of ‘Prontissimo’ from the floors above, the delivery of their precious cargoes was a slow and decorous business. Carrying the advertising block and my book in one hand and my umbrella in the other – the product of the lost property office in Victoria, to which it rapidly found its way once more – I would climb aboard a Number 13 bus, inch my way down Baker Street peacefully reading on the upper deck, sit for at least forty minutes in a mammoth traffic jam in Oxford Street while all about us angry motorists raged and hooted and banged the roofs of their cars, the bus accelerating to something approaching walking speed as we flashed down Regent Street, and – if I’d finished my book or felt like stretching my legs – jump off at the Strand and walk the rest of the way from there. Having gone all that way, it seemed only right to spend a few minutes in the Soane Museum or the Temple Church; after which I re-boarded a Number 13 travelling in the opposite direction, and made my way slowly back to the office.


These expeditions to Fleet Street and Holborn were particularly magic and evocative on dank, dark winter afternoons, when the fog came down, the stallholders’ paraffin lamps flared the length of the Farringdon Road, and the slimy cobbles and dark, mildewed, untenanted warehouses that loomed like close-packed cliffs on either side of Saffron Hill exuded all the sinister, romantic gloom appropriate to the site of Fagin’s lair. My head aswarm with the doings of Mrs Jellyby and Mr Jaggers and Ralph Nickleby and the indolent Eugene Wrayburn, I found the Temple and Lincoln’s Inn and Clerkenwell Green and the river and the tiny, crooked courts and alleys that twisted away off Fleet Street and Ludgate Hill a dear, familiar land in which it came as no surprise to wander into dusty, sunless City gardens such as Arthur Clennam knew as a child, or to come across, in the upper reaches of the Farringdon Road, a blackened, greasy chophouse of the kind preferred by Mr Guppy, with hard wooden seats and high, draught-excluding partitions dividing one table from the next, serving meat and two veg followed by marmalade pud for all of 3/6.


My love for this part of London was made all the greater by the fact that this was still – but not for much longer – a blackened, coal-burning city in which the public buildings were mercifully uncleaned, the grass in the parks was (less pleasingly) coated with a fine black grit, the cuffs and collars of a shirt were begrimed after half a day, and a finger thrust up the nose came down again ringed with soot. Long before I had ever heard of Dickens I loved nothing better than the famous pea-soupers that suddenly blotted everything out, bringing the traffic grinding to a halt, deadening all sounds, and giving the streets over to pedestrians who loomed out of the murk like sluggish yellow underwater beasts, and vanished again as quietly as they had come. Brutally unaware of pensioners and asthmatics coughing their last or fighting for air, and utterly indifferent to the plight of the homeward-bound motorist, I lavished on London’s last season of smog the kind of enthusiasm that is normally reserved for the first flowers of spring or the countryside in autumn; quite apart from which, a fog with the consistency of brown Windsor soup gave one the perfect excuse to take even longer than usual to find one’s way back to the office or even to call it a day, in much the same way as a frozen pitch or a sudden deluge of monsoon-like rain – so earnestly prayed for, and so seldom delivered on time – had sometimes led, in days gone by, to the cancellation of a house match or a game against a muscular rival school, in both of which I would have otherwise almost certainly suffered immediate disgrace.


