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Preface to the 2013 Edition





I wrote Cushing’s Crusade when I was twenty-eight, immediately after completing an extensively researched life of David Livingstone. So my choice of an impoverished archivist as my fictional protagonist owed much to my pursuit of documents in a number of small colonial and African-orientated archives. I had left the BBC three years earlier to become a full-time author and was already keenly aware of the difficulties of earning a living though my writing. Archivists, like most writers, earned very little, but had to be intelligent and hard-working to do their job effectively. People in the wider world of work, with less intelligence and dedication than scholars or writers, seemed to earn more than them and to be on secure career paths enabling them to support themselves with a lot less difficulty. It occurred to me that this gulf might be fertile ground for a novel.


So my hero, Derek Cushing, would be painfully aware of his wife’s disappointment with him for earning so little and for doing a type of work which few people knew about or respected. Diana needles Derek the whole time in the hope that she will one day prod him into being more assertive, but he is determined not to oblige her with the show of manly indignation he believes she is inviting. Instead he fights back using calculated acquiescence and appeasement as his weapons. Why should he do the obvious and emulate well-off and self-satisfied people whom he has no respect for?


An old university friend, Charles, is affable and rich and working (in Diana’s eyes) in a far more interesting field than her husband’s. He owns a modern art gallery. Derek suspects Diana is having an affair with Charles, but he does not allow even this to goad him into raging at her. ‘The sheer dedication, almost passion, of his ineffectuality soon win us over,’ wrote the Guardian’s critic to my relief. I had been determined that Derek, with his disaster-prone tendencies, should not be seen merely as a down-beat loser, but rather as someone who, though doing himself no favours, could still hold his own in challenging circumstances. With his lunatic jealousies, and his civilised self-lacerating jokes, there’s no denying that he can be a figure of fun. Yet he is never that to his thirteen-year-old son, who laughs at all his jokes, even when they aren’t funny. In return Derek does his best never to let the boy down – which he manages, until an astonishingly vexatious series of events unfold from the dunking of his watch in seawater, causing him, at the end of a disastrous afternoon, to miss a train, find ‘slippery solace’ in a field, and afterwards to confess his misbehaviour to his son and then to his wife, fatally alienating both of them and his new girlfriend too.


Only at the point of losing everything does Derek finally acknowledge that moderation has let him down badly and that anger and selfishness will be needed urgently if he is to reclaim even part of his family and his self-respect too. By ditching his habitual view of himself as a non-combatant in his marital war, at the eleventh hour he prevents comedy turning into tragedy.


Most reviewers thought that the book was funny and moving and my best to date. But though it won a national prize in Britain, the Americans found it too British to publish. The supportive New York editor who had published my first two novels had just killed himself and no new publisher had stepped forward to take his place. My agent tried to persuade Heinemann to give me a generous two-book contract, but he got nowhere. This was before prizes had much impact on sales. I was married by now, and Joyce and I had a child and hoped to have more, though I could not see how (even with Joyce working) I could afford to write literary fiction for a while. Perhaps I should have been braver. Anyway, I signed up to write two historical novels and then a biography, and then another biography, and more historical novels and a memoir, and somehow the moment never came when I could spare the time to write another contemporary novel. Nearly forty years have passed and at last the moment may have come.





Tim Jeal


April 2013



















Chapter 1





On a fourth-floor balcony of Abercorn Mansions Diana Cushing lay flat on her face with her breasts flattened under her; the ornamented railings cast a pattern of regularly spaced stripes across her bare back. Her husband Derek squatted beside her, rubbing sun-oil into her tanned and slightly perspiring skin; absently he rolled the balls of his fingers back and forth along her vertebrae. A faint smell of melting tar and petrol fumes rose from the street below. Derek could feel the top of his head smarting; the sun had caught his bald patch. He got up quietly and stood watching his wife for several moments, until satisfied that her deep and regular breathing did undoubtedly mean that she had fallen asleep. Then he slipped through the french windows into the flat. This was an excellent opportunity to wash the kitchen floor.


Five weeks before, Diana had unexpectedly sacked their cleaning woman and, since then, had done no dusting or cleaning herself. On his return from work every day Derek had washed up the dishes, emptied his wife’s ashtrays, done a little hoovering, attended to the cat’s tray and thrown out the kitchen garbage; but none of this had significantly arrested the general deterioration of the flat. To start with, partly because Diana’s behaviour was often unpredictable, and partly because he had always made strenuous efforts to avoid arguments of any sort, Derek had been content to say and do nothing. But then, when Diana’s inactivity continued into its fourth week, and she not only rejected his suggestion that they should employ another cleaner, but also told him that he was to stop all forms of cleaning himself, Derek realized that he was involved. By then the dust on the table-tops was thick enough to write legible words in.


