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A NOTE ON THE NEW EDITION





My first novel, published exactly fifty years ago. Always something of a challenge for the young writer, that first novel. These days, judging by the number of courses you see advertised offering to teach you how to write one, it must be a rite of passage almost as common as the first date or the first driving lesson. A bit daunting still, all the same.


In my case, actually, I wasn’t really so young – thirty-two, an age by which a lot of writers have written not only their first novel but their best – even their last – and are already sinking into obscurity, celebrity, or alcoholism. It had been hanging over me, like a mountain waiting to be climbed, for quite some time. But I’d been writing a humorous newspaper column three times a week, and it hadn’t left me with much breath for the great ascent. So I’d moved to another newspaper, where I had to write only one column a week, and cleaned out the type on my typewriter once again.


Nor was it the first book I’d had published – there had already been two selections from the column. It wasn’t even the first novel I’d written. That had been six years earlier, when I was still a reporter. I’d sent it to my newly acquired literary agent, who said she quite liked the first thirty pages, but not the three hundred that followed, which she advised me to put away in a dark place somewhere far from the eyes of man. I had at any rate the good sense to obey, and when I looked at the manuscript again a few years ago I realised that even her cautious approval of the first eleventh of the book had been recklessly soft-hearted.


One of the characters in the story that I now began is also struggling to write his first novel (a boldly original touch, it seemed to me at the time, but I’ve realised since that it’s one quite a lot of first-time novelists resort to). His name is Hugh Rowe, but whether he is the hughrowe of only his own novel, or whether he’s supposed to have some likeness to me, I’m not sure. His aims are actually rather higher than mine. He seems to be trying to imitate one or more of the accepted literary forms of the time, whereas I wasn’t venturing all that far from what I’d been doing in my column, with its short takes, broad satire, and staff of simple comic characters.


I recall quite a lot of agonising even so, but I must in fact have done it fairly quickly, because the acceptance from the publishers – the first reference I can find to the book in my files – is dated only eighteen months (and seventy or so weekly columns) later. The advice of my then editor, Richard Ollard (himself a distinguished writer and historian), was pretty much the exact converse of my agent’s about the earlier book – it was the first thirty or so pages that he didn’t like. I was greatly cheered, of course, by this shift in the balance of approval, and was happy to accept his advice to consign those first thirty to the same oblivion as the previous three hundred and thirty.


He had a lot of other good suggestions, too, and I was touched to see, when I looked up the subsequent correspondence in my files just now, that in his letters there are also many comments added in another hand – the early scribblings of my eldest daughter, then aged two, now long since a novelist and screenwriter herself.




 





So, 1965.


T. S. Eliot had died at the beginning of the year and Winston Churchill was just about to. The Beatles were conquering the world, and America was being slowly sucked into Vietnam. Somewhere beyond the headlines computers – the tin men of my title – were beginning to make their importance felt, if only by their ponderous size and cost. They were produced, mostly by IBM, for a small elite of academic and commercial users, and they were as imposing in their way as the great steam engines that had ushered in an earlier technological revolution. There’s a picture on Wikipedia of an IBM 704 mainframe, dated 1964. It occupies an entire room – four steel cabinets as tall and voluminous as commercial refrigerators, together with a steel desk suite as imposing as the control room of an aircraft carrier. Amongst it all, easy to overlook surrounded by all that hardware, is a demure young woman in a pencil skirt who is presumably the operator. She seems as overawed as all the rest of us, and as unaware as IBM themselves that in forty or fifty years’ time the balance of power would have been reversed, and she would be carrying the same capacity and more tucked away unnoticed inside the smartphone in her shirt pocket.