The office Christmas party was held on a particularly fine foggy night that year. It was, the notice boards informed us, to be a Spanish evening: we were all to dress up as pallid, washed-out looking señors and señoritas, and the office wags spent the days before the great event drumming their heels on the ground and clicking their fingers above their heads. Even Robert – a more improbable Spaniard than most – temporarily abandoned some careful teeing-off with the upside-down umbrella in favour of a preparatory stamping of the foot and narrow-eyed tossing of the head, causing his curious cone of hair to bob to and fro like the windsock at Northolt Aerodrome. The very idea of dressing up as a toreador filled me with a nameless dread, and I had a strong suspicion that I would prove as inept with the castanets as I was with bat and ball or the parcels of breakables which Robert still sent spinning in my direction; moreover, though I was diffident and self-conscious to a ludicrous degree – so much so that, if offered a glass of wine or a cup of tea I found it impossible to control the trembling of my hand, causing the drink to spray about the room and the pieces of crockery to clatter together like the bones in a danse macabre – I resolved to defy the notice boards and go as something else. I was living at the time with some friends of my parents in a large house in Ladbroke Square: apart from an embarrassing moment on my first evening in the house when I blocked their lavatory so effectively that despite my best endeavours with pails of water and a broom-handle a team of experts had to be summoned, while I stood wretchedly by wringing my hands and wishing I were elsewhere, we got on extremely well, and when I explained my predicament they hurried to be of help. My host liked nothing better than dressing up, and had once disguised himself so successfully as a cardinal – using his wife’s petticoats, a profusion of lace, a cummerbund and a dinner jacket worn the wrong way round – that some visiting South American ladies had knelt to kiss his ring; between them they unearthed some ancient, musty-smelling Chinese garments, gave me a pair of slit eyes with which to peer through my horn-rims, glued a cotton wool beard to my granitic, unChinese-like chin, pinned a paper skullcap and a black woollen pigtail to my even less oriental hair, ordered up a taxi, and sent me stumbling out into the night.


The party was to be held in a large house, since demolished, at the bottom of Park Lane – next door to, or at least very close to, the famous Londonderry House, which was just about to be swept away to make room for that dire symbol of London’s ruination, the Hilton Hotel. As I sped towards the office party, I suddenly realized that I had quite forgotten to bring with me the roneoed note – with castanets in each corner, a Mexican hat in the middle, and embellished with many a ‘Caramba!’ and ‘Olé!’ – ordering all staff to be present in Spanish dress, and giving the exact address to which I should be heading. All I knew was that I should look out for a large house at the bottom of Park Lane, so I ordered the taxi to stop somewhere behind Apsley House, and set out through the fog towards the sound of revelry. By now I was beginning to regret having come as a Chinaman: the ancient clothes were poor protection against the cold, my appearance seemed to excite little confidence in those I encountered in the gloom, and my spirit of defiance – never strong except at a distance – was quickly beginning to wilt.


Eventually I stumbled upon what seemed a large enough house, wandered in through the open front door and, finding no one about, strolled up a great flight of stairs, along interminable corridors and round dark and gloomy wells, expecting at any moment to hear the clack of the castanet and a mighty drumming sound as a great army of clerks hurled themselves into the fandango. But not a sound was to be heard in this empty, echoing house; and at last I came across a bent and elderly occupant who, politely disguising any surprise he may have felt at coming across a complete stranger very badly disguised as a Chinaman, suggested I try further up Park Lane, and kindly escorted me back to the front door. I like to think – probably quite wrongly – that I had somehow drifted into Londonderry House only weeks before the demolition men removed it for ever: but that, I suppose, is something I shall never know.


As for the office party itself, I felt wretchedly conspicuous and ill-at-ease in my musty Chinese dressing gown and pigtail: still more so since most of my fellow-workers had, very sensibly, made the most perfunctory gesture in the direction of Spain and had turned up in shirts and jeans, with the odd pair of castanets or papier mâché sombrero as a way of showing willing. Sid and Alf were sitting with a clutch of cheerful-looking cleaning ladies and people from Accounts; their hair was full of streamers, and the table in front of them was stiff with empty bottles of pale ale. Sid, I noticed, was wearing a large red-and-white spotted handkerchief tied about his head, which gave him a vaguely piratical look, appropriate to the Spanish Main; Alf, on the other hand, had on a maroon cardigan, a pale green shirt, grey flannel trousers held up with braces and (or so I liked to think) a pair of check Pirelli slippers, and I could only assume that he had cunningly disguised himself as a Spanish office packer enjoying an evening out. My friend the personnel officer seemed to have muddled Germany with Spain, and was striding jovially about in a pork pie hat and a pair of knee-length shorts; while far away, in the middle of the dance floor, Robert – fully togged out as a toreador by courtesy of a firm of theatrical costumiers – twisted and strutted in a wild and sensuous flamenco with the girl from the canteen with the Bardot lips, a three-cornered hat uneasily balanced on his unusual cone of hair. My colleagues were understandably baffled by my unpersuasive stab at Spanish national dress, and I spent much of the evening fending off cross or puzzled enquiries about what I was supposed to be; I resolved that, if I were to try to buck the system in future, I should do so in a slightly subtler and more devious way.


