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Preface to the 2013 Edition





This short book was a sort of retreat before I launched my effort at a big, serious novel with The Undiscovered Country (1968). I got the idea from a true story told me by a friend about someone who had, though perfectly innocent, been cited in a divorce case and wrongly found guilty of adultery. In order to tell my version, I retreated to the multi-person narration I’d used in my first two books, and reworked some material I’d used in the two others. For me now, it seems rather more treading water than striking out to sea. Unlike all the other novels, I don’t remember where I wrote it – probably in the small house I rented in Chelsea – though I do know where I got much of the new material.


I had, during the school holidays in 1952, put on The Chiltern Hundreds, a then popular political comedy by William Douglas-Home, to raise money for lavatories for our local village hall in Gloucestershire. The plot involved an old aristocrat whose son didn’t want to be a Conservative candidate at the election, so the butler was ready to take over the role. At that time I planned to be an actor, so I cast myself in the role of the butler, with a school friend as the Labour candidate, and various local friends in the other parts. One of them eventually ran the Savoy, I believe; one of the girls rose to be head of the British Council in Nigeria; and my school friend became a distinguished advertising man, artist and cartoonist.


The only professional advice we had was from the vicar of a neighbouring village, who, it was believed, had been an actor in the Colwyn Bay Repertory Company before the war, though whether such a company ever actually existed, or he was in it, I don’t know. When the war ended he was some lowly form of soldier, and not knowing what to do, sought the advice of his commanding officer who advised him, on the strength of his deep rich ham-actor’s voice, to go into the church, so he did. He drank prodigious quantities of gin and smoked cigarettes so heavily he carried them round in boxes of fifty. He was also extremely camp in manner, so the whole neighbourhood went into shock when it later emerged that he was having an affair with a parishioner’s wife. At my earnest request he left his pastoral duties for a while, came to our dress rehearsal and gave us notes. To my chagrin, these were mostly for me, as they are for the schoolboy director in a similar scene in the book.


I continued to see the vicar over the next few years. When I was at Oxford he took me to lunch at the Randolph where he was warmly greeted by the restaurant manageress. ‘I’ve known her since she was a boy,’ he said. I laughed, delighted. However this was not a piece of campery, but a slip of the tongue, and though he laughed too, he was, I think, a little mortified. He slipped slowly down the clerical ranks, till he became a curate in Burnt Oak. There, perhaps inspired by the suburb’s name, he set the house on fire with one of his cigarette ends. The last time I saw him was in the Salisbury – a gay pub before gays were legal – in the heart of the London theatre district. He was no longer in clerical costume, and seemed sadly diminished. I heard not long after that he was dead. I wish now I’d put him in the novel: he was much more entertaining than some of my characters.


While briefly at Harvard in 1961 I had directed Henry Fielding’s Tom Thumb for the Kirkland House Christmas play, and I was drawing on personal experience of amateur dramatics there, as well as earlier ones at Oxford. The chapter at the end set in Colorado was based on my experience of the Rockies when I was teaching creative writing at Colorado State. It had been an agricultural college and I could see a paddock of horses from my office window. Long freight trains full of sugar beet wailed through the night.


As well as these incidental starting points, many things that happen in the book are not wholly unlike – though not all that like either – things that were happening in my own circle of friends in the mid-1960s. I wish now that I hadn’t written so close to my sources, because the book caused some offence, didn’t turn out as funny as I meant, and was not a commercial success (though not one of my novels was that, alas). Most of the friends are now dead, also alas, but it still gives me pain to think that by being too dependent on life, and not enough on imagination, I gave pain.


After this fifth book, and depressed by how poorly I sold, I decided to put everything I could into a ‘proper’ novel. This was The Undiscovered Country, and it received long and serious reviews which allowed me to imagine I had at last written something quite good. But it sold as poorly as its predecessors. Much of it (as of The White Father) is written in dialogue, and by this time I had had my first play produced. Without making any great decision, I was moving out of fiction into drama – theatrical, cinematic and televisual – where I had, as a schoolboy, wanted to be. I could make a living at it. I have written fiction since, some of it ambitious, but none of it has been published, and perhaps that’s as well. Of my contemporaries, I think only Michael Frayn has successfully combined novels and plays. But maybe, perhaps, in my old age – we shall see.


Julian Mitchell


June 2013
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One





In the spring of 1961 I was living in a furnished room with minuscule kitchenette and stunted bathtub in New York City. The apartment-house was an old brownstone in the fashionable East Fifties, between Lexington and less fashionable Third, and my two windows (one by the bed, one by the desk) raised their raffia blinds on the yellow-bricked back of a ladies’ residential hotel. On dry days a bluff commercial wind fingered the multi-coloured panties and brassieres draped on the sills across the way, and when the sun shone the girls fluffed out their multi-coloured hair.


One morning I woke with my head like an empty American cinema, full of ghostly distorted voices and the terrible sickly smell of stale popcorn. It was noon (as so often) and my room, all bright and glittering in the dirty air, seemed for a moment worse even than the echoing chamber of horrors of my dreams. Recurring nightmares had muttered through my sleep, as though a tape-recorder had been endlessly unwinding beneath my pillow. It was possible, of course, that Gina Coleridge, the girl who rented the room above me, had been entertaining one or more of her many gentlemen callers all night long; for reasons of her own she often made love on the carpet, and the cracks in my ceiling were evidence of an unrestrained passion. It was possible, too, that Vida Nellermoe, who lived on my floor, had been throwing plates again at the huge red-haired man who seemed to live with her but spent two or three evenings a week whining piteously outside her door, like an overgrown mongrel, while she turned the volume of her TV up and up and up. Then the two handsome antique-dealers, who shared the whole of the ground floor and a liver and white cocker spaniel called Charles, might have been giving one of their parties, which, from the noises which reached me, I assumed to be dullish bachelor orgies. But it wasn’t a Saturday or Sunday, so it couldn’t have been that.