Derek was aware that continued avoidance of a serious discussion of the situation was behaviour which might justifiably strike an outsider as insane indifference. Well-balanced people do not as a rule pretend that serious disturbances do not exist; and yet he had discovered with a sense of shock that he had no intention of bringing matters to a head. He was convinced that Diana’s lethargy, far from being a cry for help or the result of some psychological disorder, was a calculated assault on him; a plot to make him assert himself and act positively, to force him out of his usual acquiescence to her moods and wishes. The challenge was equivalent to a command to change his character. So why not acquiesce again and do what she wanted? Why not end the idiotic impasse and please her with a sudden burst of explosive male dominance? Why creep into the kitchen like a criminal and furtively clean the kitchen floor, instead of demanding that she, or somebody else, do it?


Derek’s answer was simple: by refusing to be assertive, he was really asserting himself. By rejecting her challenge, he was preserving his true persona. Not only that, he was saving her from self-deception and the mistaken belief that a display of decisive and authoritative behaviour on his part would reflect a real change of heart rather than a piece of enforced acting. He was not and never had been strong-willed and positive, and, at thirty-eight, he felt no obligation to attempt to be so. Moderation, compromise, humility and an honest desire to fall in with what other people wanted, were qualities to be cherished rather than reviled.


Derek squeezed out his mop and looked at the results of his efforts on the kitchen floor. The dirt had become so ingrained that a scrubbing-brush was called for. He was working on all fours when Diana came into the room some ten minutes later. Derek remained on his knees.


Diana was three years younger than Derek and, as he freely and often admitted, had weathered the years considerably better than himself. Her long auburn hair was still untinted, and although her cheekbones had become more pronounced, Derek thought this a distinction rather than an imperfection. Nor did he consider the faint crow’s-feet at the corners of her eyes or the few delicate lines traced across her high forehead in any way detrimental. She was a little heavier around the hips than when they had met fourteen years before, but since Derek had then thought her a little thin, this was simply an improvement. And her slightly slanting eyes, which he had always thought her greatest asset, were just as enigmatic with their subtle colour which changed in certain lights from honeycomb-flecked brown to yellowish green.


Since Diana remained silent, Derek went on scrubbing, expecting at any moment to be attacked; but when she spoke it was quietly.


‘What’s this?’


Derek’s gaze moved obediently upwards from her knees, past her floral pants and still-bare stomach and breasts, to her upheld right arm. In her hand was a small green card.


‘A hospital appointments card,’ answered Derek, scrubbing with less vigour.


‘Yours?’ she went on lightly.


‘You found it in my jacket pocket.’


Diana smiled pleasantly and let the card fall on to the wet floor.


‘Cancer? A kidney transplant? A ruptured artery?’


‘Piles,’ murmured Derek, getting up with slow dignity.


‘Didn’t you think it worth telling me about?’ she snapped with sudden ferocity. Derek explained that he had undergone a series of rectal injections which were meant to shrink the offending veins, and that he had not wanted to cause distress before the results were known, and that although he now suspected that an operation was probable it was not certain, and that he was sorry if his well-intentioned silence had proved counter-productive and caused annoyance.


‘You mean you forgot to tell me,’ said Diana, making for the door.


‘What would you like for supper?’ Derek called after her.


She turned in the doorway and looked at him sadly. ‘Why do you always have to make your conciliatory gestures so obvious?’


Derek picked up the bucket of dirty water and poured it down the sink. ‘I suppose,’ he said, ‘because if you didn’t notice them, they wouldn’t conciliate.’ He tossed the scrubbing-brush into the cupboard under the sink and added, ‘But if you do notice, they become obvious. It’s a bit of a problem,’ he ended lamely.


Diana made a plopping noise with her tongue, and said with a toss of her head, ‘I’ll have what you want for supper, if that small decision doesn’t prove too much for you.’


She was about to go again when Derek put in, ‘I didn’t forget about the injections. It isn’t the sort of thing one forgets; especially when there are a dozen students peering up one.’


‘You just forgot to tell me,’ she replied, leaving the room.


*


Derek was getting supper ready when his son Giles came in. He looked flushed and angry.


‘She’s lolling about on the balcony with her bosoms bare. Anybody could see her.’


Giles was thirteen, but small for his age. For the last six months he had been wearing glasses. Derek finished scraping the last of the carrots.


‘She can’t sit out there like that,’ went on an outraged Giles.


Derek came and rested a hand on his son’s shoulder.


‘She can, I’m afraid; not that there’s anything wrong with her breasts or breasts in general. In Africa …’


‘We’re not in Africa,’ the boy cut in furiously. ‘I might have come back with some friends.’


‘What would they have said?’ asked Derek with genuine interest.


Giles shrugged his shoulders and looked away.


