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Preface to the 2014 Edition





Paul Ableman – playwright, experimental novelist and screenwriter – was one of the most recognisable and well-loved literary figures of Hampstead.


When I first knew him, he was living in a penthouse flat in Fellows Road, which went through many metamorphoses during his long residence. It started off as a small bachelor pad in the wild late sixties, but expanded mysteriously over the years to accommodate more and more books, computers, his second wife Sheila, his younger son Tom, talkative dinner parties, and large summer parties of guests who would crowd on to newly sprouting balconies amongst the pot plants, sit on top of one another on settees, and yell at one another happily in crowded corridors. It was like the Tardis. There was much more room in there than you would have thought possible.


Ableman, too, though small of stature, contained multitudes. He was born in Leeds in 1927 into an unorthodox Jewish family. His father, Jack, was a tailor. His mother, Gertrude, wanted to be an actress, left his father and moved to London, to Hampstead, where she fell in love with an American journalist, Thurston Macauley. (I liked his mother, a flamboyant woman who used to make lively contributions to my class at Morley College, but Paul was more critical of her, and I guess he knew her a lot better than I did.)


Paul was brought up in New York with his mother and stepfather and sent to Stuyvesant High School, returning to England aged eighteen. He did his National Service in the Education Corps, in Gibraltar and Scapa Flow, then went to King’s College London to read English, but did not finish his degree, hanging out in Paris instead, writing erotic fiction.


His novels include I Hear Voices (1957), published by the Olympia Press (a work of which Maurice Girodias was very proud), As Near as I Can Get (1962), Vac (1968), The Twilight of the Vilp (1969, his first book to be produced by Gollancz), and Tornado Pratt (1978): these works were praised for their inventive language, bawdy high spirits, and originality of form by Anthony Burgess, Philip Toynbee, Robert Nye and other friends of the avant-garde.


But his first publication had been a play, written with his mother, Even His Enemy (1948) – produced in London as Letters to a Lady in 1951. Green Julia, his first full-length play, in which two young men discuss an absent mistress, was a great success at the 1965 Edinburgh Festival, and other surreal and experimental plays (such as Tests, 1966) followed, with the encouragement of establishment critics like Harold Hobson, but Ableman also wrote screenplays of a more popular nature. He described himself, proudly, as a freelance writer, and could turn his hand to many different genres, including general science books.


He made something of a speciality of ‘novelising’ BBC series, such as Shoestring (Shoestring, 1979, and Shoestring’s Finest Hour, 1980), Porridge (Porridge: The Inside Story, 1979, and others under the pseudonym Paul Victor), Hi-de-hi (Hi-de-hi, 1983), Dad’s Army (Dad’s Army: The Defence of a Front Line English Village, 1989), Minder (Straight Up: The Autobiography of Arthur Daley, 1991) and Last of the Summer Wine (Last of the Summer Wine: A Country Companion by Clegg, Foggy and Compo, 1992).


His embrace of the sexual revolution of the 1960s unwittingly exposed him to risks. In 1969 he published a book called The Mouth, a harmlessly entertaining and informative book about orality drawing on mythology, psychoanalysis, literature and art, and pleasantly illustrated with images from Magritte, Kitagawa Utamaro and other respectable sources. This provoked an obscenity case of some hilarity, which was very ably contested by Jeremy Hutchinson, and the book and its author were triumphantly acquitted. I appeared as witness for the defence and I hope made a good case for Ableman’s good heart, innocent intentions and literary merit.


Ableman’s first marriage to Tina Carrs-Brown ended in amicable divorce: they had one son, Martin. He married Sheila Hutton-Fox in 1978, with whom he had Tom. His emotional life went through periods of turbulence, but he was always an attentive and affectionate father. As he grew older, he grew milder and more benign (although his amazing shock of hair grew larger and wilder), and he remained an eccentric rather than a conformist.


He was a great walker, and liked to set off into the wilds with his compass, alone or with his wife and son, sometimes sleeping in the amazing expanding Dandy he attached to his car. He made a good gin and tonic in his Dandy, high on Exmoor. He loved the natural world as intensely as he loved the pubs of Soho. On my last walk with him, in the Chilterns, we sat in a field eating our sandwiches, watching a red kite, while he explained to me his theory of the mind, which he expounded in his last book. He was a wonderful talker, but never a deliverer of monologues: he was always eager for a response, and listened to the stories of others with keen curiosity.


The Secret of Consciousness (1999) concerns the function of dreams and the archival capacity and processing mechanisms of the brain during sleep. His claims have yet to be tested, although he maintained it would be easy to do so in a sleep laboratory. His scientist friends (who included Lewis Wolpert) were not persuaded by them. He believed that during sleep the brain sorts and stores diurnal sensory impressions, on a Twin-Data system, one pathway leading to consciousness, the other to the archival memory, and that identity is no more (or less) than the unique set, or narrative, of sensory data of each individual. He saw the novelist’s use of ‘interior monologue’ as an attempt to describe this fluid and ever-changing process of creation.


In later years he began to keep an impressively detailed journal – a sort of forerunner, as he saw it, of the blog – in which he noted domestic and social events and his thoughts on such disparate matters as Judaism, technology, the restaurants of Swiss Cottage and the acting techniques of Peter Sellers: a record of an enquiring mind which found all human life of interest.


Ableman bore his last years of illness with an exemplary mixture of stoicism, good manners and good humour that made his company a pleasure. He never complained, and retained his affectionate delight in others to the last.


Margaret Drabble


 


(Margaret Drabble’s obituary for Paul Ableman was first printed in the Independent on 31 October 2006.)



















My Uncle Edward called …





MY UNCLE EDWARD CALLED, a great surprise, thundering into my educative world, kicking the book from my hand and prowling self-consciously about. A small, solemn, self-righteous Northerner, Uncle Edward looked at me soberly as he explained how mother worried.


‘We respect your motives,’ he growled. ‘We admire your resolve and we don’t wish to burden you with family matters. Lad,’ he spoke earnestly, tapping my knee, ‘your mother’s worried. We won’t talk about the past. She’s made a place for herself in the village. What is she to say when Mrs Hewitt inquires after you?’


I made no reply.


‘She’s a village woman. She’s been a village woman all her life and she’ll die a village woman. I’ve been in the war and if you think we’re narrow I can understand. I’ve killed men and I’m glad to say that the mills are working overtime again. There’s competition from the East. Well, we’ve faced that before. Unlike some of the directors I understand that men must live. East or West. The mills are humming, lad.’


They were dropping a new building outside.


‘That’s a fine building going up, lad. Not a barracks, I suppose?’