It was Wednesday, nadir of weekdays. My money had almost run out, and there was no mail. The two handsome antique-dealers, thirty-two and twenty-six at a guess, were taking advantage of their lunch-break to tend their small garden, planting out flowers and industriously watering them with a thin pink hose while Charles watched from a canvas chair. There was a tree which I hadn’t yet identified just coming into bud outside my window, and I thought with the first satisfaction of the day that by the time its leaves were fully out I should be back in England where I belonged. A fortnight earlier I had been fired by Malevich, Simonson, Peate, Roscoe and Peate, the eminent brokers for whom I had for eight months operated a lethargic slide-rule in a bright windowless room high up on Wall Street. They had decided, not without reason, that my bent was not for finance, high or low. I could not disagree. We parted with the distant politeness with which we had met. Only Harry Blechman, my colleague in the bright windowless room, had expressed any regret, and that in the brusque way of New Yorkers.


‘You dumb bastard,’ he’d said, shaking his head.


I’d saved enough to live on for a few weeks, and to buy a ticket to England. The boat left in a month, the days stretched impoverishedly ahead, like a bread-line.


To be unemployed in a city as frenetically busy as New York is to feel despised and rejected of men. Express elevators were rising and falling in all the skyscrapers, but not for me. If I strained my ears I could hear, below the din of traffic, the subway thundering to White Plains or Coney Island, and I was not aboard. There was nothing for it but to drag myself with my echoing head to the drugstore on the corner and have some coffee. After that I could amble over to the Central Park Zoo and inspect the Himalayan thar as it poked its snout from its heated stall to sniff the outer, ice-cream-scented air. I felt for that thar, as for a fellow-citizen of boredom. He (or perhaps she—I had seen only the snout) and I were both aliens on this granite island, captives of a civilisation to which we would never belong. I wrote him (or her) occasional poems in tight metrical forms about the need for exiles to keep their mouths buttoned, their souls hermetically sealed, if they wished to survive. Equally occasionally the mar would catch my eye and hold it for several seconds. We communicated. I sent the poems to a magazine, from which they returned by the next post. What the thar and I shared was too foreign for the New York papers.


I leaned out of the window and smiled down on the two antiquarian horticulturists. Sometimes they would see me and smile back. Today, though, they were busy bickering over the hose.


‘No,’ the younger was saying, ‘you did it this morning.’ His name, to guess from the mail-boxes below was either Ed Schneider or Tom Margierson.


‘You don’t sprinkle it even,’ said the other.


‘I do too.’


‘You do not.’


Bored, Charles sat up in the canvas chair and snatched at a fly. Then he began to pant, his long pink tongue slobbering his liver and white chops.


I said ‘Good morning’, but none of them heard me, so I studied the lingerie of the ladies’ hotel. A blonde girl on the eighteenth floor immediately withdrew her brassiere. Tom and Ed began to fight playfully for the hose. My phone rang.


The burr of a telephone is potent with meaning. It can be love, death, money, a job. But my snug beige instrument, with its soft American bell, had deceived me too often. I waited for the rough romantic call of opportunity and heard only professionally eager voices drearily proffering cut-rate magazines and chocolate milk. Once a radio station breathlessly promised me all of ten dollars if I could answer the easy question with which it had just challenged the gibbering aether. Doorbells were just as bad. Twice mine had been rung by strange men who claimed they knew the previous occupant. When I explained he was no longer living there they said, Well, why didn’t they come up and have a drink, anyway, what the hell, Gene was a good fellow, I’d’ve liked him.


The phone rang for a third time and I picked it up. Howard Auchinclos greeted me, anxious that he might have woken me up. Assured that he hadn’t he invited me to a party he was hurriedly throwing together that evening at nine thirty for someone I hadn’t heard of. Concealing my extreme pleasure, I pretended to check my diary, then said I’d love to come.


‘Great,’ he said, and hung up.


Howard Auchinclos was of uncertain age, perhaps thirty-four, perhaps forty-eight, with a thin coverlet of blond fluff on his otherwise shiny head. His eyes bulged greyly at you as he shook your hand, and you saw at once that he wore contact lenses where glasses were called for. Even with the lenses his sight was poor, and he looked at life sideways, cynically. He was tall, with thick rubbery lips, and he was best late at night, with a long drink of whisky in his hand, when he would tell improbable sexual anecdotes with a air of droll amusement that any audience could be so crassly entertained. He spoke, as he looked, sideways, the words slipping out of one corner of his mouth and into his glass. He smoked continually out of the other corner. He even walked sideways, entering a room over one shoulder and sidling up to you obliquely. The only time you could be certain he wasn’t with you was when he stood four-square before you, blowing smoke into your face. He was twice married, and now a convinced divorcé. His first wife, a beautiful and briefly chic French novelist, spent fourteen months observing his every move, then left New York with a Peruvian guitarist, as gigolos were then known. The novel she wrote from that humourless scrutiny narrowly missed the Prix Goncourt and was hailed by Jean-Paul Sartre as the most devastating attack on American mores since de Tocqueville. ‘I’m afraid,’ said Howard, ‘she didn’t really understand New York. I mean, she took Greenwich Village seriously.’ All he ever said about his second wife, a rich Philadelphian, was, ‘Our silences were prodigious.’ Some said Howard was really queer, but one heard that about everyone.


I knew him through the wife of my Oxford tutor—an effervescent girl, unsuited to the still, dank society of Boar’s Hill—who said she’d known him when she’d been working as a secretary in New York before her marriage. She was sure he would be glad to be my sponsor. And sponsorship was indeed Howard’s métier. After I’d been in New York two days, just looking at it and trembling, I called him and said who I was and that I was there and that my attempt to discover something for myself had miserably failed. It was swelteringly hot, and I was staying at the YMCA and no, it wasn’t quite the new world I’d hopefully come to explore.


‘You can’t possibly stay there,’ said Howard. ‘You should have got in touch with me right away. I’ve been expecting you. Come and have a drink now.’