‘“Never knew your mum was a nudist.” Stuff like that. “Went to tea with Cushing and his mum showed us her tits.”’ Giles picked up a carrot and took a large bite. The week before, Diana had laughed at her son for locking the bathroom door. He wasn’t ashamed of his first pubic hair, was he? With his mouth full of carrot, Giles muttered, ‘Not that I’d want to bring anybody back with the flat like this.’


‘She’ll soon snap out of it,’ said Derek soothingly.


‘Will she?’ Giles looked almost tearful. ‘It’s not as though she’s writing any articles or anything. I lent her two of my geology books but she hasn’t read a word.’


Knowing Diana’s lack of enthusiasm for Giles’s passionate interest in stones and fossils, Derek was not surprised. ‘Give her a bit more time,’ he said. ‘She’s been depressed. Nobody likes doing anything when they’re depressed.’


Giles looked at his father derisively. ‘If she hit you over the head with a frying-pan, you’d say she couldn’t help it because she was depressed.’


‘A bit of an exaggeration,’ laughed Derek.


‘Is it?’ asked Giles.


‘I do know what I’m doing,’ replied Derek with apparent assurance.


‘Everything,’ came back Giles. ‘And you’ll go on doing everything till you tell her where to get off.’


‘We’ll see about that,’ replied Derek as lightly as he could manage.


‘Nobody else’s father would stand for it,’ the boy threw out scornfully as he walked out of the room.


Derek started to peel the outer skins off the onions. Soon tears were running freely down his cheeks.


*


The following afternoon Derek was sitting at his desk in the manuscript room of the Afro-Asian Institute, where he had been the archivist for the past eleven years. An extraordinarily idle man would not have considered the job demanding. There had been few major additions to the manuscript collection during the past decade, and the routine task of maintaining the catalogue of printed books occupied little time. Apart from answering the occasional queries of historians and biographers and helping readers to locate material, Derek was free to pursue his own research on European expansion in East Africa between 1870 and 1900.


An hour earlier Derek had had to shut every window in the room to reduce the noise of the relentless pile-driver on the building-site across the street. Now the place was like a greenhouse and Derek felt no inclination to work. Instead he idly watched Professor Elkin, one of the only two readers working in the room, take off his jacket and roll up his shirtsleeves as though preparing himself for some formidable manual task. The professor’s arms were impressively hairy; the backs of his hands, even the backs of his fingers up to the knuckles, were covered with thick black hair. Derek speculated whether he had hairs all the way up his back; there was no doubt that naked he would make an imposing spectacle. In buses, tubes and shops Derek beguiled tedious moments by seeing people as animals. Red-haired people with their white eyebrows and eyelashes were pigs, small boys with large front teeth were rabbits, and Professor Elkin was undoubtedly a large lowland gorilla. Gorillas came in the main from western equatorial Africa. The professor’s interests lay on the other side of that continent. With exaggerated care his hairy hands were opening another manuscript box and soon his learned eyes were scanning the contents of Folder ‘A’: ‘Thirty-Seven Letters from Sir Harry Johnston to the Colonial Office’. Derek began to doze in the afternoon heat; inside the professor’s skull the events following the annexation of Nyasaland flickered into fitful life; in the far corner of the room a small Kenyan thumbed his way through page after page of agricultural statistics to find details about the migrant cocoa farmers of southern Ghana. For Derek it was a fairly typical working afternoon.


Most of Derek’s marital problems stemmed from Diana’s youthful admiration for academics. In the days of their courtship he had capitalized on this, making sure, whenever they had gone together to a museum or art gallery, that he had previously read up on what they would see. He had thus been able to appear far better informed than he really was; well informed moreover on a wide range of subjects; not simply a narrow specialist scholar. He had not told Diana a great deal about his work since he had felt sure than an air of mystery would lend it a greater dignity than any detailed exposition. So Diana, who had been reading a great many Russian novels at the time, had mistakenly supposed that Derek’s research, even though in a confined field, would throw light on universal matters: objective reality, the nature of truth and similarly exalted concepts. Diana had married her scholar before the publication of his first two books: Economic Imperialism and Cultural Relativism, and Economic Imperialism: A Reassessment. Her disillusion with scholars and scholarship dated from her reading of these books, both of which she found turgid, wordy and narrow.


For a while, by flogging his rapidly tiring intellect into bursts of energy that left him nervous and exhausted, Derek had managed to preserve a little of his wife’s former admiration for the variety of his knowledge and interests. But this could not, did not last. He needed time to take on new ideas, but since he was with Diana all the time he never had a chance. Her demands increased; like an eager oil magnate she tapped her husband’s head, without restraint or an eye to the future; soon she had sucked his resources dry. Once she had seen businessmen, lawyers and scientists as men pursuing mundane and trivial objects in comparison with the scholar’s elevated pursuit of pure knowledge. Now she could not conceal from Derek that, in her opinion, to be an academic was to be an emotional and mental bankrupt: a man who had never had the courage to take his chances in the real world.