The idyllic life of a messenger boy was, alas, far too good to last. Early in the New Year Robert was promoted upstairs to something called the production department to begin the next stage in his training, and a couple of months later I delivered my last load of hats to Great Marlborough Street, and followed on behind. Apart from the peremptory visits from the important-looking young men in shirt sleeves and the equally impressive girls in Jaqmar scarves, my experience of life upstairs had been restricted to watching grave men in suits trooping into the projection room to watch films of bears driving lorries or the red-faced man downing yet another pint of gaseous bitter and giving the thumbs-up sign, and to an occasional, rather bemused visit to the art department on the top floor of the building, which was staffed by jolly men with carefully sculpted beards, clad in mauve shirts, lime-green ties, thick black corduroy trousers and suede desert boots: in an endearingly old-fashioned way, such a uniform suggested artiness and bestowed a certain licence and eccentricity on its occupant, just as the grey herringbone suit, thin squared-off tie and button-down shirt of the aspiring account executive were (it was fondly hoped) redolent of the clean-cut New Frontier of JFK, of innovation, informality and responsibility rolled into one.


On the day of my elevation the personnel officer – no longer, alas, in his knee-length shorts and pork pie hat – led me along a brightly-lit corridor on the second floor, and into the small cluster of rooms that formed the production department. As he flung open the teak door I was reassured – but not entirely surprised – by the familiar spectacle of Robert’s bowling arm in action: only this time, instead of bowling an imaginary ball, he sent a knot of office paper flashing down the room towards a purple-featured man in his forties, with tight, well-oiled curls, a bright red bow tie and the bunched and weaving stance of a boxer, who was standing in front of an olive-coloured wastepaper basket with a ruler in his hand with which he lashed out at the paper ball, sending it spinning over the head of the fielder, a grizzled, elderly man with a tattoo on his right forearm. As I quickly discovered, cricket played an important part in the life of the production department; but at the sight of a newcomer they courteously broke off the game – scribbling the score on a pad of paper for future reference – and the man with the purple face hurried forward to explain what the work involved, and what was expected of me.


As far as I could understand, we were responsible for booking advertising space in newspapers and magazines, and then delivering blocks or artwork to them; my first job would be to cut out the finished ad from the paper in which it had appeared, gum it into an enormous leather-bound scrap-book with a bright white glue that smelt of marzipan, and write in underneath the date on which it had appeared, the size of the advertisement and the amount it had cost the agency. Like cleaning shoes or peeling potatoes, this turned out to be the kind of work I have always enjoyed: it may have lacked the variety and the opportunities of travel associated with being a messenger boy, but it was agreeably undemanding, left the mind free to wander as it would, and reminded me pleasantly of long hours spent as a child sticking postcards and Christmas cards into almost identical albums.


This important work was done in a small annexe separated from the main office by frosted lavatory glass: it overlooked the mews, from which sudden revving sounds and the screech of brakes announced the coming and going of those padded, helmeted knights of the road with whose gloves and visors I had become so familiar. I spun out my labours with the scissors and the glue for as long as I could while realizing that, sooner or later, I would have to pretend to be an ambitious and serious-minded office worker and take my place in the main office along with Robert and the grizzled warhorse. Robert, it seemed, was even more at home with these fellow-sportsmen than he had been with Sid and Alf: indeed, he seemed to be in a fever of excitement, practising drop-kicks with the same olive-coloured wastepaper basket that doubled up as a set of wickets, displaying an encyclopaedic knowledge of beer and sex and cracking jokes of the kind I priggishly associated with commercial travellers wearing pork pie hats – alarmingly similar to that possessed by the personnel officer – while propping up the bar, to the accompaniment of a good deal of winking and leering and nudging of the elbow.