So I went and had a drink, and Howard knew of an apartment which was just being vacated by a girl-friend of his who was marrying a simply appalling man from Pittsburgh the following week and I was soon installed, though the rent staggered me.


‘Don’t fuss about it,’ said Howard. ‘You simply have to live on the East side, and this is an excellent street. You couldn’t do better.’


And then he arranged the job for me at Malevich, Simonson, Peate, Roscoe and Peate, and soon I was pretending I was one of the great fraternity of Manhattan bachelors, joking crudely with the receptionist and telephone girls at the office, and really living. Only I wasn’t. Some people, I decided early in life, do keep each separate minute of each separate hour filled to the brim with tingling sensation. And some don’t. I was definitely one of those who don’t. I watched, fascinated and jealous, as men like Howard Auchinclos never faltered in their pursuit of an abundance I would never know. In my own life there had always been great blank stretches in which nothing whatever occurred. There were weeks, even months, in which the even tenor of my way drove me almost mad with boredom. But all efforts to escape, to live abundantly, failed before they ever began. Something in my character, if I could be said to have had one, retired in anguish from the prospect of tingling, sensation-filled living. If I forced myself, for instance, crudely to josh the receptionist, the words came out in a tangle of embarrassed, mumbled grunts, and the girl would look at me curiously and say, ‘I’m afraid I didn’t quite catch what you said.’ Sometimes I told myself it was the British accent that confounded me, but I knew that wasn’t true. Never, ever, would I be the sort of man who could make a remark sound casually friendly, who could, even when speaking spontaneously, sound spontaneous. I was shy and dull, and when I did relax and speak at least clearly I paraded an elaborate apparatus of British pompousness before me, like a portable stockade. Few people seemed interested enough to rush in, and when they did, they usually found that I had fled.


I knew I was fit only for the daily drudgery of passing on knowledge; I should have taught while others did things. But I had loathed my schooldays so deeply, had fostered so violent a revulsion from chalk and changing-rooms (and dreamed so hideously of them), that my natural bent was twisted against itself. Changing continents, I’d hoped, would set me free. I would catch the easy-going American style, I would wisecrack, would learn to walk with an easy masculine stride. But of course I didn’t. I spent most of my evenings lying on my bed, reading and listening to the life of the apartment-house. Sometimes I would go to the movies. Often I went to the bars on Third Avenue where, in the anonymous darkness, I would drink alone for an hour or two, feeling at least temporarily one of the great army of lost, lonely drinkers. But I doubt if I was ever really even that. Lonely drinking is claimed as a serious secret vice, but I was never vicious, hard as I tried. I drank alone because I couldn’t think of anyone I could ask to join me.


As for the girls who are supposed to be such easy game for the randy in that great celibate city, the ones I knew were friendly, sometimes even accommodating, but they had a brightness, a self-confidence, which, however false, alarmed me. Even if their lives weren’t as real as Howard’s they at least had connections with real life and I didn’t. Besides, I was obviously poor husband-material. So I wrote my poems to the thar and met his or her eye and waited for the sack and it came.


Now I would be going home to less demanding England, my confidence neither greater nor less than before. My brief collusion in the great experiment had had no positive result. I’d made my shot at a new start and missed. Now I could be what I was and accept it. At least in England I knew a few people like myself with whom I could share a failure of communication without any of us caring. We were born watchers, touch line people, able to admire without too stifling an envy the brilliant play of the gifted, sensational, abundant players in the great game of life. A game, after all, must have spectators to make it seem important and real.


Elated at the prospect of free liquor from Howard, I went out for breakfast. On the stairs I met Gina Coleridge. Her hair was dashingly strawberry blonde this morning, and her arms were full of parcels from Bloomingdale’s. I stood aside to let her pass with an old-world courtly bow.


‘Hi, there,’ she said as she passed. ‘And how are you today?’


She was out of sight before I had framed a suitable reply.


*


When I reached East 62nd Street that evening, I immediately turned away and began to walk round the block. A compulsively early arriver, I knew from experience that two circuits, with a pause for the shops on Madison Avenue, would bring me to the party nicely on time. The air was cool but not snubbing, and a chemical breeze from New Jersey carried the familiar odour of cheap cigars and hangover faeces dowsed in old, watered Bourbon. It’s a unique smell and doubtless a deadly one if breathed too long. Knowing my lungs would soon be safe among the sweet airs of Wimbledon, I relished it.


In a small dress-shop called Jayne’s a middle-aged woman, her glasses bouncing from a ribbon round her neck, was helping an equally middle-aged man with a grey face and a still greyer T-shirt to remove the dresses from seven foolishly smiling dummies. Silent behind the plate-glass, they seemed to be performing a ritual rape. It was April, season of such things. After a while the woman noticed me watching and gave me a wide, white, dental smile as foolish as one of her wax-work virgin’s. Appalled, I continued round the block to a tobacconist’s. I did not like the taste (especially the aftertaste) of tobacco, but a cigarette could cover a multitude of verbal hesitations. One could suck in slowly, blow out through the nostrils, essay a smoke-ring, cough, light and stub, all without having to say a word. People often said they smoked at parties to have something to do with their hands; I smoked to have something to fill the terrible silence of my mouth, the clownish social gape of my conversation.


Back on Madison, an obliging bank informed me that the time was nine thirty-seven and the temperature fifty-one degrees. I decided on one more turn before the party and walked rapidly north, east, south and west again to find the time now a suitable nine forty-one and the temperature still holding to a comfortable fifty-one.


A uniformed Negro stood in the lobby of Howard’s apartment-house, feeling delicately among his teeth with a pink toothpick.


‘A nice evening,’ I said, as I waited for the elevator.


‘Uh-huh.’