At half-past four Derek woke with a start, his shirt soaked with sweat; somebody was telling him something. He recognized Diana’s voice and sat up abruptly.


‘Another arduous day in the archives,’ she said, looking down at him.


‘Must have dropped off,’ he muttered. Since Diana had not been out of the flat for over a month, he suspected she had come to cause a scene. He braced himself for the coming onslaught. But she seemed unnaturally cheerful and amiable.


‘Time we went shopping together. You need some new clothes.’


‘Do I?’ asked Derek hesitantly.


‘I’ll meet you outside the tube station at half-past five.’ She had not bothered to lower her voice and Professor Elkin was looking at her disapprovingly. She gave him a friendly wave as she went out. Derek was still trying to work out what her evident change of mood meant when five o’clock came.


Having politely ejected Elkin and the Kenyan, Derek locked all the manuscript boxes used by readers during the day into the safe upstairs. Security arrangements at the Institute amused him. He liked to imagine a small band of historians with masks, sticks of gelignite and metal-cutting-gear, blasting their way into the main archives and making away with everything. But scholarly thieves, he reflected bitterly, were rather less spectacular than bank robbers in the manner of their operations: a letter furtively slipped into a briefcase or casually folded between innocent pages of notes, all under the archivist’s eye—that was their cowardly way. That was how almost the entire Raffles collection had disappeared two years before.


Outside in the evening sunlight Derek started walking towards his rendezvous with Diana. Across the road on the building-site the pile-driver thumped out a brisk marching rhythm. Buses, cars, motor-bicycles, taxis, even the occasional invalid-carriage swept by as the heart of the city pumped men and metal outwards towards far-flung suburbs. The sun glittered on office windows and secretaries hurried home on high heels. Cotton frocks and flimsy underwear. Women wear less in summer. To rub genitals against the thighs or buttocks of strangers in the tube is called ‘frotteurism’ and is an offence: technically an assault. It is virtually impossible not to assault people in the tube. Fascinus was a classical god whose image was the erect male organ. Virgins celebrated his festival with ceremonies of public defloration; their implement was a suitably sized replica of the god. The useless verbal lumber in Derek’s head was extensive, and growing year by year; the thought did not displease him; words to replace dying brain cells. A losing battle but life was that anyway, little man against an unfathomable universe. Libraries and archives were arsenals for the battle against time, voices for the dead, and archivists pursued the noble cause of guarding the produce of brains long since decomposed. There were other ways to look at it, and Derek often looked at it in other ways. Libraries were vomitoriums, places for storing gobbets of half-digested matter for living men to feed upon, escapist palaces where past regurgitations could make the present palatable.


Some distance from the tube station Derek could see a gradually increasing traffic jam. The cause of it seemed to be an untidily parked car not unlike the Cushing family saloon; inside it was a woman not unlike Mrs Cushing. The resemblance was too great for coincidence. Derek started to run towards the offending vehicle. Diana flung open the passenger-seat door and motioned him to get in. From the direction she drove off in, Derek assumed that they were on their way to the crowded chaos of Oxford Street.


They had blundered through the semi-darkness of five boutiques before reaching the one where Diana spotted what she thought Derek could do with for the summer: a light cotton suit in a delicate pale-blue material, with a battledress-style jacket and breast pockets picked out with darker blue thread at the edges. Derek was so delighted with his wife’s apparent recovery that he did not feel able to suggest that brown, green or even mustard versions of the same would have looked less overtly homosexual. Struggling into the light blue hipster trousers behind a flimsy curtain, he found that their figure-hugging cut was such that if he wore them regularly, his testicles would be forced into his lower abdomen. Armed with this certainty he objected, making sure to look disappointed rather than relieved. In the end Diana chose him a blue-and-white-striped jacket and an innocuous pair of beige flared trousers.


Before her recent malaise Diana had always decided what clothes he should buy, so Derek saw her resumption of this habit as a sign that all would now be well. Incredibly he appeared to have won a significant marital victory. He had never minded Diana’s desire to dress him up in clothes more suitable for men ten years younger, and today he minded still less. She had often told him that he was burnt-out and dull, so he had never resented her attempt to make him look more vital and alive. It was rather like the macabre habit of some undertakers who put rouge on the cheeks of corpses to make them more life-like, but there was no sense in getting worked up, even though he could not share the spurious sense of individuality experienced by many who bought fashionable clothes. But better to adopt off-the-peg fashion than off-the-peg ideas. Whatever indignities his acquiescence inflicted on his appearance, his mental clothing, he hoped, remained his own.