It was mighty IBM mainframes that I envisaged as the equipment of the William Morris Institute of Automation Research, where my story is set. The scale of the hardware seems to have overpowered the judgment of a lot of readers and reviewers, who thought it was the machines and their programmers that I was mocking, whereas I had supposed that my target was the professional people – the journalists, lawyers, clergymen, etc. – whose thinking was so stereotyped that it could be carried out just as effectively by a machine. I hadn’t in those days heard of the Turing Test – Alan Turing’s proposal that a computer could be said to think if its conversational powers were shown to be indistinguishable from a human being’s – so I didn’t realise that what I was suggesting was a kind of converse of it: a demotion of human beings to the status of machines if their intellectual performance was indistinguishable from a computer’s, and they become tin men in their turn.


The William Morris Institute is about to be visited by the Queen for the opening of a new wing, and I realise with hindsight that I’ve used a similar idea quite often since: the grand event that goes wrong, and deposits the protagonists into the humiliating gulf that so often in life opens between intention and achievement. My characters at the Institute could have written a story programme for me and saved me a lot of work. I’ve become a bit of a tin man myself.




 





One of the consequences of reaching the skyline of that first mountain, of course, was the sight of yet another mountain rising beyond – the second novel. It also brought me the Somerset Maugham Award, a travel grant set up by Maugham to encourage writers in the early stages of their careers. In those days it was worth £500, and you had to promise to stay out of the country for three months, ‘with the object of acquainting yourself with the manners and customs of foreign nations’. Maugham probably saw the likely recipient as a young bachelor, and as spending his exile in some low-wage economy in the Far East where he could have a comfortable life and a few poignant sexual adventures of one sort or another without going beyond his budget. I was married, though, with two small children, and we spent our exile en famille in the United States, so for me it was an expensive benefaction to receive, and offered little opportunity for adventures.


We did find out a bit about local manners and customs, though. One of them was the engaging readiness with which the most ordinary people in the States, not just adventuresses after your winnings in the casino, came up to you on trains and even in the street and told you their life stories in the most intimate detail. “Hey, I love kids!” said an elderly gentleman who happened to be passing somewhere in mid-town Manhattan, at the sight of ours. “I’ve just cut my only son out of my will.” The children themselves (now a little older, and no longer scribbling their comments on my literary archive) made another discovery. Looking upwards at the world from their viewpoint so close to the floor they found an aspect of America that many visitors probably miss – the underside of luncheon counters, which are all decorated with a varicoloured impasto of dried chewing gum as impressive in its way as the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel.


The book also led to two of the Meetings with Famous Men that make the later stages of a writer’s memoirs so much less enjoyable to read about than the Early Struggles. The first was with J. B. Priestley, by then in his seventies, but still perhaps the most successful British writer alive. He summoned me to his impressive country house near Stratford-on-Avon and announced that he wanted to turn my novel into a play. I was flattered, of course, and intrigued. He had recently had a considerable hit with the adaptation that he and Iris Murdoch had made of her novel A Severed Head. I was rather dubious, though, as we talked about it, whether he and I, or he alone, or even both of us in concert with Shakespeare and Chekhov, could achieve the same results with mine. The slightness of the characters and plot, and the literary nature of so much of the humour, seemed to me ill-suited for drama. He was a strong-minded man, and he brushed my objections aside like so much fluff. He knew a great deal about the theatre, he said, and I knew nothing. Which I had to admit was true, and I reluctantly agreed to allow him to do a sample first act.


It arrived only a week or so later. I was immediately impressed by the typing, which was flawless and most beautifully formatted, with the dialogue in black and the stage directions in red – something I had never seen before and never have since. What was typed, though, whether in red or in black, justified all my worst fears. I summoned up my courage and wrote the most tactful letter I could, aborting the whole enterprise and returning his elegant typescript.


It was elegant no longer, I discovered. I had put it on the floor beside my desk while I concentrated on the politeness of my refusal, and my second daughter, aged one, now long since employed in the worlds of broadcasting and publishing, had made her entrance upon the literary stage like her sister before her, not this time by scribbling her comments on the text, but by ripping the pages out of the file one by one, tearing them up, and attempting to eat them. I agreed with her judgment, but I was embarrassed at the frankness with which she had expressed it. I parcelled up the resultant mess as best I could, and added an even more grovelling postscript to my letter. Priestley behaved with the utmost grace, I have to record, both about my rejection of his helping hand and my daughter’s loyal and only too eloquent support for me.