Small-talk, as usual, exhausted, I stared at my feet. My shoes were irretrievably dirty. Perhaps, I suddenly wondered, it had been my slovenly dress rather than the sloppy manipulation of the slide-rule that had lost me my job. As the lift rose, I rubbed each shoe vigorously against its neighbour’s trouser-leg, then carefully dusted the trousers with my hands and wiped the hands on my handkerchief. They remained grubby, but Howard never shook hands so it wouldn’t matter. Not that his informality wasn’t rigorously groomed. His guest-list was a chronic kaleidoscope, throwing up endless new combinations of strange faces. Once every six weeks I would be invited to feel like an old element in a new salad, to be mixed, tossed and tasted by a fastidious cook. I never felt Howard asked people simply because he liked them.


‘Hi,’ he said. ‘Come on in.’


The usual cigarette dangled from his mouth and disappeared with him behind the door as he stood aside for me. His brief hall was in semi-darkness, and I strained without success, as always, to decipher the single small picture high up on the wall. It looked like a drawing or engraving of classical figures gambolling, or perhaps lunching, on the grass.


‘You do know the Grigsons, don’t you?’ said Howard over his shoulder, leading me towards the living-room.


‘No.’


‘Oh, I thought you did.’ He looked briefly back at me, as though to make sure I was suitable, seemed satisfied and went on in.


His living-room was tall and long, with a big marble fireplace which he said he’d bought from a New England mansion which was being torn down to make room for an Expressway. Within its gleaming, salvaged flanks there burned a small wood fire, Leaning on the chimney and looking at herself in the glass above it was a woman in her late thirties with rather coarse red hair and a dark green dress which barely missed clashing with it.


‘Don’t look at me,’ she said. ‘I’m squeezing a spot.’


Howard smiled crookedly down at his white carpet, then pushed me towards two men. ‘This is Martin Bannister. I don’t think you know Freddy Grigson. Or Michael Salvesen. That,’ he added, squinting at the woman with red hair, ‘is Henrietta Grigson.’


‘I said for you not to look at me’ All eyes were on her as she caught the spot between her thumb-nails and squeezed. ‘There!’ She took a piece of tissue-paper from her handbag and wiped her nails, then the spot.


‘Jesus, Henrietta,’ said her husband, ‘can’t you do that in the bathroom?’ His name was vaguely familiar, though I couldn’t think why.


‘This mirror’s better,’ said Henrietta. Her toilet completed, she turned and smiled at me. ‘Hallo. Who are you?’


‘I’m Martin Bannister.’


‘How nice.’


She had, despite the small blemish by her left nostril where the spot had been, a bright, English complexion, with red cheeks and a healthily creamy forehead. She showed a lot of gum when she smiled, as she was doing now. Her hair was thickly disobedient, busy destroying what looked like that morning’s coiffure in a riot of self-expression.


‘Let me fix you a drink,’ said Howard, sidling towards a table laid out with bottles and glasses. ‘What’ll you have?’


‘Bourbon, please.’


‘And for me,’ said Henrietta, handing her glass.


‘Can’t you wait till you’re asked?’ said Freddy. ‘I thought the English were supposed to be so polite.’


He was short and beefy, his arms hanging uncomfortably inside the sleeves of his suit, as though they were brooding on some colossal trial of strength. His hair was short and black, and a permanent scowl seemed to have settled on his forehead, beetling his eyebrows over his brown eyes.


Henrietta turned away from him with a deliberate air of boredom. ‘And what do you do?’


Her accent was very British, Freddy’s the mild, almost mid-Atlantic, emphasis of New England.


‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘I did have a job till quite recently, but——’


‘But it’s none of your business, Henrietta,’ said Freddy.


If there was one thing which made me reach for my conversational cigarettes it was being caught in the malevolent cross-fire of strangers’ domestic broils. I succeeded in failing to light three successive matches before Salvesen unkindly offered me his lighter.


‘Did you quit or were you fired?’ he asked, as I sucked in smoke.


Choking, I said I’d been fired.


‘Well done,’ said Henrietta.


Salvesen, a fortyish man with close-cropped grey hair in the manner of a Mid-Western college professor, laughed.


Freddy scowled. ‘Listen to the British leisure-class, everyone.’


‘Now, Freddy,’ said Salvesen, ‘you’re a director, you don’t have to play the roles yourself.’


Freddy scowled more deeply as I realised why I had heard of him. He had run a small off-Broadway theatre for several seasons, presenting leftist plays with critical, but no popular success. He had tried to present himself, too, as the American interpreter of the British ‘angry’ playwrights of the fifties, but there were other claimants in the field, and his interpretations were rarely staged.


‘What were you doing that you got fired from?’ said Henrietta.


I explained.


‘Oh, then you were quite right to leave.’


Salvesen said, ‘Now come on, sweetie, that’s not how good capitalists talk.’


She wrinkled her nose at him. ‘Money is dull.’


‘Nothing is dull that’s unpredictable.’


‘It’s time you had a little socialism in America and made it a little more predictable, then. You could start by nationalising the banks.’


‘That’s the first sensible thing you’ve said this evening,’ said Freddy.


‘Well, I’m glad you two have found something to agree about,’ said Howard. He introduced a blonde girl called Sally Hinkle, who looked astonishingly like the one who’d snatched her brassiere from my prurient gaze that morning. Henrietta didn’t seem very pleased to see her, but Freddy grabbed her arm and took her over to the drinks.


‘You don’t want to take what Freddy has to say about politics too seriously,’ said Salvesen to me, as though anxious I shouldn’t get a wrong impression. ‘He’s never got over the fact that Joe McCarthy neglected to investigate him.’


Henrietta blushed. ‘That’s terribly unfair.’


‘Maybe a little.’


She turned pointedly to me. ‘Are you thinking of getting another job here?’


‘No. I’m about to go home.’


‘Oh, but why? How long have you been here?’


‘Since last August.’


‘And have you been outside New York at all?’


‘Only for week-ends. Washington, Boston, that sort of trip.’


‘Then you should move west and stay somewhere else. New York isn’t America.’


‘I’ll say it isn’t,’ said Salvesen. ‘And believe me, the rest of America isn’t New York.’


Henrietta still wasn’t talking to him. ‘What are you going to do when you get back?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘You must have some idea, surely?’ said Salvesen. He looked even more like a professor, a disapproving one.