*


The sitting-room in the Cushings’ flat was a large room with a high ceiling and french windows leading out on to the narrow balcony. They had inherited half the furniture from the previous tenants, whose taste had been unusual. There was a terrible standard lamp with peculiar fluted swellings carved at intervals on the wooden column, a large reproduction Jacobean table and an equally dark and heavy-looking sideboard. Diana had tried to brighten up the flat by putting down a red carpet but this had merely emphasized the sombreness of the furniture. Two modern chairs, with metal frames and canvas seats, also tended to accentuate the bulk of the large Victorian sofa with its ornate wooden scrolls on the arms. Diana particularly liked ferns, palms and other rubbery dark-leaved plants, which, Derek thought, gave the room an unnatural underwater look. Diana tossed him his parcel of clothes.


‘Don’t just stand there. Take off your trousers.’


Derek did as he was asked and then slipped on his new garments. Diana watched him critically. She had often told him that his legs were short and stubby, quite wrong for his long torso, and that his head was too large for the width of his shoulders. Derek had always admitted she was right. She looked him up and down for a few moments and smiled.


‘You’ll do,’ she said generously.


Derek stood awkwardly in the middle of the room.


‘All dressed up and nowhere to go,’ he said.


‘I wouldn’t say that,’ she replied after a pause. ‘The jacket looks just right for the sea.’


Since they rarely went to the sea, Derek decided she was being sarcastic. He was mistaken.


‘Charles rang up this afternoon,’ she went on. ‘He’s bought a house on a Cornish estuary; wants us to stay there for a couple of weeks.’


Diana’s evident excitement made Derek cautious. He hated sitting on beaches and swimming.


‘That’s jolly good of him,’ he said. ‘Of course there shouldn’t be any problem about getting time off. When does he want us to go?’


‘Last week in July and the first in August.’


Derek sank down on to the Victorian sofa.


‘I see,’ he replied quietly. How could she possibly have forgotten that he had arranged to spend those very weeks in Edinburgh at the National Library of Scotland going through the Macnair papers: documents vital to his East African research. So that was her game. She’d clean up the house and stop messing him around if he gave up his crucial research trip. Diana was going on about how much Giles would enjoy himself. He could even learn to sail, and the opportunity for looking for his precious rocks along the sea shore could scarcely be bettered. Derek had a very fair idea of how Diana would respond if he said he intended going on with his research. What sort of a man could put a load of yellowing papers before a child’s enjoyment? If his research actually had any importance she might feel differently, but what was it except a dead-end subject about dead people? A convenient escape from the real world and real people.


‘Those were the only dates?’ he asked helplessly.


Diana nodded. ‘So I can let him know it’s all right?’


He took a deep breath and prepared himself for the worst. ‘I’m going to Scotland then.’


‘Doing what?’ said Diana, as though he had just made a uniquely disgusting proposition. ‘You can’t intend to prevent us going.’


Derek put his head in his hands. Dear God, to think that he’d thought he had won a victory over the flat and her lethargy; if he had, she was going to make him pay for it all right. She wasn’t even remotely aware of the ludicrous irony that all her efforts of the last six weeks had been designed to make him assert himself, and now, when he did so, she wanted him to revert to his old obsequiousness. Suddenly the solution came to him.


‘You go,’ he exclaimed triumphantly, as though announcing an idea of amazing brilliance. ‘You and Giles go to Cornwall and I’ll go to Scotland.’ He smiled at her and started laughing. ‘That’s the answer.’


To his surprise Diana did not argue with him. He had been sure he would have to deliver a lengthy monologue on his personal feelings in order to convince her that he would ruin the holiday rather than contribute to it, but now, mercifully, there was no need.


A few moments later Diana said, ‘Apart from my wanting you to come, don’t you think Charles is going to find your refusal rather peculiar?’


Derek laughed. ‘He only likes me because he thinks I’m peculiar.’


Diana laughed too and asked no further questions. Derek had known Charles Lamont for almost twenty years, but did not exactly like him. Yet Charles went on asking him to dinner parties and he went on accepting because he didn’t dislike the man either. Derek certainly wasn’t jealous of Charles’s wealth or his successful art gallery, nor did he feel hurt by his near-certainty that Charles only enjoyed producing him at dinner parties to demonstrate the wide range of his acquaintance. You see, I don’t just meet people in the art and business worlds, and here to prove it from the eccentric world of scholarship is Derek Cushing, the unassuming archivist. Ever been to the Afro-Asian Institute, by the way? No? I’m not surprised at all; it’s the sort of place one thought had died with the Empire. Straight out of the Victorian era: masses of pictures of Empire builders and elephants all jumbled up with Rhodes’s inkwell and Livingstone’s toe, and thousands of books which nobody reads. Yes, it is a funny sort of job, but he doesn’t seem to mind. Lives in a dark and cavernous flat near Kilburn. It’s in one of those mock Tudor monstrosities; all white plasterwork and fake beams. Strange thing is he’s got a rather good-looking wife. That’s her over there; the bored one with that slightly embittered look. I was at university with Derek, same college; the dons all said he was brilliant. And today … well, look at him. But there’s something rather attractive about lost causes and wasted opportunities. Derek’s the best example of it I know. I’m thinking of having him stuffed actually; something for my private collection. I wouldn’t be able to sell him in my gallery, but at home he’ll look rather fine with the Etruscan statuary. Of course it was just possible, Derek conceded, that he had misjudged Charles, but he didn’t think so.