Behind my fixed scowl, I pondered whether my uncle’s remark was intended as a mild taunt, a suggestion that a barracks was where, for a further salutary year of discipline, I belonged. First, assimilating manliness and health and then perhaps blazing off somewhere to gun huts, blast trains, drench columns in jellied petrol (inextinguishable, tenacious flame), to wield, gingerly, by predetermined arming stages, even a little capsule of the sun, glazing a continent from the sky. The drums, lad, are an education.


‘Do you hate public ownership?’ I asked him, trying to lure my blunt excellent uncle into my home realm of ideas, where I could dodge nimbly around, from concealed position to position, alerting the gun crews, while my poor, blundering uncle was still ramming home the wadding in his matchlock. Fool, I thought, one of so-many-million lethal fools!


Tall, gaunt, atrociously-clad, I stalked with Uncle Edward to the corner tea-shop. Anonymous London roared primly to work. Already at work, a street-gang, outside the grey mouth of the underground station, had released an evil seep from the sewers through which we plodded gasping.


In the tea-shop we queued for buns and my uncle’s shrewd eyes inspected the food. Daily familiarity had not acquainted him with the landscape-like permanence of the items displayed and he seemed to find the array rich and appetizing.


‘Have a bun, lad,’ he urged, placing the limp morsel on my tray. ‘Perhaps you’d prefer something hot? Grilled bacon? It looks very tasty.’


He called me ‘lad’ several more times before we reached the ranked cups of insipid coffee and once I smiled secretly to observe the faint, surprised twitch of a lady in a blue dress as she referred the diminutive to my towering form, greasy clothes and introspective air.


‘What’s it like in the village, Uncle?’ I asked, when we were seated, and after I had, for a little while, contemplated the provincial having a good look round at such citizens as eat breakfast in chain cafés.


‘It could be better,’ he announced sternly. ‘There’s no way of keeping it from you indefinitely. Your sister Edna has become a laboratory assistant in the south.’


I thought of Edna, a little, chubby girl, rolling repeatedly down a green bank creasing a velvety sweep of lawn, until mother forcibly stopped her. Edna went and sat silently, after that, against the bole of a spreading cedar and absently fingered her genitals, until mother suddenly gasped and rushed over and hit her. At night, while Edna, Mary and I queued up for our baths, peering around huge, fresh towels to see what the others were doing, bombers droned overhead to smash factories, and father.


‘Well?’


‘No, its not that. I hardly know how to tell you. She’s stopped writing.’


There was little to tell, it seemed. Someone had seen Edna dancing at what seemed to them a disreputable place, an ordinary place really, a cellar at the sea-side full of gyrating young men and women in thrall to the latest variety of American commercialized folk music, enforcing, with their supple bodies, the precious illusion of primitive abandon and straining, almost in direct proportion to their capacity for mental activity, to still thought.


My uncle told me about the electricity. It had reached Widow Baker’s cottage beyond the first milestone at last. Widow Baker was in the grid at last. Edna was in the laboratory.


Uncle Edward dissolved and was replaced the next morning by Simpson, a sallow, meagre comrade in a cloth cap, a long, patched filthy overcoat and a collarless, soiled shirt. No previous acquaintance of mine, Simpson bestowed his name on me only indirectly, although I was doubtless a more suitable recipient of the information than the one he chose, his coffee cup. Thus, after poring over this in obviously unstable silence for some time, he suddenly muttered fiercely, without raising his eyes from the unresponsive cup, ‘Simpson, that’s me—Simpson—I told ’im——’


Once initiated, the indignant recital of his wrongs soon swelled to a torrent. Rarely, I thought, would sufficient awareness of the distinction between generation and expression of thought to permit even such a tentative silence, menaced by working lips and shifting glance, as had existed a moment before, be available to him. Now he chattered mechanically on, his challenging look indiscriminately directed now across the table we shared at me, now at some of the other already edgily deliberate or covertly glancing breakfasters, now at the wall or staircase, although repeatedly his eyes roved back to mine as if to caution me that, huddled frozen and anguished behind the cascade of obscenity, a still-vulnerable mortal was aware of my reactions.


A girl smiled at me in wry sympathy, and I quietly went on eating. I think it was that same day that another girl smiled at me, quite rational, sane, as it is now perhaps legitimate to describe girls who throw themselves out of windows, munch heavy overdoses of sedative drugs and assault themselves in other ways. Not sane, perhaps, neurotic, ill in the nerves, but certainly rational (though this too is a difficult point).


‘Had a good day?’


‘Some sort of day.’


‘Aren’t you clever?’


This poor girl was emaciated. She had contracted just below the dimensions of her evident former attractiveness. Perhaps it was not only from existing indications but from vague recollection that I endowed her with lost good looks. In spite of the ease with which we had glanced at each other and started to talk, we had certainly never spoken to each other before. And yet I felt that somewhere in a group, at a party, in a pub, I had seen the dark-haired female whom I now regarded as the enhanced prototype of my present companions.


We had spells of silence. Three times the waiter brought us new glasses and three times we drained them. After struggling, in response to my polite questioning, to tell me something of her life, and failing, she admired another thing I’d said, about the world, the whole world with its slippery seals and scientists, neurotic Western girls like herself, tittering, newly-emancipated girls, bound for the factories, in brown and yellow lands, and black lands.


‘Do you think so? You haven’t got a car I suppose? What is the name of—of——What is——’


In the world of publicity men are made happy by bottled beer and several of these implausibly gratified mortals were smirking at us from behind the bar. As they poured out their favourite brand, each immune, apparently, from any disloyal, but human, suspicion that his neighbour, on the next varnished and chromatic panel, might not actually have secured a superior brew, their tennis partners, or riding companions, or moonlit-balcony, fragrant-night-air-inhaling consorts, drew near for their own cherished draught. Dangerous business, I thought, if carried too far. Perhaps dangerous in any degree. For instance, America, where officialdom of all kinds, political, commercial, educational and the entertainment industry continually forge new, chrome-plated nation-myths to bolt over a furious and heterogeneous people: backwoodsmen at heart who love fishin’; kindly, easy-goin’ folk; eighteenth-century revolutionary intellectuals; Athenian democrats; handymen who really hate production lines; small townsmen who just haven’t noticed that some ‘cussed, doggone busybodies’ have gone and extended the town limits right up to Canada and down to Mexico. And the sombre, stripped, urban American inspects the myths with expressionless eyes, thinking ‘I’m not like that and that’s what Americans are like. What’s the difference? It’s a crazy world.’


Rosy, the night walker, leaned against her usual corner where the soft strip-lighting, in nursery pink, creamed away the harshness of her complexion. She stood with her hands crossed behind her, flat against the pitted brickwork, while her legs, running obliquely to her stiletto-heeled shoes, pressed her plump bottom against the wall. Soon, if she were lucky, one of the solitary men passing through the district would pause in response to her murmured endearment, stand gazing past her as if only half aware of her presence while she elaborated her offer, and ultimately perhaps stalk rapidly behind her as she turned a corner, crossed a street, marched purposefully up an unexpectedly gloomy defile and disappeared into a dim doorway set in a sooty façade.