‘I don’t honestly think I’m very suited to anything.’


‘How nice,’ said Henrietta. ‘Nor am I.’


‘Now come on, come on. You have great capacities. You’re a major cook, for one thing.’


‘It would be nice to have a restaurant.’ She looked suddenly over her shoulder at Freddy and Sally, then quickly back. ‘Where do you live in England?’


‘London. The suburbs.’


Salvesen, who seemed quite worried about me, said, ‘What did you do before you came here?’


‘I worked in advertising. I have a degree in English, you see.’


Henrietta laughed. ‘And were you fired from that, too?’


‘No, I resigned. It was so depressing.’


‘Quite right. It must be awful. Absolutely awful.’


‘Do you know,’ said Salvesen, ‘you Britishers use the words “awful”, and “terribly”, and “nice” just much too much?’


Henrietta waved him aside. ‘Are you interested in the theatre?’


‘No.’


‘Good. Then Freddy can’t offer you a job and we can be friends.’


‘I don’t think I quite follow you.’


‘Oh, everyone’s always trying to get into the theatre—and they try to approach Freddy through me. I’m glad you’re not doing that.’ She smiled warmly at me. ‘How terribly, awfully nice.’


Salvesen groaned.


*


My policy at parties was always to hover on the edge of the group whose conversation was most animated. I could thus appreciate what was going on without having to contribute to it. That evening I found myself always on the edge of the group round Henrietta, for she was strikingly the most amusing person there. It wasn’t that she said very much herself, rather that the most amusing people gravitated to her. Perhaps it was simply that people seemed more amusing than they actually were when she was listening to them. Her laugh, higher-pitched even than my own, was quick and kind, however shredded the reputations in the air. It was agreeable just to be in earshot of it.


At one moment, though, I was trapped in a corner with Sally, who proved to be a very languid instructor in what sounded like Therapeutic Political Science at a Long Island Junior College, and a tiny woman called Mrs Van Dieman. Mrs Van Dieman, a widow (as she explained) of some three years’ standing, barely came up to my nipples, and I was a modest five foot seven and a half in my shoes. She had blue hair, shading to mauve, an enormous black handbag and a vicious Sealyham bitch called Persephone, or Percy for short. Percy was stunted both in mind and body and I had met her before and instantly disliked her. Now she lay in a chair and yapped for canapes. Mrs Van Dieman absently fed her cocktail olives while she lectured us on the creature’s ear diseases, which had been many and smelly. There was, too, an uningratiating history of incontinence.


Sally soon edged away, smiling, like a free particle attaching itself to a more agreeable atom, and I was left by myself to puntuate Mrs Van Dieman’s veterinary flow with the approved exclamations of pleasure and sympathy. I was proficient at these exclamations, having majored socially in blue hair and corners, but I did not care for dogs, and my attention slipped to Henrietta’s group, only three or four quick paces away.


Mrs Van Dieman observed this and plucked my sleeve. She went in for a great deal of minuscule jewellery—tiny rings on her pencil-slim fingers, cigarette-holders made of gold thread, cameos so small you would have needed a microscope to distinguish their subjects. She even carried round her own ash-tray, a minute mother-of-pear pill-box.


Now she had put one of her specially thin cigarettes into what looked like the frame of a dwarf’s quizzing-glass and was asking me to light it. I fumbled leisurely and produced the empty book of matches which I always carried to escape from such corners.


‘I’m so sorry—I’ll go and find one for you.’


‘No, no,’ she said, restraining me as I was about to break away, ‘I have a lighter.’ She opened the vast bag, delved briefly and came up with a gold bottle-top. She shook it vigorously, and a suitably diminutive flame appeared in one of its indentations. Just as she lit her cigarette with the air of a conjuror completing a particularly dumbfounding trick, someone jogged her elbow from behind. The light flew from her hand to the chair, where Percy promptly ate it.


Mrs Van Dieman shrieked tinily and seized the animal by its hind-legs to shake it. Percy hiccoughed, then bit her.


There was a snort of laughter from behind me and Adam Livingstone gripped my arm.


‘Did you see that?’ he said, gasping, ‘did you see it? Oh my God, it was superb!’


Needing support for his own hysteria, he pulled me away from that developing round the chair. ‘Oh, it was too good, it was just too much! Did you ever see anything like it?’


‘Never.’


‘Do you think she’d do it again?’ he said, letting me go and wiping his eyes with the back of his hand. ‘For the cameras? It would have been too awful if I’d missed it. I simply have to tell Henrietta. She’ll be furious she wasn’t there.’


Adam Livingstone was a tall thin man with a long nose which seemed to peck at the people he was talking to. Born in New Mexico, he affected mildly Western clothes and provincial ignorance, though he had lived in New York for at least twenty years. He was in his early forties, a virtually non-contributing editor to an upper-middle-brow literary magazine and he lived on Morningside Heights, way up on the West Side. Tonight he wore a black string-tie and a dark blue velvet jacket.


He pushed his way to Henrietta and told her what had happened.


‘You mean Percy finally bit her?’ said Henrietta, her face lighting up. ‘How wonderful!’


We all looked at the scene by the chair. Mrs Van Dieman was agitatedly stroking Percy whose fluffy white hair was lightly flecked with her owner’s blood. Percy had sicked the lighter up on the cushions, along with some other, less valuable things.


‘Martin did it,’ said Adam. ‘I saw him. He deliberately jogged her elbow.’


‘Did you really?’


‘No. I don’t know who it——’


‘Of course you did,’ said Adam. ‘It was the neatest trick of the year.’


‘Oh, I do wish I’d seen it,’ said Henrietta, pouting. ‘I always miss things.’


‘That is the biggest lie of the season. I don’t know anyone round whom more extraordinary things happen.’ He turned to me. ‘By the way, do you know each other?’


‘Er, yes,’ I said.


‘Of course we do,’ said Henrietta. ‘We’ve known each other for hours.’