My second meeting, which particularly delighted me because I was a great admirer, was with Kurt Vonnegut. He had reviewed the book in Life magazine, and then, in 1971, when he set up his own film production company on the proceeds from the success of Slaughterhouse-Five, bought the film rights. (He called the company Sourdough, after the old prospectors in the Yukon, because, as he assured me, there was gold in them thar hills.) I went to New York to stay with him and discuss how we were going to do it. I had a delightful few days walking through the baking July streets with him while he recalled bits of the book that had particularly amused him. He was a man who was easily amused, and laughter welled out of him like foam from champagne. He was also a heavy smoker, so that every time he laughed not only did the tears run down his cheeks but he would have to stop in the middle of the sidewalk and double up, coughing and choking, unable to breathe. Several times I feared that his new vocation as movie producer was going to finish him off somewhere along Third Avenue. We couldn’t think of how to make a film out of the material, though, any more than Priestley could a play, and the gold remained, like most of the gold sought by prospectors in the film business, concealed where it was in those tantalising hills.


But at least none of my children offered their assistance, and Kurt and I remained friends for many years. Even after we had lost touch towards the end of his life he evidently retained his regard for the book, and in an interview he gave in those last years, where he was talking about the growing difficulties of writing comedy as one got older, I was surprised to read that after The Tin Men I had never been able to write anything funny again. Since he had later come to the first night of Noises Off on Broadway I took this as a considerable testimony to the consistency of his opinions.


Successive publishers in London have kept the book in print, but in America, in spite of Kurt’s support, it has long since vanished. Now, fifty years after the whole adventure started, not to mention ten more novels and sixteen plays, here it comes again – my first published novel, and also, or so Kurt insisted, my last laugh.
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“Breadth of vision” was a peculiarity much recommended at Amalgamated Television, and from the Chairman’s suite in the penthouse on top of Amalgatel House the vision was as broad in every direction as the industrial haze would allow. At the windows of the suite linen slub curtains for ever sunlit by concealed spotlights stirred endlessly in a gentle summer breeze blown by concealed fans, warmed by concealed heaters, and made country fresh by concealed air-conditioners. They brushed with disarming simplicity against low afrormosia benches, on which tropical plants grew, perpetually watered by invisible built-in moisturising systems. On the walls there hung pictures by Pollock, Riopelle, de Staël, Rothko, and the Chairman’s nephew; and in the outer office there sat two Programme Controllers, one Co-ordinating Producer, two Visualisation Directors, and three Programme Co-ordination Visualisers, who had been summoned for an urgent conference with the Chairman two and a half hours previously, and who had been sitting waiting ever since, at a total labour cost to the Chairman and his fellow shareholders of £24 an hour.


The Chairman was in conference. The fact was announced all over Amalgatel House on little lighted screens. “R.V. in conference,” they glowed, wherever men’s heads might be lifted up to appreciate the news, in lobby, garage, and canteen. One shone in the Chairman’s waiting-room, for the benefit of the assembled surtax payers. The Chairman’s secretary emerged from her office and examined them all for the sixth time with a certain suppressed satisfaction.


“I’ll go in again and remind R.V. you’re here,” she said kindly.


She knocked softly on the Chairman’s door and went in. Rothermere Vulgurian was striding slowly round the room, his hands behind his back, the summer sunlight from the windows glinting softly on his distinguished silver hair.


“R.V.,” she said. Without looking at her, Mr. Vulgurian detached a hand from behind his back and waved her out of the room. He was in conference with Sir Prestwick Wining, a working member of the Amalgamated Television Board who was responsible for the public, human and cultural relations side. Sir Prestwick, a small, sad, inert man, sat in a deeply-padded swivel chair in the middle of the room, turning slowly round and round like a sunflower to keep his face towards the Chairman.