And a few moments later we had been alone in a sickly, first-floor room. Or were we alone, I had wondered warily, noticing a door just wide-enough open to show that the chamber next door was unlit.


‘Are we alone?’


‘Now come on, you haven’t hired a life companion. Here——’


Brusquely she manipulated my ardourless person, insulating it from any but the dim illusion of carnal contact. She was naked from the waist down, I noticed, having removed her skirt. When? While I’d been glancing dubiously at the parted door. Her dumpy, stockinged legs, medalled with suspenders, and tufted abdomen, seemed strangely detached from the brisk, commercial lady above them.


‘Well, come on!’


Now she was on the bed, lower half a pair of legs splayed submissively, upper half an impatient and uncongenial person whom I scarcely knew.


‘Are you going to get started?’


‘No——’


‘No?’ (rearing up).


‘Yes—why can’t you be more——’


More like memory, selective memory, more like anticipation. More like the doting imagination, endlessly elaborating voluptuous phantasy. Less like life. For Rosy on the street corner, with tightly drawn bodice and short skirt, the patient girls in doorways as we stride past, the elegant, youthful professionals strolling in expensive neighbourhoods, the girl-cluttered parks under the streaming lights, resolve themselves long, too long, before the critical moment into just you and a stranger. And the mighty gland is sensitive to personality, although it soon forgets.


‘Aren’t you finished yet?’


Just about. There! The minor physiological flurry subsides and, while the untouched mind gloomily directs the hands to fasten buttons and adjust clothing, Rosy bounces swiftly up, buttons round her skirt, re-reddens her lips and waits impatiently to return to her corner. And you pat volume two of Anna Karenina in your jacket pocket and follow her out into Rocket Street.


‘I don’t know,’ said Milly. ‘I suppose so. Do you think so? What do you think?’


‘I think that it’s—something. Can you afford it?’


‘Come and see my place?’


Her place was a little nest, muffled with carpet and curtains and cushions, that became bathroom, bedroom, kitchen or lounge depending on which direction one faced. Nowhere in that compact ‘flatlet’ was one out of reach of a wall or partition.


‘Faster!’


And we had walked faster after turning into Slipsy Row, with its young, caged trees, its slick young cars, its converted houses, some with the original façades in stucco and tile, with its attentive, swarthy students in narrow bed-sitters struggling with prepositions, with Lady Sugar MacMahon….


‘Isn’t that her name? I don’t know.’


‘Who? Who?’


Milly squeezed and re-squeezed my hand and massaged my back. And she was indeed very thin, disclosing it inadvertently, as she impatiently undressed behind the bathroom partition without drawing its curtain-door, appearing soon in billowing gauze just verging on transparency in the mellow light.


‘I could make some coffee? Oh, let’s not bother——’


‘Can I stay the night?’


‘Kiss me.’


Milly seemed charming, her incoherence freshness and originality, her emaciation an appeal to protectiveness and an assurance of my own robustness (and I had frequently felt weak for my size), her vigourous, exclamatory and inevitably inconclusive struggles, rare voluptuous abandon. I had been ashamed of her earlier, when we had left the glowing saloon of the ‘Starling’, to walk holding hands (she had fumbled first for mine) towards Piccadilly, crazed with light, down into the tiled abyss, side by side, to twist and roar through the entrails of night, towards her station. Being ashamed, I had been sullen. Ricky had taken her home last year or the year before. Mike Sampson had known her. Who hadn’t? When she had been fleshed and pretty, it seemed to me, all the watchful prowlers in the pubs and clubs had left with her on one night or another. And it was only now, when she was ruined with narcotics, that I got a chance.


What was the name? Celia, Celia Bridges, a fresh, staring girl with a sharp nose and a good figure whom I had once succeeded in getting back to my room and whose breath had proved to be so foul, and whose teeth, on surreptitious inspection, so decayed, that I had been unable to repeat an initial kiss. And, in spite of half-hearted attempts at prevarication, Celia had known, when we had parted without further intimacy, a little later, that I had found her repulsive.


As we approached Milly’s flatlet from the underground station, down a winding, bus-loud road, and she began to squeeze my hand and give signs of strong, impulsive physical attraction, I remembered Celia, and how I might have hurt her, and hoped fervently that I wouldn’t reveal to Milly, when we were close, that I found her thin beyond the point of desirability.


‘Thin, aren’t you?’ I said, after she had sat down across my lap in the arm-chair and wriggled and hugged me until I had taken her up, as a father might his overtired daughter, and carried her to the bed. ‘Just skin and bone.’


Strangely uncircumspect, having discovered a tenderness that balanced my persisting revulsion at her thinness, I found for an hour I could be natural.


‘Lay off the drugs. You’ll waste away completely. There’s not much of you left now.’


‘Pneumonia,’ she informed me, ‘pneumonia, and then I was in a home.’


No drugs, just germs, lethal colonies of microscopic parasites, and germs in the head, of fact more astonishing than fable, impermanence, warring germs of arbitrary value for which no antibiotic of unifying principle had yet turned up in the laboratory of twentieth-century thought. The sky raged with planes. Above ten thousand tubs of geraniums, and starview diners sipping cocktails, over the flaring beacons of commerce, and the quaint domes of an archaic architecture, screamed the havoc bringers.


Though plane and bomb are big, the pilot is a wee, technique-cramped fellow whose will is the will of the corporation, and whose pleasure and whose pain are but ripples on the surface of the world’s hard-worn reservoir of feeling.


And anyway, whatever I had failed to conceal of my feelings, I don’t think Milly would have noticed. The short, feverish caresses and gasped endearments were not for me but for any pleasure-promising male physique. But not pleasure-providing, it seemed, unless pleasure is only inspissated excitement. Someone rustled hurriedly down to the telephone a floor or two below and then talked urgently, a betrayed, angrily betrayed, girl from (the flat drawl revealed) the island-continent of Australia, insisting that ‘I did speak to Ethel. Don’t tell me I couldn’t have done! I did! Well, I’m not going to stand much more. Where are you now?’


‘Darling,’ said Milly, panted Milly, moaned Milly, struggling in folds of the chiffon with which, to no achieved purpose of modesty, she was still entwined, as she attempted to enlace me anew in her thin limbs, ‘Oh! This thing—off—take it off——’


She was too slight and oblivious for her importunity to be embarrassing. Smugly virile, I clasped my hands behind my neck, inspecting the terracing of her narrow, ridged back as she twisted herself out of her négligé, the flowing, fair hair, the angular face and hollow cheeks which, as she turned once more towards me, developed a coy, childish smile.


‘Hello,’ she whispered, laying this same thin face on my chest, ‘what are you thinking of?’