So he had saved his research and Giles and Diana would get a good holiday in Cornwall; for the first time in weeks Derek felt happy. To think how narrowly he had escaped the tedium of lying for hours on some nasty beach with his stubby legs burning, and the top of his head going redder and redder and starting to peel, and suffering the enforced bonhomie and the drinking, and the walks in the rain, to show that one was determined to make the most of every situation, and the conversations about plays and films and art and life and above all the gratitude for what we have received at your lovely house in such lovely country and, yes, how incredibly clever of you to have got it all for only seventy thousand and …


‘I’ll ring him and explain,’ offered Derek magnanimously.


‘I’d be much happier if you came,’ murmured Diana.


But Derek was already dialling Charles’s number.



















Chapter 2





Shortly after 4.00 p.m. on July 13, ten days before his scheduled departure for Scotland, Derek Cushing lifted the receiver of his phone in the Afro-Asian Institute and dialled his dentist’s number. Derek was not worried about his teeth but wished to leave a message for his wife, who had informed him that morning that she had a dental appointment for four o’clock. The receptionist was apologetic and regretted that she could not give Mrs Cushing a message, since to her certain knowledge no Mrs Cushing had an appointment that afternoon. Did Mrs Cushing have an appointment on any other day that week? The receptionist denied knowledge of any such appointment. Derek thanked her and rang off. He had simply wished to let Diana know that he intended going straight from work to the address where they were having dinner and would not go home first.


Diana could be absent-minded and mistake a day, but to mistake the week of a dental appointment was taking absent-mindedness further than Derek thought probable. She had lied to him on occasions in the past and he had been known to lie to her and perhaps there was nothing in it, and if there was something in it perhaps it didn’t matter anyway. If she felt like telling him that she had gone to the dentist and had instead spent the afternoon in a sauna bath, that was her business. Derek was irritated only because he now felt impelled to go back to the flat before going on to the dinner party.


At breakfast the following day, after eating an all but hard-boiled egg without complaint, Derek cleared a visual path between the three large packets of cereal on the table and said, ‘I really am a selfish sod. I forgot to ask how you got on at the dentist.’


‘Better late than never,’ replied Diana. ‘A couple of fillings; that was all. I’ve got to go back on Friday to let the hygienist have a go at my gums. Hygienist, my foot; it’s as bad as calling dustmen “disposal operatives”.’


So she had added another lie. If one lie was innocuous, were two lies rather different?


‘Why did you change dentists?’ Derek asked abruptly.


She was buttering some toast. He watched carefully to see whether her knife stopped dead or whether she seemed put out in any less obvious way.


‘Christ, how awful. You didn’t go to meet me at Gilchrist’s, did you?’


‘I phoned and you didn’t have an appointment.’


‘I’m surprised I didn’t tell you. I’ve got a new man.’


‘What was wrong with Gilchrist?’


There was no sign of embarrassment, no surprise, no evidence of quick thinking. Diana took a sip of coffee and smiled.


‘I didn’t like Gilchrist’s eyes. I don’t suppose you’ve noticed, but they’re yellow, not the pupils but the whites. They’re usually bloodshot too. They made me feel ill, the way he used to peer into my mouth with his eyeballs brushing my cheeks.’


‘And the new dentist has white whites?’


‘Very white. He’s an Indian so I suppose that might make them seem whiter than they are.’


‘Should I go to him too?’


‘If you don’t like Gilchrist’s eyes, it mightn’t be a bad idea.’


Could anybody possibly leave a dentist because of the whites of their eyes? Derek pondered the question for a few moments before conceding that Diana was capable of it. Or had she just thought of it there and then? Suddenly he felt irritated. Nobody ought to leave dentists because of their eyeballs. That might be a reason to leave an oculist. The only physical defect that could possibly justify leaving a dentist was a mouthful of bad teeth; no, delirium tremens and Parkinson’s disease should be added.


‘I’ve never heard such a lousy reason for leaving a dentist,’ he said. Diana was looking at him with unfeigned surprise. He was being assertive, which was unusual enough, but, more unusual still, he was being assertive at breakfast. ‘What I mean is,’ he went on, ‘I don’t understand such a reason.’


Diana lit a cigarette and exhaled twintusks of smoke from her nostrils. She seemed amused now.