Mr. Vulgurian stopped to pick absent-mindedly at the impasto on a Pollock.


“And another thing,” he said. “Who’s producing ‘It’s a Giggle’ now?”


“Corbishley,” said Sir Prestwick.


“Ah. I want you to go to our friend Corbishley and tell him that Lord Wastwater went on that programme last night with his tie under one ear.”


“I’ll tell him, R.V.”


“Make it clear to him that I’m not criticising the technical or artistic side of the show.”


“Not the technical or artistic side.”


“I don’t pretend to be competent to criticise that side of our shows. Never have, and don’t suppose I ever will. I know my limitations, Prestwick. I employ experts to tell me whether our shows are competitive from the technical, artistic, and moral standpoint. I have full confidence in them. Tell Corbishley that.”


“I will, R.V.”


“But I do know when I see a man with his tie under one ear, or a girl with her shoulder strap coming down. And I won’t have it on one of our shows.”


“I agree entirely, R.V.”


“I’ve an eye for detail, Prestwick, an eye for detail.”


“You certainly have, R.V.”


“I don’t pretend to be an expert on television. I don’t pretend to know very much about business or money. But I do claim to have an eye for detail.”


“An eye for detail.”


“It’s the secret of successful management, Prestwick. Look after the small things, and the big things will look after themselves.”


“Look after themselves. Exactly.”


“I think the staff respect it too, don’t they?”


“Of course they do, R.V.”


“I think they do. I think they do.”


Mr. Vulgurian stopped and smoothed down his fine silver hair. It aided his thinking, and he believed in thinking. Once he had said to Sir Prestwick, “If I were asked to put my advice to a young man in one word, Prestwick, do you know what that word would be?”


“No?” Sir Prestwick had said.


“‘Think,’ Prestwick, ‘Think.’”


“I don’t know, R.V. ‘Detail?’”


“No, Prestwick, ‘Think’”


“Er. ‘Courage?’”


“No. ‘Think.’”


“I give up, R.V. ‘Boldness?’”


“For heaven’s sake, Prestwick, what is the matter with you? ‘Think!’”


“‘Integrity?’ ‘Loyalty?’ ‘Leadership?’”


“‘Think,’ Prestwick! ‘Think,’ ‘Think,’ ‘Think,’ ‘Think!’”


When had that been? Sir Prestwick’s last duodenal crisis but one?


“Who’s producing ‘It’s a Giggle’ these days?” Mr. Vulgurian asked keenly.


“Corbishley, R.V.”


“Ah, Corbishley. Well, tell him, will you, Prestwick?”


Sir Prestwick jotted down on his folder “Tell Corbishley,” so that his complete notes on the subject under discussion now read “Tell Corbishley. Tell Corbishley. Tell Corbishley.” Sir Prestwick allowed a small sigh to slip furtively through his moustache. He was not a happy man. He had been appointed to the board of Amalgamated Television after being knighted for his services to British public relations, services which had consisted of being the only public relations man the knighting authorities could find who was not at that moment actually engaged in any morally offensive activity, since he was in hospital under an anæsthetic. For a start he had been responsible for the public relations side. But the public relations side had turned out to lead naturally into the cultural relations side, which meant being the relation between Mr. Vulgurian and culture, and the cultural relations side had opened imperceptibly into the human relations side, which involved being the relation between Mr. Vulgurian and all the human beings in the world apart from the public, who came under public relations. Sir Prestwick was visibly wasting away under the strain of the job.


“Another thing,” said Mr. Vulgurian. “I counted five cigarette ends and four used matches on the floor of the lift this morning. What do you think of that?”


“Someone must have used a lighter, R.V.,” said Sir Prestwick.


Mr. Vulgurian stopped in his tracks and inspected Sir Prestwick with an eye for detail.


“Tummy troubling you this morning, Prestwick?”


“Oh, well, you know, R.V. …”


“Tell me if you don’t feel up to work. I can always struggle through on my own.”