‘Seals.’ I answered untruthfully, or rather deceitfully, having only determined upon the reply, and evoked the appropriate marine connotations, after her idle question.


‘You know Cranston, don’t you? Is it Cranston? Oh, sometimes I can’t think properly.’


She pouted for a moment, rebuking her vagrant memory, but, behind the flirtatious expression, lay authentic distress at the proximity of chaos.


‘You don’t think I’m too thin?’ she gasped hurriedly. ‘I eat a lot, honestly. Well, I don’t really. I can cook anything on that ring.’


‘Shall I tell you about seals?’ I offered, allowing charged fragments of my thoughts to collect again, as they had done frequently over the past few weeks, around the terminal of a poignant phrase, ‘the wave-borne seals’, to which I appended: grey sea-rovers, fish gulpers, sliding, muzzles raised, past blue, towering icebergs, flipping miles of green water behind them, coasting Canada. The lash of poetry, flailing the feeble and unaspiring imagination, the sluggish bearer, on to far horizons. Another cut and the stung brain struggles exhausted to the summit and lies panting both from effort and from awe at the prospect revealed. ‘Here, here!’ it gasps, ‘I will rest. True, there is a further range but may there not be others beyond that? I am content with this airy space to dwell upon.’ Until the crisp lash speaks again.


‘Do you like that?’ asked Milly.


This thing, this crucial moment in the affairs of evolution, when two units of intelligent life knit physically to generate another, is still magic, still unsecularized by the heroic attempts of some, and the less disinterested ones of many, mind-scientists of our century. We may not describe it lest we disperse it, and release the precious energy that builds the machines which change the world which changes us, conveying us in our car powered by erotic combustion—where? Into the future, into a million, million years of human evolution, into the heart of a star, somewhere.


‘Very much.’


‘Have you ever done it like this?’


‘No,’ I answered studiously, ‘I don’t think I have.’ Wishing for total abandon, for the completely unselfconscious participation which alone would disperse my awareness of the growing absurdity of our acrobatics, and finding instead only greater and greater detachment.


Later Milly slept restlessly, turning from side to side and even sitting up occasionally with a muffled gasp as if freeing herself from some oppressive force. Feigning sleep, I saw her from the corner of my eye. I heard a car draw up further down the street and a burst of low, acquiescent laughter and a front door slam. I heard the swelling drone of the night flight to Paris or Rome or Karachi and I thought of India and its white cows and of the sprung shrimp beneath the careless, abandoned waters and of the familiar seals at play. And then I dozed.


‘Don’t fall over the rocks,’ urged my mother. ‘Take Edna’s hand. Ah, here is Mr Billings. Mr Billings looks cross.’


And I had to strive with Mr Billings, the village stationer, now inexplicably endowed with flashing eye and wrathful countenance, on some fearsome, eagle-haunted precipice, while Edna, horribly forgetting our attachment, dragged at my heavy limbs and mother watched critically as they toppled me over. And with despair at betrayal sharpening my terror of falling I had plunged down, down, down into a sort of drawing-room, which was also the middle ocean, to find Edna, partly a turtle, rolling invitingly in the depths.
















The office was visually a place of sterile tedium…





The office was visually a place of sterile tedium and had a slippery floor. Piers of dove-grey filing cabinets jutted in labyrinthine profusion about the room partially isolating Mrs Longmore (spectacles and rude, frizzy, auburn hair), Mr Taper (cheerful and hunchbacked and irrevocably plebeian), Mr Copes (young and dull) and others, Mr Welsh, wearing nerves like a gaudy tie, raided us from his inner office (where several times a minute he smiled a brilliant smile) every hour or so and returned with a trophy of observed inattention or suspected inefficiency. Inside the filing cabinets were thousands of cards, each classifying a single wretched individual in terms of physical debility. Somewhere, creaking with arthritis, hobbled the venerable and affluent (implied by the ability to afford the essentially superfluous form of insurance we purveyed) subject of the stark slip of cardboard in Mrs Longmore’s bony fingers. But, for Mrs Longmore, only the pathological index was real.


The great consultant strode through the office. Eyes that could infer, from a minutely deranged pattern of ribs, a buckled lung, surveyed clerks with lofty contempt, hands that could part and suture thread-like vessels, fingers that, probing amorphous, visceral slime, could detect a minute, incipient tumour, clasped the raw, farmer’s hands of the director who, a magpie of white, silken locks and decorous, dark suit, whirred from his inner office when notified of the surgeon-knight’s arrival. Concrete. Through the bare, bleak windows flowed images of sterility, a concrete fawn in a shallow pool sprinkling superfluous rain. One day there was a child in the grass and concrete enclosure between the office blocks and we all watched its strange, unself-conscious behaviour with jolly water and cool grass half-incredulously for no one had ever before been seen in the inner court and it was tacitly accepted that no public door opened onto the forbidden space.


‘Has anyone got 147934?’ trilled Mrs Longmore sweetly, no not sweetly, roughly. She was a rough, married woman who admitted once, to my astonishment and Mr Taper’s cheerful unconcern, to being the mother of six. Six times the bloody matrix had swelled, six times the protean foetus had evolved in the generative cavity of this efficient woman and six times a slip of squirming life, propelled by heart-rending exertion and spurred on by yells of agony, had slid from between the parted thighs of this senior member of the office staff, whom I, in the delirium of youthful lust, could not think of as other than sexless.


Mrs Patty also wore glasses, plain ones too like those of Mrs Longmore, and tirelessly, sweetly, like a woman (in a Dutch interior) spinning, operated a complex, electronic machine. Egg-shaped, plump-faced, one might have said full-breasted if bosom and belly had not merged in a general upholstery of flesh beneath the limp pleats of her shapeless gown, Mrs Patty constituted no terminal on which the sparking current of desire could home. Nor did Olive, the dumpy, witless office girl, hardly even when she changed her shoes and, ponderously hoisting up an ankle, displayed pasty flesh high above the knee. Nor did the towering angular Mrs Richards.


‘But we ought to have a special correspondence clerk. I’ve been saying so for twelve years,’ grated Mrs Longmore, seeking chronically to fire Mrs Patty, who, effortlessly neutralizing her spleen, murmured, ‘Yes, yes indeed, things could be much better. Of course, they could be worse too. Perhaps there’s a good reason, but of course you’re probably right. Indeed you probably are.’ Without ceasing to supervise and nervously, but infallibly, direct the complex activities of her dexterous machine.


Into the night of light, the glare of disseminated current, at half-past five went Mrs Patty and Mrs Longmore and Mr Taper, to small, electron-blue rooms, resonant of cars and planes, to bake, to bully and vicariously to pursue balls through howling stadia. Into the dove-grey, dustless, loveless office at half-past nine shambled an area of appalled space, clad in my body, as despairingly far from evening tap time as some peering, over-venturesome swimmer from the (he suddenly knows) never-more-to-be-trodden shore.