‘I would have thought I’d made it pretty clear. Anyway, why should you understand? Is my one aim and object in life meant to be making myself comprehensible to you?’ she paused and then added, ‘There’s no reason to look so persecuted. You’ve as good as said you don’t believe me. Fine. If you don’t, it’s your tough titty.’


‘Thank you for being so explicit.’


‘Pleasure,’ she replied.


Diana had started to read the paper, and since Derek could think of nothing else to say he left for work.


*


For Derek the morning rush-hour was a special violation. He was convinced that people who worked in shops or other crowded places did not detest the shoulder-to-shoulder pressure and the constant buffeting as he did. How could they know the agony of the timid archivist, accustomed only to the womb-like security of his library, when he was plunged into the alien maelstrom of the commuters’ cauldron? On some mornings Derek managed to establish a scholarly distance to the whole sub-human business by making classical comparisons: Charon the ticket-office clerk to whom he gave his coin, the lift Charon’s boat, the doors of the train the gates of Hades, and Pluto himself the power of money that sucked all men into the bowels of the earth. But on this particular morning such thoughts held no consolation. In the tube, just as the train was leaving Baker Street, it came to Derek that Diana had been lying to him. Since she lied to him quite often, it was not the lying itself that alarmed him, but the conclusion that on this particular occasion it might matter that she had lied. Although he mistrusted intuition he could not escape this feeling. My wife, Mrs Cushing, has this morning attempted to persuade me that she spent the greater part of Wednesday afternoon at the premises of an Indian dentist. If she lied to me what am I to understand? Derek was now on the escalator, gliding upwards past many underwear advertisements. Dear Mr Cuckold, if you are so blindly and wilfully stupid, is it surprising that your wife is deceiving you, deceiving you furthermore with grotesque and improbable stories? Can you think of any reason except the most obvious one why your wife should have lied to you? Pure bloody-mindedness is admittedly a possibility, and a desire to tease, irritate and wound should not automatically be ruled out; but since your wife has recently started an afternoon course in antique furniture restoration, and has during the last four months purchased as much clothing as in the past four years, can you reasonably suggest that such arguments hold water?


During the morning, to try to take his mind off his wife, Derek retreated to the basement archive room. Having locked himself in, he went behind the stacks containing the Institute’s Far Eastern Missionary Correspondence and opened a carefully concealed tin chest. Inside was the private correspondence of the Imperial British East Africa Company for the years 1879 to 1901. Since the donation of these documents, by an elderly Scottish widow, at the beginning of March, Derek had known that he would be able to write a far more comprehensive account of the British intervention in East Africa than Professor Elkin, who was writing a book on the same subject. All Derek had to do was to refrain from cataloguing the chest’s contents till the professor’s finished manuscript was with his publisher. Normally, reading these previously unpublished letters, written by Lugard, Mackinnon and Kirk, banished all other thoughts from Derek’s mind, but this morning their usual magic failed. His thoughts repeatedly returned to Diana.


For some reason he kept on imagining himself in his bedroom at the flat; but the room had changed dramatically. Gone from the dressing table was the clutter of pots of cosmetics, scraps of cotton wool, spilt powder and hair-rollers, usually left by Diana; gone too were her clothes and the two Indian rugs on the floor. No trace of her remained. The emptiness of the room struck him so forcibly that for a moment he had to hold on to the tin chest to remind himself where he was. A sudden stab of panic under the diaphragm made it hard for him to breathe for several seconds. This was not grief, not self-pity, but naked fear. Fourteen years suddenly dismissed; the safety net of habit gone, his assumptions and expectations splintering like glass. When he had recovered sufficiently he returned to the manuscript room, where he was immediately accosted by a scholarly Asian wishing to know about population figures for Perak in the 1790s.


Only when most of the readers had gone out to lunch was Derek able to think about his panic in the archives. Any decent man would surely not have trembled in such circumstances. Rage, jealousy, sorrow, reproach would have been more appropriate than fear. Would a normal red-blooded male sit helplessly on a tin chest and suffer without disgust or distress the idea of a strange tongue stroking his wife’s nipples? Would he not roar out in savage abandonment: ‘Some scheming bastard has besmirched my wife!’? Yet no biblical denunciations had formed in his brain; instead, under his diaphragm, tremors of panic still quivered. What really puzzled and distressed him was the certainty that although he thought he loved Diana, separation from her did not in itself terrify him. His fear had been far more personal and overwhelming. He had not been so much afraid for his marriage as afraid for himself.