“I’m perfectly all right, R.V.”


“Pour yourself a glass of Malvern water. Take a dry biscuit. Don’t mind me.”


Sir Prestwick jumped up and hastened across to the sideboard next to which Mr. Vulgurian was standing.


“Pour me a glass, too,” said Mr. Vulgurian. “Where was I? Ah—five cigarette ends and four used matches in the lift. I want you to send a memorandum to all departments detailing what I found and reminding everyone that the lifts are used by visitors to the building who may well base their impression of Amalgamated Television on what they find on the floor.”


“What they find on the floor. I have that, R.V.,” said Sir Prestwick, struggling to pour the Malvern water and take a note at the same time.


“Appeal to their better natures.”


“I’ll make a note of it, R.V.”


“Wherever and whenever possible, Prestwick, we must appeal to the staff’s better natures. They have them, if we have the confidence to trust in them. That’s one of the fundamental principles of good management.”


“Better natures—exactly.”


“Always treat a man as you would wish to be treated yourself, be he the humblest doorman in the firm.”


“Do as you would be done by.”


“It’s good human relations. It’s good business. It’s good ethics.”


“It certainly is, R.V.”


Mr. Vulgurian paused and stroked his hair, doing to it as he would be done by.


“Speaking of ethics,” he said, “aren’t we building a new ethics department for a theological college somewhere?”


“For an automation research institute,” said Sir Prestwick, brightening up a little.


“Yes, something of that sort.”


“I was hoping we’d have time to talk about that, R.V., because I’ve got some rather good news. They’re getting the Queen to come down and open it.”


“Really?”


“So I hear, R.V.”


“Good, Prestwick, good. Very good. Pour yourself another glass of water.”


Mr. Vulgurian reflected with a broad reflective vision.


“How did they manage it?” he asked.


“I don’t know, R.V.”


“I wonder how they managed it. I seem to remember you couldn’t get us the Queen to open this place.”


“No, I couldn’t, R.V.”


“And you couldn’t get the Queen Mother, either.”


“No.”


“Nor Princess Alexandra.”


“No.”


“Nor the Duke of Kent.”


“No.”


“Nor the Duke of Gloucester.”


“I got the Duke of Bedford, R.V.”


“You got the Duke of Bedford.”


Mr. Vulgurian took out his penknife and scraped abstractedly at a particularly protuberant knobule of pink paint on the Riopelle.


“How did they manage it, Prestwick? Are they able to pull strings? Is that it, Prestwick?”


“It’s the Establishment, R.V. All these academics are hand in glove with the Establishment. They all hang together.”


“The Establishment! Raising its ugly head again, eh? As you know, Prestwick, I don’t pretend to have any political views—I have experts who look after that side of things for me. But it does seem to me symptomatic of something that a television organisation which provides the nation’s main socio-cultural communications system cannot even get the Duke of Gloucester, while some little theological college catering for a tiny minority can get the Queen.”


“Very true, R.V.”


Mr. Vulgurian put the penknife back in his pocket and began to circle the room again.


“Then again,” he said, “it is our wing that the Queen will be opening.”


“That’s true, too, R.V.”


“You know, Prestwick, when I look into the future I am certain we are entering upon an era in which religion and mass communications will put all distrust and antagonism behind them, and learn to co-operate to their mutual advantage.”


“That’s certainly a thought, R.V.”


“Jot it down, Prestwick, for my speech to the Association for the Furtherance of Responsible Television next week.”


“I have, R.V. It’s incorporated in the text of the speech I gave you yesterday.”


“Good, Prestwick, good. It certainly bears out my point about the value of ethics. This little theological college … Did you say it was a theological college, Prestwick?”


“A research establishment, R.V.”


“This little research establishment came to us for help. We did not ask whether it was Protestant, Catholic, or Jewish. Did we ask, Prestwick?”


“Well, no, R.V., because it’s …”


“Because it’s not our way. Without regard to colour, race, or creed, we gave what help we could.”