‘Have you heard what happened when we were in Macy’s the other day, buying bath-towels?’


‘Shush,’ said Henrietta, smiling but shaking her head.


‘Shush yourself. We were having a big argument about whether red or orange would go better with my new bathroom—have you ever been to my apartment? You must come. Anyway, we suddenly saw a little old lady from the Salvation Army stuffing copies of War Cry, all folded up very neat and small, into the pillow-slips.’


‘It’s true. She really was.’


‘Let me tell this story. We watched her for a few minutes—well, about half a minute, I suppose—and then she saw us and scuttled off to the elevator as though the Hound of Heaven was baying in her tracks.’


‘It’s a very old idea,’ said Howard, who had sidled over from Mrs Van Dieman. ‘The message seeps through your sleep. It’s in Brave New World.’


‘Exactly what I said,’ said Henrietta. ‘But you don’t expect the Salvation Army to have nuclear-warheads on its rockets, do you?’


‘Will you all shush?’ said Adam. ‘I haven’t finished yet. Well, as if that wasn’t enough, Henrietta called over an assistant and complained that there weren’t any War Cries in the bath-towels, and why weren’t there?’


‘We had had rather a good lunch, it’s true,’ said Henrietta.


‘Can you imagine? There was chaos—the assistant went white and called the floor manager, and the floor manager called the house detective, and I don’t know who wasn’t there, Mr Macy himself, I expect. And as a result of all this, Henrietta got the bath-towels at a discount. Isn’t it just too much? I think the floor manager would have paid us to take them away if we’d stayed another five minutes.’


‘No, I think we timed it about right,’ said Henrietta. ‘He was beginning to go white at the nostrils.’


‘It sounds an unnecessarily complicated way of getting a discount,’ said Howard. ‘And besides, one simply doesn’t buy one’s towels at Macy’s.’ He sidled back towards Mrs Van Dieman.


‘Was I right?’ said Henrietta. ‘Do they match?’


‘Sort of,’ said Adam, rubbing his nose with a long finger. ‘When are you going to come and see?’


‘When are you going to ask me?’


‘I’m asking you now.’


‘All right, then, let’s go.’ She put down her drink and smiled at him. ‘I’m ready.’


‘Oh dear,’ said Adam, still rubbing his nose, ‘you do take one at his word, don’t you dear?’


‘Of course.’ She still smiled at him.


He looked at her his head on one side for a moment, then said, ‘Well, why not? I’m tired of this party. Percy won’t bite again tonight.’


‘Good,’ said Henrietta. ‘I’ll get my coat.’


‘Won’t you come, too?’ said Adam.


‘Me?’


‘Who else? You just said you’d never seen my apartment.’


‘Well, it’s extremely kind of you——’


‘Good, then you’ll come.’


Henrietta sucked in her underlip and gazed round. ‘Do you suppose I ought to tell Freddy we’re going?’


‘I’m afraid I——’


‘Oh, there’s nothing to be afraid of. Where is he?’


The room was full, but Freddy’s mosquito whine could be heard needling the blood-groups round the drink-table.


‘Why don’t you go and tell him where we’re going, while I get my coat,’ said Henrietta. ‘Say that Adam’s taking us in his car, but why doesn’t he come on up when he’s ready, if he wants to.’ I must have hesitated, because she gave me a little push as she turned away. ‘Go on. I’ll meet you in the hall.’


Freddie was winding up what seemed a carefully rehearsed assault on certain aspects of American academic life.


‘So what do you get?’ he was saying as I approached. ‘The buttoned-down theatre, that’s what, all trim and tailored and shoe, with the bad guy a heartbroken professor who lets his hand touch a student’s ass in class one hot afternoon, and she tells on him, and the president of the university is an old-fashioned liberal who stands up for freedom in public but, shucks, fellas, when I have to talk to that board of regents, oh boy, is that something! And the hero is the guy who’s read Freud, right? And he stands for a load of Ivy League, basset-hound and station-wagon, wife and two-point-four kids, all-electric kitchen crap.’


Salvesen, at whom this tirade seemed to be directed, grinned.


‘You can keep all that for canned television,’ said Freddy. ‘And you can keep those goddam writers of yours in their goddam residences. Just keep them out of the theatre, that’s all. Theatre’s a living art still. Just about. And we don’t want a single bachelor of arts within ten blocks of us.’


‘Not even in the audience?’ said Salvesen.


‘Not even in the audience.’


There was something too fine about Freddy’s rhetoric for it to sound honest. It was more like one of those ‘spontaneous’ outbursts one sometimes saw on television, than a genuinely felt protest against something real.


‘Hi,’ said Salvesen to me. ‘If you’ve got a BA, you’re to get a clear ten blocks away.’


‘Actually, I was just going to. Er—Mr Grigson, your wife said to tell you that she and Adam Livingstone and I are all going to look at his bathroom, and if you feel like coming on later, why don’t you?’


‘Going off with my wife, huh?’ said Freddy. ‘That’s more like drama, Mike. She sends me this kid to tell me she’s going to commit adultery up in Morningside Heights.’


‘She didn’t say anything about adultery,’ I said, nervously trying to make a joke.


‘She will,’ said Freddy. ‘She will.’


Salvesen said, ‘I’d sure hate to commit adultery in a bathtub.’


‘It would depend on whether the water was clean or not,’ said Freddy.


I edged away as they began to develop this topic. When I got to the door Henrietta had her coat on. It was cherry pink and protested strongly against her hair.


‘Is Freddy coming?’ she said.


‘I don’t think so. He didn’t actually say.’


‘Oh, this city,’ said Adam. ‘The things it does to people. When I first knew Freddy he was a quiet little mouse from Batavia, New York, who’d never heard of Noel Coward, let alone Bertholt Brecht, and now look at him—an imitation intellectual hoodlum.’


‘Freddy’s all right,’ said Henrietta. ‘It’s only me that sets him off. He hates England so much.’