Early in the afternoon Derek went home, leaving the Institute in the hands of his assistant Miss Prideaux. An hour later he was sitting in the bedroom which he had imagined stripped of all traces of Diana; around him the evidence of her continued residence was plentiful and reassuringly real. Yet he was far from happy. His panic had shaken him so badly that he felt impelled to discover the precise reasons for his fear or, if that were impossible, at least find some formula that made it seem less frighteningly irrational. Certainly the simple loss of having her around was not in itself alarming; the real change would be the absence of her decision-making. He tried to envisage a life with no Diana to organize his social life, no Diana to choose his clothes, decide about holidays, or about new chair covers, or a room to be painted, a meal to be bought, a present to be given, a film to be seen. She always knew what she wanted, but did he? Again slight tremors of panic troubled him. For so long he had persuaded himself that his acquiescence was a defence, a way to protect himself from her disappointment in him; an infallible method to stave off quarrels and stop real clashes; a protective wall around the real Derek. Yet what if the wall had enclosed nothing? What if he had deferred to her wishes for so long that he no longer had any wishes and preferences of his own? If that had happened, her desires had defined and even constituted his existence, and without her all orientation would disappear. He fought against the idea, accusing himself of crass amateur psychology. Every married person had to defer to the wishes of his partner almost every day. Nothing extraordinary in that. He had just taken surrender a bit further. Nothing to be alarmed about. In any case he wasn’t really sure that she was having an affair. Her fit of clothes-buying earlier in the year, her lies about the dentist and the furniture course, were not in themselves proof of anything. Her long period of inactivity in the flat and her refusal to go out hardly indicated the existence of a lover, although it was just possible that he had jilted her before her decline and then taken her back, thus causing her recovery. But even if there was a lover, this didn’t mean that she would leave her husband. Derek got up from the bed and walked over to the window. An ordinary summer day. The radio told of no disasters, natural or otherwise; cars passed and people went about their business as usual. There were leaves on the trees, clouds in the sky, glass in the window frames. Everywhere he looked, normality. Traffic lights functioning normally; the Thames, although he could not see it, was doubtless flowing calmly along its usual course. All was well. He tried a laugh, and when that sounded rather hollow he smiled to himself. Then he felt the panic again; not overwhelmingly, but fluttering disconcertingly in his stomach; a slight but unmistakable reminder that it might take a lot more than logic to solve his problem.


*


A scene of tranquil amity and calm repose. Midnight and the Cushings are in bed. She is reading, and he stares thoughtfully at the ceiling, as his mind unwinds after a rich and varied day. Her face is glistening with moisture cream, which, according to the advertisers, will keep her skin younger longer and help build new cells during the night. His face is solemn and a little strained, as though he needed some relaxing evening beverage to pave the way for a profound and untroubled sleep.


Diana had put down her book and was reaching for the light-switch when Derek said, unexpectedly, ‘Tell me about your furniture course.’


‘Now?’ She turned round to make sure he was being serious. ‘You’ve never shown the least interest before.’


‘What sort of things do you learn?’ he asked innocently.


‘How to tell a Sheraton chest from a Victorian copy, when a Hepplewhite tallboy isn’t what one thinks it is. Satisfied?’ She reached for the switch again.


Derek said hastily, ‘How does one tell a Sheraton chest from a copy?’


‘I want to go to sleep.’


Derek’s heart was thumping. She was trying to get out of it because she didn’t know; because the whole course was an invention. ‘Tell me,’ he murmured.


Diana sighed and shut her eyes. Then she opened them reluctantly and replied in a distinct emphatic voice, as though he were deaf or cretinous, ‘The keyholes will be different, the back will have been hacked about, and the curved front will have been cut through in the middle. All right?’ She snapped off the light and curled up with her back to him. Of course she could have read it all in a book, or might even have invented it on the spur of the moment.


‘What got you interested in antique furniture?’


‘Boredom,’ she came back at once. ‘Now go to sleep.’


‘That new dentist of yours,’ whispered Derek, after a short silence. A loud sigh from Diana. ‘I think I’ve got a loose filling. Do you think he’d suit me?’


She jerked into a sitting position and turned on the light. ‘Do you have to settle your dental problems in the middle of the night?’


Her exasperation could be genuine, or again she could be trying to put him off.


‘I want to change my dentist,’ Derek said.


‘Are Gilchrist’s eyes getting you down too?’ she asked with feigned incredulity.


‘He’s too far from my work. Where’s your Indian bloke?’


‘South Ken,’ she replied without hesitation.


‘Would you make me an appointment?’


‘I’ll ring him tomorrow.’


‘You won’t need to,’ he came back quietly. ‘You’re seeing him tomorrow.’


‘Thank God you reminded me. That bloody hygienist. I’ll ask him in person.’ She reached out for the switch. ‘Can I?’ she asked imploringly. Derek nodded assent. Darkness again. Diana said, ‘Of course he may not be able to take on any more National Health patients. I was lucky he took me on.’


It was then that Derek was finally convinced that the Indian dentist did not exist. A little later he knew that he would have to follow her in the morning; wherever she was planning to go, it would certainly have nothing to do with her teeth.
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