“Fifty thousand pounds, R.V.”


“Fifty thousand pounds.”


Mr. Vulgurian completed three laps of the room in a reflective silence. Sir Prestwick was beginning to feel sick and dizzy with the constant revolving of the swivel chair.


“Fifty thousand pounds,” said Mr. Vulgurian. “Fifty thousand pounds … That figure was authorised by the board, wasn’t it, Prestwick? Yes? But we have work to do. What work do we have to do, Prestwick?”


“I think you wanted to discuss the withdrawal of the ‘Think Big’ notices in all the executives’ offices, R.V.”


“Ah. We decided they were a little unsophisticated for an organisation like ours, didn’t we?”


“I think we did, R.V.”


“One of your less happy inspirations, Prestwick, though as you know, I never interfere in your running of the cultural side. What have you managed to cook up for us instead?”


“I wondered how you would feel about ‘Only connect’?”


Mr. Vulgurian’s secretary tiptoed into the room. He waved her out again, and stopped, absorbed, in front of the Rothko, licking his finger and rubbing it against a mark on the canvas to find out whether it was paint or dirt.


“I know what I meant to ask you,” he said. “Who’s producing ‘It’s a Giggle’ these days?”
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The whole of the William Morris Institute of Automation Research rang with the bongling and goingling of steel scaffolding poles being thrown down from a great height. The new Ethics Wing was almost finished. It was not before time. The noise and other inconveniences caused by the building of it had considerably reduced the amount of automation the Institute had researched into during the past two years. Experts had calculated that if the revolutionary new computer programmes being designed at the Institute had gone ahead without interruption, they should have put some two million professional men out of work over the course of the next ten years. Now there was a risk that some of these two million would still find themselves in work, or at any rate only partly out of work. But then, said the optimists, for progress to be made someone always had to suffer.


Dr. Goldwasser, the Head of the Newspaper Department, was suffering already. Each fresh bongle or goingle made him jump, and each time he jumped he became more irritated. He didn’t want his staff to see him jumping, in case they thought he had weak nerves. On the other hand, he didn’t want them to see him making a fourth trip within three hours to the lavatory, where it was quiet, in case they thought he had a weak bladder.


He looked restlessly out of the window, to see if he could see how other people were coping. The only other person he could see was Rowe, the Head of the Sport Department, in his laboratory on the other side of the courtyard. Rowe seemed to be absorbed, which probably meant he was at work not on the automation of sport, but on the novel he was said to be writing. He alternately bent over his desk, pulling locks of hair over his eyes, and gazed vacantly out of his window, screwing his little finger around inside his right ear. At intervals he removed the finger and inspected it absently, as if he hoped he might have brought up traces of oil or uranium ore. Goldwasser was rather impressed by the spectacle of creation actually taking place, and after a bit found himself screwing his little finger around inside his right ear in sympathy.


He wondered if he should go along and drop in for a chat with Rowe. It could be quite strengthening. Rowe was certainly less clever than himself, and it had come to the point, Goldwasser tacitly admitted, where he found it definitely helpful to his morale to talk to people he was absolutely sure were less clever than he was. Not stupid people, to whom he was unable to say anything at all, but to clever people who were just not quite clever enough to be challenging. It left a wide field of potential comforters—almost everyone in the institute except Macintosh, the Head of the Ethics Department.


Agh! Macintosh! He was Goldwasser’s closest friend, and the very thought of him filled Goldwasser with a warm, familiar irritation. He irritated Goldwasser in two ways—sometimes by seeming to be too stupid to talk to, and sometimes by seeming to be possibly cleverer than Goldwasser. Even more irritating than either state was the ambiguity of fluctuating between the two.