Faced with such competition, how could I hope to prove myself a comparably convivial work-mate, let alone an urbane and sophisticated man of the world of the kind that flitted through the French and Italian films I so eagerly devoured, with huge overcoats draped across their shoulders and cigarettes dangling dangerously from their lower lips, as though held in place by a tiny dab of glue? Although I had, at a rather early age, nourished heady dreams of being invited into the bathroom to soap the back of our Austrian au pair girl, and – since baths seem to loom large in such matters – became unreasonably excited by English comedies in which heavily made-up French girls in bubble baths got their toes stuck, for some curious reason, in the cold tap and had to be rescued by embarrassed men in tweeds and college scarves, carefully averting their gaze as they disconnected toe and tap, my knowledge and experience of sex was nil; I liked beer well enough, but had drunk little of it as yet, and found it hard to remember the difference between bitter, mild and stout, let alone the other brews which my fellow-workers ordered up in the pub round the corner with such enviable assurance; I laughed hard and long at Robert’s jokes, the milder of which had almost certainly started life on the back of matchboxes or in Christmas crackers, but could no more have unleashed one of my own than lead the singing of ‘Auld Lang Syne’ or ‘For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow’, or – most agonising of all, occasioning massive feints of inattention or a sudden hacking cough – join in a hearty rendition of ‘Happy Birthday to You’. From the beginning, I’m afraid, I must have seemed a killjoy, a prig and something of a snob; and although my colleagues always treated me with a kindly, patient concern, as though I could not quite be trusted to be out on my own, a small contretemps which occurred a week or so after I had joined the department made me realize early on that my face was unlikely to fit.


Although advertising men are eager to be thought of as tireless human dynamos, fizzing with ideas as they pace up and down the office waving their hands in the air, or burning the midnight oil, black coffee to hand and collar buttons undone, while the rest of the world settles down to a TV dinner, life in our department at least was torpid to a degree. Much of the morning in particular was given over to playing office cricket; and although the pitch ran right in front of my desk, so that the ball often landed in my In Tray or flew angrily over my head like a great white wasp, I invariably waived my turn at the wicket and sat instead behind my desk with a stuffed expression on my face, trying to look as though I were enjoying myself while wishing that they would let us have some peace and quiet so that I could concentrate on the book that lay open on my lap.


After a while I abandoned the pretence of being an appreciative spectator, wearing the kind of clip-on smile appropriate to a member of the royal family while watching a display of tribal dancing – and I would have had to be sportsmad to the point of lunacy to find the spectacle of Robert bowling a piece of crumpled memo paper at a middle-aged man with a ruler that compelling – and, bringing my book up on to the desk, settled down for a long and total immersion in Nicholas Nickleby. As I read greedily on about the doings of Lord Frederick Verisopht and Sir Mulberry Hawk, the thwack of ruler on paper ball and the eager cries of the cricketers faded into an agreeable background drone: this, I felt – swinging one leg over the arm of my chair – is what office life is all about. Hardly had I reached this point before the book was suddenly torn from my hand: my boss with the purple nose, risking life and limb as he strode across the pitch in the face of one of Robert’s demon balls, stood glowering angrily down at me. This was not, he informed me – his voice atremble with indignation – a public library; if he found me reading again in office hours he would have no alternative but to— Overcome with emotion, he turned sharply about, seized the ruler from the warhorse, and subjected Robert’s bowling to the most terrible punishment. How on earth was I to fill in the long hours? Should I carve my name on the desk instead, or write out the plots of Dickens’s novels on the clean white sheet of blotting paper with which each desk was so thoughtfully provided?


Not all our time was given over to indolence, however. Every now and then I was, to my horror, asked to ring up the Daily Mail or the Sunday Express and book space for one of the advertisements that had been cunningly concocted by the artists in the mauve shirts and carefully sculpted beards and the jocular, disillusioned copywriters with their red-rimmed eyes and extended lunch hours and corduroy suits and half-completed novels tucked untidily away in the drawers of their desks along with a rich collection of rubber bands, paperclips and discarded toffee papers.