‘Well, that’s worrying in a man who’s supposed to be intelligent, isn’t it? Surely the time’s over when Americans need to feel the urge to punch the Queen of England on the nose?’


‘It may be for Americans,’ said Henrietta. ‘It’s certainly not for the English.’


‘What’s not for the English?’ said Howard, emerging from the party with a jug of martinis.


‘This party,’ said Henrietta, wrapping the coat round her and offering her face for a kiss. ‘It was lovely till all the Americans arrived, so now we’re going.’


Howard kissed her and said, ‘I didn’t know you were anti-American. That makes two of us.’


‘Howard,’ said Adam, ‘you do give the best parties in Manhattan.’


‘I just try to give people what they want,’ said Howard, his eyes rolling sideways. ‘I don’t always succeed.’ The end of his cigarette drooped almost to his chin, and he seemed amused about something which escaped me. It was as though Adam had his flies undone and Howard was wondering whether it would be funnier to tell him or to say nothing.


‘Tell Freddy we’ve gone to El Morocco,’ said Henrietta.


‘But I told him——’


‘That’s just what we call my apartment,’ said Adam. ‘You have to get used to the language in this set. Never take anything at its face value.’


‘I’ll say not,’ said Howard.


‘It was really most enjoyable,’ I heard myself saying.


‘Oh, you English.’ He flapped a hand and we let ourselves out.


The elevator was just issuing new guests.


‘They’re too late,’ said Henrietta, as the doors closed on us. ‘They’ve missed the fun.’


‘Really, dear, there can be fun without us.’


‘Not much.’ She laughed.


‘Her vanity,’ said Adam. ‘Have you ever heard anything like it? Mind you, it’s true.’


I grinned and looked at my shoes. They were filthy again. I don’t know what it was about my feet, but they led my shoes to the dirtiest places. Once I had had an electric buffing-machine, but it gave up trying after the third day. If there was a drawing-pin or a piece of chewing-gum lying about, my shoes latched on to it. If there was a stone to trip on, they tripped.


I tripped getting out of the elevator, and Adam caught my arm.


‘You want to watch your step,’ he said. ‘People will think you’ve been drinking.’


The Negro porter touched his cap as we went out. I felt strangely elated and said, ‘I wish I was the sort of person who always got caps touched.’


‘What was that?’ said Henrietta. Adam had taken her arm and we were walking down the street.


‘I meant that I’m not the sort of person whom porters usually touch their caps to, and I should like to be. It would make me feel more real.’ I expressed myself with rare clarity.


‘Oh, I don’t know about that. It makes me feel rather unreal.’


‘I never notice,’ said Adam. ‘You’re both so terribly British. You’re so vilely class-conscious.’


‘No, no, it’s not that. It’s—you see, it means he’s seen you. I don’t often feel people have seen me.


Adam unlocked a car. ‘Come on. In you get. Henrietta you’d better sit in the middle. The Invisible Man might feel he wasn’t there if we talked across him.’


I was glad to be on the edge. I never knew where to put my knees when I sat between people. Knees could be so voluble, and it made me very tense guessing whether or not they meant it. Also I used to worry about my body-odour. I had nightmares about my body-odour.


Henrietta was bulkier than she looked. As Adam manoeuvred the car out of the parking space, I held tightly to the door-handle. I was enjoying myself, and I didn’t want to give offence at sharp corners. I tucked my knees well over and tried not to sweat.


*


Some time later I was sitting on a deep sofa in Adam’s apartment listening to someone playing an unaccompanied violin inside Adam’s large mahogany record-player. There was a tall glass of light brown liquid in my left hand; the glass was very cold, presumably because of the ice-cubes that floated in it. From the fingers of my right hand a cigarette was sending impassioned smoke-signals. I watched them with interest for a while, remarking the singular beauty of the abstract patterns they made in the air. Then I noticed that my fingers were about to catch fire, and a voice I recognised vaguely as my own deferentially suggested I should dab the cigarette in a convenient sea-shell. While doing this I became aware of the astonishing beauty of the whorls of the shell, the shades and patternings and textures. The violin was making sounds of quite incredible beauty, too; I seemed never to have listened to music so acutely before. It was remarkable, I thought, how days could go by without me even being aware of the weather, and then suddenly, sufficiently prompted, my ears and eyes could renovate the whole sensible world. I was childishly pleased with myself for being so extraordinarily perceptive.


When I came to again I was less happy. The drug had worn off, leaving the world drab and my ears buzzing. I had a slight headache. The drink, now warm, was still in my hand. I tasted it gratefully; whisky, Scotch whisky.


‘Are you with us again?’ said Adam, bending over me. ‘Would you like some ice-cubes in that drink?’


‘Please,’ I tried to say, but my throat was very dry. I nodded instead and handed my glass.


He patted me on the side of the head and went away. A last spurt of perception made his ears look like chips of pumice-stone from a lava-bed. When he came back again I was feeling better and managed a ‘Thank you’.


‘You are a fool,’ he said, dropping on the sofa beside me. ‘Why on earth didn’t you say you hadn’t tried it before? I’d’ve  given you a smaller charge.’


‘It was quite an interesting experience.’


‘The first time usually is.’


I felt guilt rising in me like vomit. ‘Are you an addict?’


He roared with laughter. ‘Addict! Good heavens, no. I blast off once in a while, that’s all. Everyone does.’


‘Everyone?’


‘One’s friends.’


I must have looked very aghast, because he laughed again. ‘It’s all right, it’s not habit-forming. You’re not hooked for life.’


‘I thought it was supposed to be, in spite of what people said.’


‘Oh, you believe all that police propaganda.’


‘No. But isn’t it, even a little?’


‘Well, what isn’t? Sex is habit-forming, isn’t it? Cigarettes are, drink is. But you’re not an alcoholic just because you have a few drinks.’


‘It was nice,’ I said, trying to recall the sensation. It had completely evaporated. I looked at the sea-shell; it was just an ash-tray that needed emptying.


‘How old are you?’ said Adam.


‘Twenty-five.’