‘If you don’t get a degree, you won’t get a good job. You’ll regret it later,’ murmured the unemphatic maternal voice lodged, with all the rest of the spoken past, ineradicably in my brain.


Offices, where paper is handled, where files and records multiply like bacilli, where paper is marked with communicative symbols and we drink tea at half-past ten and three. Offices do not produce food or clothes or cunning machines but only black marks on white paper. ‘Ours is responsible work,’ I murmured, in ironic self-encouragement. Paper must be marked while the sun, generating useful energy, shines. The sun once shone on the realm of the dinosaur, pouring energy into the luxuriant vegetation, which energy now propels Mr Welsh, seated, home in his new, sleek car. Stop, oh sun, your ceaseless benediction. It deprives Mr Welsh of exercise and pollutes the umber gloom of October.


In the fields, beyond the twinkling town, the shy fauna, mammal and reptile, repossess their ancient heritage. The last unpolluted brook gurgles down from the last unprospected mountain, quenching long-legged birds and watchful deer, mangling salmon. The last bear rears in Tibet and the seal dives to the warm, fish-rich current sweeping round the world. Plankton shimmers in the sea’s green throat and five-miles up Miss Penny Fannington glances sideways in subtle acquiescence at Your Roving Reporter standing her drinks in the aircraft’s Moon Room.


‘Yes?’ asks Mr Welsh anxiously, and then smiles, the involuntary reflex drawing back lips and crinkling eyes in the semblance of fraternal benevolence. And then, abruptly, ceases to smile.


‘I’m leaving.’


‘Leaving?’


‘At the end of the week.’


‘Leaving?’ smile. ‘Why?’


The fact is, I’ve been offered the throne of France. Er, no, while I was sitting out there just now, with Mrs Longmore grumbling and with Mr Taper (who is a dear—a gentle, ignorant, sweet-natured man whom I admire, but whom I cannot reduce speed sufficiently to accompany through life) humming a simple air about ‘your magic …’ as he stamped forms and with Mrs Patty’s slick sorter chattering on through its torrent of records and as I sought back through the Duckworth file for that sales manager’s first intimation of asthma and my unfound darling wandered forlorn through some quarter of the darkening city and the fog thickened in the court and Olive sniffed, the image of a pint of beer came into my head and I thought of a Members’ Club to which this little, sooty card will admit me where they dispense it at this hour and I rose as in a dream and came in here to quit.


Having given in my notice, I walked calmly back into the main office, aware that I was being watched, since an uninvited intrusion into the director’s lair always signified drama, and calmly, or with calm exterior, donned my greasy mack and with a single crisp ‘Good night’ for them all, walked out into industrial haze of the Thames valley.


Later that night, a mouse shuddered across the ceiling. Mike Rea thumped up the wooden stairs, muttered, complained, stamped into his neighbouring cubicle, dumped a heavy object (a machine? books?) and was silent. Then I sensed his breathing at my door and almost groaned in sudden, inexplicable revulsion. Lean and pale as a Gothic saint in the half-moonlight, large eyes reflectively scanning the canal-side tenements, green in the half-green moonlight, tapping a pensive rhythm on the startling whiteness (in an unsanitary, unshaven man) of a tooth, Mike, slack as an unstrung bow, sat sadly on my bed.


‘Well?’ (How is your life proceeding?)


‘Well?’ (How is yours?)


‘I’m nobody.’


Pale, human faces in the sunless zone.


‘It’s true, I’m nobody.’


I uttered a sort of nasal snort, intended to signify amused and confederate sympathy, and grew uncomfortable. The assertion coincided too narrowly with my own developing opinion. Mike, cheered by his admission, patted my thigh.


‘Seen Tessa?’ he asked.


‘No.’


‘I saw her.’


His tame sardonic imp appropriated his features and inspected me coolly, but had nothing worthy to impart.


‘With her mother. Listen——’


The imp blew out and benign, candid Councillor Mike replaced him.


‘You haven’t got a hope, not with her.’


Mike forgot me and Tessa and strove mentally with a host of enemies, tax officials, dealers, unfaithful, undevoted bloody women, respectable apes, somebodies. He stretched out his arms in an exhaustive yawn and the garlic and rot of his incompetent digestion reached my nostrils.


‘I can do anything,’ he promised, rising lightly and corruptly as fumes. ‘Sleep beautifully.’


Out of a job, girlless, not drunk….


The next morning:


‘Where are you staying now?’


‘With Mike Rea.’


‘Uh huh.’


The fat face retained its expression of surface interest and background indifference. It was like Jock Kempton’s face, round and pudgy, but with a glistening, ambitious eye. The name was Swishki or so pronounced and I had never seen it written. Heaving mutinously, beneath the thongs of an acquired, cultured British accent, were the glottal vocables of his original Slavic tongue.


‘With who? Who did you say?’


The greater part of his attention was devoted to watching the street-corners we passed in search of the one he sought, and, consequently, I had to address ear and tonsure rather than face.


‘Mike Rea.’


‘Yes, but—for God’s sake—who’s Mike Rea?’


‘Well——’


Somewhat nonplussed at the interest he was showing in the identity of my landlord (or rather host, the trifling rent having remained unpaid for nearly two months), I attempted to satisfy him with evasive murmurs but, disconcertingly, he persisted.


‘Rea? What’s he look like?’


‘Like—like a torpedo——’


‘This is it! Driver!’


He directed the driver along the gentle avenue, overloomed by flats at its further end. A sudden, frail little girl leaped absurdly from a concrete pier and, the feat well beyond her physique, rolled forward to meet stone with her tiny head. She rubbed the bruise and gazed with bewildered pride at us, her audience. Mr Swishki pelted over to her, squatted down and, lifting her arms rather unhelpfully, admonished her.


‘Much too high. Where’s your mother? You’ll hurt yourself. Do you understand that? You’ll hurt yourself.’


Struggling free, the dainty child crossed her arms over her face and began to cough dismally. Soon, abandoning the cause, Swishki returned to the cab.


‘You’d better come in,’ he urged impatiently. ‘We won’t be long—only ten minutes or so left. Wait!’ he ordered the driver.


Inside were women in white and the pregnant hush of disease, that silence conditioned by the click of heels in corridors and (presumably) displaced occasionally by paroxysms of awful sound. In a dim room we found a bandaged skull and an emaciated but youthful face, ashen, intelligent and sympathetic.


‘Hello, Bob. This is Alan, Alan Peebles. Do you know you’re looking better?’