For as long as I could remember I had hated the telephone above all else, so that the mere sound of its voice left me paralyzed upon the spot, as though some venomous serpent lay coiled upon my desk, or sent me rushing from the room with pounding heart, my eyes wide with terror like some unhappy Pompeian fleeing in vain the advancing lava flow. If I found myself alone in the office with a ringing telephone I stepped sharply out into the corridor and headed off in the direction of the lavatories with a brisk and purposeful air; were my colleagues present, I found myself unexpectedly overcome by a protracted fit of coughing very similar to that provoked by the prospect of community singing, or urgently involved in important talk with a puzzled passer-by, who found himself buttonholed and engaged in inconsequential conversation for as long as the bell continued to ring, before being gratefully released and allowed to go on his way. Such dodges were of no avail, however, when I was asked to make rather than receive a call; in this case, having postponed the awful moment for as long as I possibly could by pretending that the line was engaged or the advertising department unobtainable, I would wait until the office was as empty as it was ever likely to be, bend low over my desk, my shoulders hunched over the receiver like an American footballer with the ball in his possession, and, with trembling fingers, dial the hateful number.


Once through, I would ask in a quavering voice for the display advertising department – speaking in little more than a whisper lest I be overheard by my colleagues who, I was certain, were waiting on my every word. More often than not the words came out in such a torrent that the operator was unable to understand anything I had said, so that I had to start all over again; or they fell foul of a frog in my throat, which I expelled with a volcanic rasp, deafening the operator and at once engaging the attention of my fellows who, until then, had been quite unaware of these titanic goings-on. By the time my request had been deciphered and I had been put through to the right department I was so unnerved that I either forgot what I was supposed to say, or placed quite the wrong order, which caused a good deal of sighing and raising of eyebrows on the part of the warhorse and the man with the purple features.


To avoid such scenes in the future, I decided to take drastic action. Whenever I was asked to ring up a newspaper I walked sharply out of the office, taking with me some forbidden book, climbed aboard a Number 13 bus, just as I had in the days gone by, trundled peacefully down to Fleet Street, delivered my message in person to a slightly surprised member of the advertising department, and trundled slowly back again. My fellow-workers were still absorbed in the same game of cricket as when I had left them an hour before, or busy with the darts board which Robert had recently introduced; no one seemed to have remarked on my absence, and within a few weeks I was combining such expeditions with a short stroll round the Wallace Collection on the way home. The nightmare of the office telephone had, for the time being at least, been vanquished and put to flight.


Even so, I felt increasingly bored and restless and unhappy, and I must have radiated gloom, like a trainee curmudgeon or a portly spectre at the feast. Far from trying to make the most of it, or to learn something of this curious and entertaining trade, I splashed about in glutinous pools of self-pity. Surely, I felt, life had more to offer than this? How I longed to be at university, and how I winced when I met friends on vacation and listened to their indolent, luxuriant talk of pubs and punts and proctors. My friend Tom tried to cheer me up by telling me that, after Eton, Cambridge seemed dull and anti-climactic, full of ink-stained swots in spectacles held together with strips of Elastoplast, like embryonic scoutmasters; to me however it seemed like a lost land of which I knew every detail, but would never visit or call my own.


I read simply in order to escape: into the lurid, tangible world of Dickens, so much more vivid and enjoyable than that of everyday; and into dreams of benevolent rural bliss, of a world of rose-bowered cottages and smiling peasantry of the kind that appeared in the paintings of George Moreland, or in my hero’s sicklier passages, in which the dutifully good – more often than not overweight and interminably smiling City men or retired chandlers in indecently tight trousers – lived out their blameless lives in a shimmering pastoral idyll. I had lived all my life in London or on the rusty, storm-lashed South Coast, and my experience of rustic life was restricted to occasional, daunting visits to my ferocious Gloucestershire grandfather and his Surteesian world of flint-eyed, bottle-nosed hunting men and shouting and guns and dogs; yet as I waited for the tube at Notting Hill Gate on my way to work, or ate my sandwiches in a tiny blackened cemetery off Baker Street, the pigeons eagerly hoovering up the crumbs about my feet, I read my way through Kilvert and Parson Woodforde and ‘The Winter Walk at Noon’ and, best of all, E. V. Lucas’s once-celebrated country anthology, The Open Road – a small format volume printed on India paper, which I liked to imagine browbeaten Wellsian clerks tucking into their knapsacks or the pockets of their Norfolk jackets as they set out for a bicycling bank holiday along the dusty white roads of the North Downs.