‘Twenty-five! It’s immoral,’ said Henrietta. I raised my head and she swam back into my ken.


‘I expect it’s rather nice, really, isn’t it?’ said Adam.


I thought about it and said ‘I don’t think so. Nothing very much seems to happen.’


Henrietta laughed. ‘He gets high for the first time and then he complains that nothing happens!’


‘When I was young,’ I said, ‘I used——’ I got no further because they were both laughing at me. I dipped my blush in Scotch. I was definitely drunk, apart from anything else.


‘Go on,’ said Adam.


‘What I mean is, I always used to think that when I grew up, became adult—you know—I used to think that something would happen. I’d do things like everyone else. Be part of things. But it’s just the same as it always was. I still don’t know what’s going on.’


‘Who does?’ said Adam. ‘Oh, I know exactly what you mean. I used to think that once I’d got my driver’s licence, the whole world would open up ahead of me. But all that happened was my mother sent me to pick up the groceries.’


‘You all live in——’ I groped for words and spilt whisky. ‘I don’t seem to get inside, I’m always looking on, I mean in. Real life is somewhere else.’


‘Over the rainbow,’ said Henrietta.


‘I want to be old,’ I said. ‘Terribly, terribly old.’


‘You will be,’ said Adam, ‘don’t worry.’


‘You poor thing,’ said Henrietta. ‘What a horrible time you must be having.’


I found that I had nothing further to say that could be mustered into coherent sentences. I reached for a cigarette.


‘I understand it all so well,’ said Adam. ‘Oh God, the years I spent not knowing why I didn’t seem to be living the way other people were.’


‘You still aren’t, dear,’ said Henrietta.


‘No, be serious now.’ He looked at me very kindly. ‘Don’t worry. One day you’ll wake up and find that there isn’t any difference between you and other people. They’re all just as puzzled as you are.’


‘I’m puzzled about where Freddy is,’ said Henrietta.


Adam just looked at her, and she avoided his eye.


‘Come on, Martin, you’re going to have to take me home. It’s two o’clock.’


I was amazed. I thought it was still about eleven. The drug, I decided, had been more timeless than I’d realised. I staggered to my feet, and swayed.


‘You can stay on the couch, if you like,’ said Adam.


‘No, I can manage.’


When the taxi arrived we were waiting in the lobby of the apartment-house.


‘See you again soon, I hope,’ said Adam.


‘It was terribly kind of you,’ I said.


Adam gave Henrietta a big hug. She wrapped her pink coat round her face like a spy.


‘Good night.’


In the back of the taxi I said, ‘That was an excellent evening, wasn’t it?’


‘Lovely.’ I was holding her hand, for no reason that I could recall. I decided she must be holding mine. ‘You must come and have a drink with us soon. How long are you staying here?’


‘About a month.’


‘Goodness, is that all? Why don’t you come tomorrow, then? Do you know where we live?’


‘No. I don’t think I’ve met you before, actually.’


‘Really? I thought we were old friends.’ She squeezed my hand and laughed. ‘What about tomorrow? Are you free?’


‘I’m always free.’


When I got back to my own apartment-house it took me some time to distinguish the outer door key from the inner door key and the key of the mail-box. I felt very tired as I climbed the stairs. I wondered how much of what I was remembering of the evening had happened and how much was hallucination. I didn’t approve of myself having taken a drug; it wasn’t the sort of thing I did.


The red-haired giant was sprawled across the landing, groaning rhythmically in his sleep; Vida Nellermoe was in her most uncompromising mood. I stepped carefully over him and unlocked my door. He stirred and whimpered, but didn’t wake.


My window was still open, and it was cold in the apartment. I leaned out and looked at the ladies’ hotel. A ghostly pair of panties shone like a lover’s signal in the moonlight from the seventh floor. I stared at it for a while, but it flapped no message for me. There were a few lights on in the tall building, but I heard no sound. Craning out and up, I saw that Gina Coleridge’s window was dark. It should be a quiet night. I went to bed.


Towards ten o’clock next morning I dreamed I was back at school. A malodorous adolescent, I was known as Pongo, and my cleverness at lessons did nothing to make me more popular. In my dream I was a new boy again, though my real age. I was being shown round the school by Broad Minor, whose duty this had been in 1949. He was telling me the slang names of each building, the complex rules which governed boys’ relationships, who was and who wasn’t allowed to wear his coat unbuttoned, and the colours of the various house and school teams. We were walking down an avenue of trees which led to the school sanatorium and I was in a panic because I knew that when I got there I would have to answer to an examination about all these names and colours and buttons and I could remember nothing. Broad Minor was angry with me; if I failed the examination, he too would be punished. ‘Plum, green, plum is what house?’ he said. ‘Quickly—plum, green, plum.’ My heart was beating furiously and I couldn’t speak. He hit me on the arm and I began to cry. ‘You stink!’ he shouted. ‘Pongo, Pongo, stinks like the Congo!’ Other boys joined him and gathered round me, jeering. ‘Pongo, Pongo, stinks like the Congo!’ Suddenly we were all in the changing-room, and I was struggling in the grasp of several large boys while others stripped me. Then I was carried, still struggling, to the bathroom. Boys with towels round their waists were waiting in line for their turns in the six zinc tubs which were all my house boasted. When they saw me they shrieked with pleasure and came capering over the slippery floor to mock me. They were all very pink and pubescent and hairless, and I was desperately ashamed of my adult genitals and thick body-hair. Someone turned on the shower and I was held beneath it, the water jetting fiercely in my face. I began to choke and scream, and then I was standing, fully clothed, in front of Hayes, the senior prefect, and he was saying, ‘You’re a disgrace to the house and a disgrace to the school, Bannister,’ and he held his nose and made a farting noise, and I wanted to pee very badly, and I said, ‘Yes, Hayes, yes, Hayes,’ and then I woke up.


I stumbled to the bathroom and shed my bursting load of guilt. I had a terrible hangover. I took four aspirins and went back to bed.
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