Faint rolled the tides of life. Out there, where chimneys smoked into the charged atmosphere, sounded the roar of the productive world. No insinuating tendril of broadcast sound, scarcely a last reverberation of engine or drill penetrated the window, curtain and screen. The dying man smiled courteously, the flagging smile deliberately revived as the luminous, pain-ringed eyes travelled on to greet the stranger, myself.


‘How do you do?’


I withdrew from the bed to let the two friends talk, wondering slightly at the effortless intimacy revealed. From what was said, I gathered that they had fought together in a hot land. Gentle, well-bred and heroic, Bob talked calmly and, it seemed at first, rationally. Subtle indeed were the indications of the brain’s destruction, a thoughtless repetition, an overlong pause, the loss of an obvious (to them) reference. Suddenly, from accumulated trifles, I realized that the invaded boy was picking his way along the commonplace, cheerful conversation with exquisite deliberation. Surely this was not a man at all but a mere rift of intelligence left in the merging dusk.


‘No,’ said Swishki later, gazing at me severely.


‘He’s not dying?’


‘Of course not. He’ll be back at work in six weeks. Bob is a very brilliant set-designer.’


The trees were the sallow trees of March, the grass the trodden, sorry vegetable of urban greens. ‘Wines and Spirits’ beckoned.


‘Do you feel like a drink?’


‘No,’ said Swishki absently, consulting his appointment book.


When I asked him about the invalid’s apparent mental lapses, Swishki dismissed them impatiently.


‘Have you ever seen dying men? Of course, he’s a bit dazed. He’s just had a major cerebral operation. It was completely successful. It wasn’t a malignancy. Oh, don’t be foolish! I was a doctor—at least nearly a doctor.’


‘Look,’ said Swishki, ‘I can’t help you. Shall I drop you somewhere?’


He dropped me under a cold, March sky which gained radiance just before dusk. A wadi of cloud sloped away like an escalator to Venus. Starlings wheeled silently home from the fields. Soviet production leaped, and a thousand motorists sat silhouetted amidst the flickering, weaving, flaunting lights of Oxford Street. The Minister entered his office. He had been wrong but his basic principles were unaffected. The Bishop gazed at his stunned cathedral. He had been wrong. Then the pathway to truth is paved with slabs of error?


‘I thought this was the North Road, mate? Then where am I now and which way is North?’


‘A pint of bitter, please.’


The point was—I had thought that boy was dying and Swishki had said he was rapidly recovering and there had been that indifferent conviction in Swishki’s assurance which carries incontestable authority. Then how had I discerned conclusive signs of imminent destruction? And been borne by their impetus into novel channels of speculation on life and death?


‘It stands to reason——’


Never, never, friend, it never does. It derives from a point of view.


The next day, I saw a lovely tidal stretch, with the sleek, silver, polluted Thames shouldering its banks, a current of denser sky illuminating our buildings, temples, office blocks, warehouses, power houses, pinnacle of government (government by permanent debate). Trains of barges swerve gravely round the shot tower, low enough under sand and timber to seem threatened by their own back-curling bow-wave. Heart! City! No more? Only the planter mechanically fastening hyacinths into the teased earth and encapsulated brothers streaming both ways along the embankment?


‘Hello?’


Arthur Gumm, economist, large, red and Irish greets me with sufficient reserve to neutralize a possible rebuff and I return the caution. Beside us, driftwood, sea-weed and a scum-clogged foetus ride lazily towards the sea. Carrots and onions bob down from Parliament.


Arthur Gumm waits uneasily. We know each other well enough to preclude a passing nod, not well enough for a ready resumption of intimacy. It is: ‘All right?’ ‘Haven’t seen you for some time——’ ‘What are you doing these days?’ and so forth.


We linger while square red buses roll across the white, pure spans of the Waterloo Bridge, while the corrosive radiance of great sol eats at the broken clouds and, widening breaches, finally thrusts quickening fingers of light onto the cranes and wharves of Southwark. Gumm offers to help me and my habitual surly refusal to be patronized melts before Gumm’s candid benevolence.


‘Anyway, I think she’s looking for someone—as I say, only scissors and paste stuff—you wouldn’t find it very interesting——’


‘Does anyone?’


‘Eh?’


‘Are any jobs interesting?’


‘Well—perhaps not—at least, not jobs in that sense.’


And do you, I gaze in blank silence at him as the words form in my mind, find your job interesting? What is it you do? Produce medical statistics for a ministry? Deeply satisfying? On the rocking earth to juggle figures?


‘Do you want——?’


Suggests Gumm tentatively in polite urging that I write down the address of the prospective employer rather than gaze at him with marked hostility.


Well, I wrote it down and forgot it, or didn’t get around to going there for nearly two weeks and then a large-bosomed, solicitously-smiling woman in vivid green came through a little door into the lavatory-sized cubicle of wavy glass and mahogany, and confessed that the vacancy had been filled. A poodle followed her, put its paws on the counter and, panting but unaggressive, contemplated me.


‘Just thought I’d try,’ I muttered.


‘I’m so sorry. I did tell Arthur—Mr Gumm—that I needed someone, but quite by chance—the very same day——’


Someone came—a suitable applicant, no doubt, to fill the (I now realized) desirable position, to cut with the scissors and stick with the paste and dreamily benefit industry. There would apparently have been just the two of us, this green, plump, pattable, good-natured woman, telephoning industry, and me cutting and pasting. In my developing regard for her, and her pleasant, uninhibited ways, I would have submerged my distaste for industry and reckless power-lust, the forcing and subduing of a delicate planet by a ruthless species drunk with recent emancipation from muscle. Day by day, she would have leaned with slightly greater familiarity over my cutting desk, to correct my line of cut or application of paste, and my responsive shoulder and arm would have felt a firmer and firmer pressure of belly and breast through the clinging, green dress, until the moment when, the invitation unmistakeable, my enchanted fingers would have made the first tentative, delicate incursion into the dark space beneath her dress. The faint gasp of erotic confirmation as my fingers encountered secret flesh and the slight responsive shudder, communicated to my now frankly nudging shoulder, would have confirmed my daring and a little later, personality and the poodle excluded from the now-curtained office, my blonde, middle-aged, permissive employer and myself would have committed unspeakable (but only too-readily conceivable) obscenities on the soft, carpeted floor. Or on coats, if she had neglected to carpet the floor. Or on newspapers, if shy summer had graced our gruff island with one of her fleeting visits. And in the last case, my eye, staring unseeingly, in paroxysmal dilation, past a plump shoulder, might have registered, without consciously assimilating the message, some line of type:


‘—wearing a blue, watered-silk jacket with plaid buttons—’


or


‘—of no significance in view of Iceland’s refusal—’


or


‘—majestic slopes proved to be the habitat of—’


or something else, a combination of words which, once planted in the brain, would have lain dormant for an unspecified time to flower ultimately in some unrecognizable form as a new thought.