By now it must have been apparent to my boss with the empurpled features and the warhorse that I was not the stuff of which aspiring advertising agents are made. No one could deny that I had made a first-rate job of pasting advertisements into scrap-books, but beyond that, it seemed, I had alarmingly little to offer. I showed no interest whatsoever in the work upon which I was bent; my mind was obviously elsewhere; not only did I spurn the cricket pitch and make heavy weather of incoming telephone calls, but I jumped whenever spoken to, spoke in an incomprehensible rumble, and moved with strange, convulsive jerks, like a puppet whose master had taken to the bottle or had trouble in working out which string was which. One sunny morning the purple-faced one called me into his office and asked me to close the door behind me. Placing his elbows on his G-plan desk, and interlacing his fingers like a housemaster preparing to admonish in a firm but kindly way, he asked me what I was reading and how I spent my evenings. Had I been a bright or ambitious youth I would have told him that I had just finished a work by Marshall McLuhan or The Affluent Society, and that after work I hurried away to learn about typography and block-making at the London College of Printing, or browse through the literature at the Institute of Practitioners in Advertising; instead, I thought hard and long before revealing that I had just finished Barnaby Rudge and was wondering whether to move on to Little Dorrit or Our Mutual Friend – perhaps he had views on the matter? – and that I had spent the last three evenings in a tiny cinema in Westbourne Grove seeing what must in fact have been one of the last ever showings of Marcel Pagnol’s masterly trilogy about the adventures of César and Marius in Marseilles between the wars.


At this my boss sighed heavily and gazed at the ceiling with the pensive look of one who was about to embark on an unpleasant but unavoidable course of action, and was anxious to choose exactly the right words before setting forth; and after half a minute or so he asked me, in the most considerate and helpful way, whether I felt I was altogether suited to the cut and thrust of advertising life, and whether I shouldn’t perhaps give some serious thought to the future … So touched was I by his air of concern, and by the delicate, roundabout route he was taking to the moment of dismissal that I hastened to cut him short, and set his mind at rest. I was sure he was right, I said; I had been coming to much the same conclusion myself; he must not worry himself on my behalf; only the other day I had, in fact, decided to take advantage of the £10 assisted passage, and make a new life for myself in Australia (I sometimes filled in the long hours after delivering a ‘telephone’ message to Fleet Street by reading the papers in Australia House, and some unusually quick thinking enabled me to come up with this implausible version of my future). A look of intense relief suffused my boss’s benevolent, bloodshot features; it was hard to know which of us was the more delighted by the outcome; without going so far as to forgive me for reading at my desk, he shook me warmly by the hand, assured me that I had made the right decision, and told me that of course I could stay on to the end of the month; and with that my career in advertising was over.


A week or so later I waved goodbye to the boss and the warhorse and Sid and Alf, and went to the pub round the corner for a final drink with Robert. Coming back to the bar after a visit to the lavatory, I found him practising his golf strokes with a rolled-up copy of the Evening Standard. In a messy, impermanent world, some things, at least, remained endearingly the same.



















CHAPTER ONE


Unholy Trinity





In the weeks – and even months – that followed my dismissal from the world of advertising I don’t remember giving a moment’s thought to my future prospects: we lived in a tiny, perpendicular cottage within a wave’s break of the front, and I happily reverted to my familiar and vastly preferable habits of reading in the sun, swimming enormous distances and striding about the Downs while the golf balls whizzed about my head like a barrage of enemy fire. I did, however, stir myself to the extent of writing a rather vague letter to Trinity College, Dublin, asking them if they would like to offer me a place to read history.