Was Macintosh cleverer than him or wasn’t he? There must have been some objective way of telling. Once, he was sure, he had been indubitably cleverer than Macintosh. But he was slowing down. At least, he was afraid he was slowing down. He was pretty certain his brain was of the genus Cerebrum Dialectici—a logician’s or child prodigy’s brain, an early-flowering plant already past its best by the age of thirty. His anxiety on the point had developed into a sort of cerebral hypochondria. He was for ever checking his mental performance for symptoms of decline. He borrowed sets of IQ tests from his colleagues, and timed his performances, plotting the results on graphs. When he produced a graph with a curve that went downwards, he assured himself that it was merely a misleading technique; and when he produced one with a curve that went upwards, he told himself sceptically that it must be the result of experimental error.


One symptom of decay, he sometimes thought, was the loss of his opinions. Some people have faith; some people have opinions. Goldwasser had had opinions about almost everything he had ever heard of, and from the age of fourteen he had heard of almost everything in the universe. In the high summer of his cerebellum he had had the whole of creation divided into two great categories, the things he was for and the things he was against. Now his opinions were falling out like old teeth. His immediate circle of interest had shrunk from the fate of the pi-meson and the theocracy of the gods F and Μ to an intense consideration of whether or not he was cleverer than Macintosh.


Goldwasser could not see Macintosh out of the window, since he was hidden inside the Gothic fortress of the old Ethics Department, but the noise of the scaffolding being shed from Macintosh’s new wing kept him constantly before Goldwasser’s mind. Was Macintosh the cleverer? Was Macintosh’s brain, like his, Cerebrum Dialectici? If it was, it was now at the very height of its powers and would subsequently decline at the same rate as his own, if indeed his own was declining. Or was it Cerebrum Senatoris—a wise old man’s brain, slowly maturing over the years? If that was what it was, it might have drawn level with Goldwasser’s brain without implying any deterioration in Goldwasser’s own performance. But then again, if it did incline towards Cerebrum Senatoris rather then Cerebrum Dialectici it would go on improving relative to Goldwasser’s, which was not a very cheering prospect. Goldwasser gloomily agitated his finger in his right ear. The ear had now begun to itch with a definite itch of its own.


Goldwasser suddenly realised he was being watched, and caught a pair of eyes gazing intently at him from well back inside a nearby corridor window. They belonged to Nunn, the Deputy-Director of the Institute. Nunn smiled cheerily, and gave a little wave. Goldwasser started nervously back into the room. He pulled the finger hastily out of his ear, then put it back as if he had intended to have it there all the while for some serious scientific purpose, and began to mess around with the papers on his desk.


Perhaps he would go for another pee after all.


There was no one in the Heads of Departments washroom when he got there except Jellicoe, the head porter. Jellicoe was leaning across a handbasin with his face very close to the mirror, trimming his moustache with a tiny pair of folding scissors. He glanced up at Goldwasser.


“Hallo, Mr. Goldwasser,” he said, returning to his moustache.


“Hallo,” said Goldwasser, who was never able to decide whether to call the porter Jellicoe or Mr. Jellicoe. He peed, then filled a wash-basin with luxurious quantities of hot water and washed his hands. It was very peaceful in the washroom, the deep calm emphasised by the periodic flushing of the cisterns, and the tiny snip-snip of Jellicoe’s moustache-scissors.


“I see Dr. Riddle’s published another paper on random distribution,” said Jellicoe, his mouth somewhat constricted by the operations on his upper lip.


“Ah,” said Goldwasser, gazing at himself in the mirror. In general terms he could not doubt that he was clever; too clever, even—too clever by half, if not by three-quarters.


“Have you read it, sir?” asked Jellicoe.


“No,” said Goldwasser. The only way he could read a newspaper, let alone a learned article, was back to front, from bottom to top of the page, from tailpiece to headline, setting himself and solving outrageous problems of comprehension in every paragraph. On days of unusual greyness he deliberately increased the masochistic pleasure of the perversion by reading each sentence back to front as well.


“A rather brilliant piece of work,” said Jellicoe. “Or so I thought.”


Goldwasser looked at strip cartoons backwards, too, divining with depressing accuracy what was going to be in the first frame before he got back to it, bored by the logical impossibility of taking each single picture backwards.
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