But, of course, I didn’t get the job and went back through the streets (which, to my unreliable memory, now seem to have been summery, warm with tar and exhaust fumes), suddenly excited by a perception that, isolated and incandescent, seemed to have no application or use, to live only like a flare that goes out forever, to Rodney Street, behind Culverton Square, where I had a little room. The thought that had excited me was, perhaps, a sense of the interaction of man and his works, of how the architect and engineer, for example, stride living onto the scene and, marshalling the activity of their fellows, set up a building or bridge and then die. And then we are born and are burdened with their building or bridge for our whole lives and must, inescapably, have our conceptuality conditioned by those dead brains that have never seen our sun. Trapped, ineluctably trapped, by architects, by ancestors, battered into shape by ancient Greeks, Jews, Italians, Indians and Chinese, formed by currents and tides of thought swirling through the continuum.


In the grip of such dread—the environment suddenly a prison with a discipline more inexorable than a barracks’—how can one sit and read in a little room? The pretty girls waft down Rodney Street and around the corner into Culverton Square. The hairy men of the remote past, in the mouths of their smoky caves, leaning on their flint-tipped spears, plan giant industrial nations and gaze covetously at the moon. Tiger and mammoth bellow from the swamp below and in the fertile layers of the biosphere production lines take shape. The days wink past. I am born, read, think, too fast….


‘Stan?’ I plead into the whispering network, desperation concealed in strenuously casual inquiry, ‘coming out for a drink? Got any money?’


And on that July evening, I seem to remember, in the baking city, we got good and drunk.


The young leaves uncurl in the exhilarating spring and grow into flabby, mature leaves to shade the better-class neighbourhoods in high summer. From an opulent, fresh-painted french window in a desirable neighbourhood, groomed age casts an unexhilarated eye on radiant youth and on Stan and me. Peasants make steel and fly planes. Thin, sardonic age returns to broadcast images, to Russell Piper ‘our host’, tense and intelligent, curtly nodding, to ‘probably the only living architect to have designed and built a Byzantine basilica’, Sir Emmelyn Cruft, cordial, voluble and undisciplined, directing brusque humourous challenges to other, as yet concealed from the multi-million viewers, members of the panel, to Paul Lyle ‘the isotope man’ and to the rest. Cool, resourceful age, fingering the soft pile of a Persian cat, watches for some minutes the blue constructs of the dancing electrons before a faint stir deep in congealing veins causes her to shift slightly, stroke back ashen locks with thin, shiny fingers and then rise, with dignity and the semblance of ease, and return to the window.


‘—only the guard, or whatever you call him. It was two in the morning!’


‘Where’s Tubby gone?’


The Westering sun twinkles through the plane trees. The traffic in the Fulham Road pounds past forever.


‘Two pints of bitter, please.’


‘I had to ask the guard. There wasn’t anybody else.’


‘I thought it was rather a shrewd speech myself. The alternative would inevitably have been a confession of weakness. Don’t you think?’


‘Have you seen Tubby? Ken? He’s got all my money. Where’s the sod got to?’


Stan Mackay and I, Stan a head shorter than I, flat-headed and nervous, stand against the wall sipping the pungent beer and watching the prettiest girl in the vicinity rise, confessing, by the impulsive start with which she does it, to actual sophistication inferior to that suggested by her trim, provocative dress and immaculately groomed hair and features, in response to the blatant arrival of her boy friend, a short, angry, sullenly-handsome young man whose blue, new, low and powerful sports car has just swerved bellowing round the corner from the main road. With hesitant eagerness, in gauche welcome, the girl trips towards him while he, after sweeping the terrasse with contemptuous eye, tolerantly awaits her. After a brief discussion, during which his dismissive glance rejects our pub as a possible lingering place, she slips into the bucket seat and, its six combustion chambers firing in smooth crescendo, the blue bolt hurls them away.


Beside the lochs in the Western Highlands are visible, to the shepherd or grid-linesman on the blowy ridges, the lights of cars fingering the borders of those crisp waters. Big animals roar and trample in the thickets away from the metalled roads driven through the African bush. Only the seals, in their watery, finite but unbounded, medium, elude us still. To what purpose? To bark on floes at the vulnerable moon. Viviparous, aquatic vertebrates that suckle their young, they plumb the ancient matrix of sentience, slightly ionized by our pranks.


‘One can’t avoid the conclusion,’ gulps Stan, ‘She must like him.’


And presumably, after that, our drinking pace increasing, Stan and I talked about girls. As night came down. As the cabinet rose stiffly after a five hour inconclusive session during which two ministers became aware of a failure of nerve before the threatening situation and wondered guiltily if there might be comfort in religion, as Jane Paget, at the age of thirty-two, after having explored the satisfactions to be obtained from every variety of physical contact with members of her own and the opposite sex over a period of years, after five abortions and two hopeless marriages, swallowed a lethal dose of barbiturates and lay stiffly on her back, trying not to cry. No, of course, that happened later.


‘I once read a book,’ said Stan.


Horseman in the dusk. Ever more closely entwined couples in the gloaming in the park. Dust.


‘It don’t matter,’ rasped the hoarse, penetrating voice. ‘It don’t matter about the truth—when they’re slanging the Communists!’


We got on a bus.


‘Here, what do you do?’ asked Stan.


We became right pally, Stan and I, after I told him, in a grim, retrospective murmur, of the rural home that had cramped me and he told me, in a shy, self-deprecatory way of the beautiful girl who, just because Stan was moneyless and rather grimey and pretty ugly and deficient in any prospects whatsoever, had preferred to marry a ‘rich, high-class bloke’. But I somewhat spoiled our developing chuminess, in the crowded saloon bar of the ‘Wycliffe’ a little later, by urging him to candour.


‘You know there wasn’t any girl. You’ve never had a girl in your life.’


‘All right,’ averred Stan, offended, ‘there wasn’t any girl.’


‘Of course, there wasn’t.’


‘All right then—there wasn’t.’


Stan clasped his hands behind his back and gazed at a fat, flat-headed, bespectacled little man, himself, reflected in the mirror behind the bar. The silvered glass also reflected thin, working-class chaps, in decent suits, having a quiet pint in the noisiest pub in England and who would tell us later, if we gave them a chance, about a dog or a motor-bike or the venality of the Council, and the mirror also reflected a group of large, smartly-dressed thugs comparing police records. And some plump women, with tightly-sheathed bellies and full, red lips, and manner at once prim and abandoned, and a policeman glancing in at the door.


‘Two pints of bitter, please.’


A little later I noticed that Stan had disappeared and, without quite succeeding in being puzzled by this, found my glance wandering uneasily from the ‘Gents’ to the door to groups of people to the staircase and to the bar, while the slight, blond, working-class chap went on telling me not about dogs but about jungle warfare.