According to an authoritative-looking book I discovered in the Seaford Public Library, the college of the Holy and Undivided Trinity had been founded towards the end of the sixteenth century by Queen Elizabeth, was loosely modelled on its Cambridge namesake and closely associated with the Protestant Ascendancy in Ireland, whatever that might be, and numbered among its old boys a gaggle of playwrights including Congreve, Goldsmith, Synge, Wilde and Samuel Beckett and assorted literary men like Swift, Burke, Bishop Berkeley and – for some curious reason – both Sheridan le Fanu and Bram Stoker, the originator of Dracula. I knew, too, that it was considered very ‘wild’ by those in the know, that it was inhabited by the tweedier type of English public schoolboy, much given to blowing hunting horns and being sick out of windows from a great height, and that it was possible to gain admission on the strength of ‘O’, let alone ‘A’, levels. It sounded like perfection; but I received no acknowledgement from this ancient seat of learning, and after a week or two I gave it no more thought.


As summer turned to autumn, and the sea began to get too chilly for more than the occasional dip, I began – in a torpid, gloomy manner – to bend my mind once more to the horrid business of earning a living. Perhaps the Brighton Argus would take me on as a cub reporter? What could I offer the British Council? (Nothing, it seemed.) Should I have followed the advice of the retired major doubling up as a careers advisor and sought employment in the wine trade, or as a chicken farmer? With every day that passed I lowered my sights still further, and I was scanning the small ads for possible employment as a trainee clerk when, in early October, a letter arrived bearing an Irish stamp. Inside was a letter from someone who signed himself off as the Senior Tutor of Trinity College, Dublin; he informed me that he would be delighted to offer me a place, that term began next day, and that I should report for duty at once if I wanted to take advantage of his kindly offer. Redemption was suddenly at hand; I need worry no more for at least four years; I hurried away to have a bath and wash my hair, for it was well known that the Irish were an insalubrious people, and it might be my last opportunity for many weeks to come.


That afternoon I set off for London in the train, heavily encumbered with luggage and feeling not unlike a Victorian traveller en route for darkest Africa. I took a taxi from Victoria round to my aged Auntie Annie in Onslow Gardens, where I refreshed myself with a cup of tea and took note once more of the carefully pasted-up instructions to unwary occupants of her diminutive bathroom (‘Pull Chain down STRAIGHT’) before setting out to find a travel agent who might be able to shed light on the mysterious regions to which I was bound, and advise me on how best to get there in order to meet the Senior Tutor’s deadline. Despite my Geography ‘A’ level and the Irish stamp, I wasn’t altogether sure whether Dublin was in the North or in the Republic. Which part of the island was I heading for? Would I be needing the passport my mother had so carefully packed beneath my underpants?


A couple of hours later I clambered aboard the London to Holyhead train at Euston. I settled into a dimly lit compartment and opened Mr Sponge’s Sporting Tour. The spirit of adventure, never strong at the best of times, ebbed unhappily away in the half-light, and I was engulfed in the same feelings of homesickness that, only a couple of years earlier, had marked me out as the Wettest Boy in the School, sobbing into my New Statesman as the train drew out of Paddington, while all about me manly, rugger-loving boys lit up enormous cigars and hurled inflated contraceptives out of the window with cries of virile glee. My only companion was a cheerful, red-faced Irishman in a knobbly white jersey. ‘Trinity, eh,’ he exclaimed, after examining the labels my mother had glued so carefully to my impressive range of trunks and suitcases. ‘By God,’ he said, ‘they’ll have your guts for garters,’ and disappeared in the direction of the bar, chuckling to himself in a highly gratified manner. He returned shortly after, clutching several bottles of stout and a scotch egg; and as the train hurled through the Midlands on its way to Anglesey he described with a hideous relish the misdeeds of Trinity students, till my head reeled with tales of mass intoxication and the smashing of windows and undergraduates being chased across Dublin by infuriated beetle-browed Gardai wielding clubs the size of baseball bats.
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