‘After a couple of years you begin to know a place. Right? Well, that’s how I was, after two years there. I was two years in the jungle, with beasts coming out of the trees and dangling down and snakes coming out of the trees. I could watch the monkeys and the frogs hopping. Perhaps you didn’t know they had frogs there? One thing they’ve got there is ghosts I should think. I’ve seen them, prisoners, take one of them swords, swish! cut your rifle barrel in half. Tell me, what do you think of the women round here?’


‘There’s Stan.’


‘Who?’


I’d caught sight of Stan, near the staircase, earnestly conversing with an ascetic and discreetly-prosperous looking type, a type, I seemed to remember, called Bowler whose father owned a steelworks, or controlled one (forging the glowing girders from morning to night, trampling out the strip), and who (the son) had few qualities other than an aversion to steel. Or was that someone else, called Porridge, or Bowler or something….


‘Two pints of bitter, please.’


‘That was him,’ confided Stan animatedly a little later when we had paused, possibly to watch a form of religious service taking place across the road, or lewd women in doorways, or a distressingly authentic-looking mechanical seal in a tobacconist’s window, on a street corner, ‘her cousin. I haven’t seen him for—well, I haven’t seen him—he doesn’t come around here—you can see the sort of type he is——’


‘Yes, he does,’ I corrected him, ‘he must come around here because that’s just where he was, just now. Wasn’t he? You can’t deny that. Anyway, he’s not anyone’s cousin that I know anyway——’


‘Anyway he is, you twat,’ insisted Stan, ‘that girl’s cousin. The girl I was talking about, who doesn’t exist——’


‘That may be who you say he is, anyway,’ I admitted.


But I had come to accept Stan’s melancholy tale and to be a little affected by its undeniable poignancy. The uniformed Christian across the road was leading a rousing hymn and we crossed over to listen.


‘If someone knows the name of a likely winner, he tells his pals about it, doesn’t he? It’s a good tip. And that’s why I’m standing here before you this evening, because I’ve got a good tip. I know the name of a winner: Christ. I want to tell you how Christ came into my life. Now, you probably put three or four bob on a horse every week, or fill in your treble chance. I used to open my pay envelope and hand the lot over the counter. The time came, I had to start borrowing to buy milk for the baby….’


We listened to the meeting for a while, looking to see if any of the demurely-garbed female salvationists were sexually desirable and one distinctly was. Under the crested bonnet, a pert, vivacious little face glanced laughingly round and under the navy bombazine of her uniform quivered a lithe, responsive little figure. Others amongst the knot of loungers had also noticed her appeal and a daring buck called in hoarse cockney.


‘Take the uniform off, ducky, and I’ll take you dancing.’


He grinned self-appreciatively for a moment and then added.


‘Keep it on if you like.’


‘Pleasant peasant,’ remarked Stan.


But nothing developed. The girl smiled hesitantly but warmly in the youth’s direction, clearly concerned to use such looks as she had in the service of Christ and a moment later she made a testimony rather convincing in its simplicity and conclusively acquitting her of any suspicion of serving a naïve Christ primarily for sensation. And the comrades of the brazen barrow boy nudged him away for the unruly proletariat live, in general, in far greater awe of convention and legal prescription than the educated classes and their street insurrections rarely shake society.


‘Up, Roger, up.’


‘Greetings, slaves.’


‘The men look bitter. They look very bitter.’


‘Four surging tankards, please. The drama opens on a bleak playing-field in Huddersfield. A lonely old man, in dingy silhouette, is grasping a goal post. He has come here to relive the robust diversions of an athletic provincial youth before burgeoning intelligence and accumulating awards propelled him inexorably into the laboratory. A low whistle is heard. He starts guiltily and peers into the gathering smog—anyway, that’s the opening. I’ll work in a tart and we’ll start shooting in September. Did I tell you, Mrs Mason and I are no longer cohabiting? At least together. She is doubtless cohabiting somewhere else and I am cohabiting in Beaufort Gardens with a girl called appropriately enough Gardenia. Gardenia Mann, sensuous and Semitic, and Victor and I have come here this evening—haven’t we Victor?’


‘Yes, Roger.’


‘I say, look around you, old chap. I say, do look over there. Under that bit of burnished pewter. What’s going on over there?’


‘Chaps drinking, Roger.’


‘Who are these two, Victor?’


‘You’ve just bought them a drink.’


‘Conceivably, but I asked you who they were.’


‘I don’t think I know them. Are you friends of mine? Are you friends of Roger’s? The little one looks friendly but the big one doesn’t, Roger.’


‘Resistant, eh? Not going to succumb too bloody lightly to our sparkling personalities? Whom do you prefer, Mozart or Beethoven?’


We stood in a little group, jostled by the continually growing throng, at the end of the bar with the pork pies and pickles. My own tendency was to observe, as far as possible without participation, the conduct of the two young, beefy, arrogantly-immaculate film men, but Stan, foolishly I thought, since he had not their surface verbal dexterity any more than I had, couldn’t resist displaying his own cumbrous wit. To the initial question about composers, he retorted, with a sly grin, by uttering the name of a negro jazz musician. At first they were fairly considerate and eased their own banter around his inept remarks and only I, increasingly humiliated by his blunders, silently repudiated him. Later, however, flaws began to appear in the smooth surface of their repartee, and one had a sudden, distressing vision of a life spent striving to apply, and only patchily and infrequently succeeding, a gloss of sophistication to things. I noticed that they were holding hands. And later, when one of them said something viciously wounding, something which contrasted their own intelligence, affluence and good looks with Stan’s lack of all these things, in a ‘throwaway’ voice to sharpen the effect, I felt guilty at my earlier lapse of loyalty. I could see that Stan was hurt although he went on grinning amiably and, by tacit consent, a little later, we edged away and buffeted out through the throng and found ourselves again, getting on for closing time, in the pitch and ruby, bustling, murmuring, motoring street.


‘Nice chaps,’ said Stan. ‘I’d better be going. Got to catch a train.’


I seized his arm, and told him we had to have one more drink, and squeezed his arm and felt very affectionate towards old Stan.


And that was nearly all. I don’t think we managed a last drink. The ‘Starling’ was discharging its prey when we got there and, as we tried to force our way in against the current, the prim manager waved a reproving finger at us. All I remember is that Stan disappointed me. As I walked with him to his underground station, or we had a final cup of coffee or whatever happened, he said something about ‘queers’, something that had been formulated, it seemed to me, at precisely the level of jealous vindictiveness with which earlier, one of the two ‘queers’ had made a remark about ‘squalid little failures’ and I had a glimpse of the disheartening circuit of abuse which transmits so much of the world’s psychic energy and could not help reflecting to myself that, picturesque and even endearing though he was in some ways, Stan had a mind that was essentially envious and trite, and then I realized, with an even more rueful start, that I was doing it too.
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