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The Colonel


Colonel Baker, taking his usual solitary afternoon walk, was caught in a summer cloudburst. He was on the open moor; there were no trees nearby for shelter. But the Colonel did not mindtherain. He pulled his plastic mac from the baggy pocket of his old tweed jacket, unfolded it, and put it on. He pulled his old tweed hat further down on his head, planted his stick more firmly on the ground, and strode on through the heavy rain. The water poured from the brim of his hat onto the shoulders of his plastic mac. As he walked, tiny individual drops were thrown back into the air from his moustache. Colonel Baker always went for a walk on the moors by himself in the afternoon. He covered ten miles or so in a circular tour, and was home by tea-time.


On the high ground of the moor, the raindrops came together into trickles that filled every declivity of the rock and brown earth. These trickles ran downwards until they found some trench or gulley or gutter in the earth, when they would combine again, running together along this new path, spilling out for a while when the gulley came to an end, then back to some new combination in the waters of a small and temporary stream, and so on until eventually they joined the course of one of the three rivers which rose in the moor. Colonel Baker, reaching the stepping-stones which were set across one of these rivers, found that the water had covered them, and had to take shelter after all until the water subsided and he could cross. The cloudburst lasted for about twenty minutes. Then the rain stopped, the trickles ran dry again or turned to puddles, the level of the water in the river fell, and Colonel Baker crossed the stepping-stones to the other side.


The ground was wet and shining after the rain. The Colonel noticed the clarity of the colours around him, and smelled the wet earth. What he had once taken for granted was now, in these years of his retirement, something to be noticed, appreciated, and noted down in his Nature Diary. He left the river bank, and cut up the side of a steep field. Reaching the top, he climbed over a wooden gate set in the hedge, and saw the village below him. Thatch and slate roofs were scattered about a church. That was the village as it used to be, and to it was added the new brick of council houses and the corrugated roof of a garage. Perhaps a mile from the church was a group of three cottages, one deserted, one the week-end retreat of a celebrated novelist, the third his own. Even at this distance he could distinguish his television aerial. It was the only one in the village.


*


At the outbreak of the 1939–45 war, Colonel Baker had been in command of a battalion of infantry. Like many other forthright people, he had been shamed by Britain’s part in the Munich agreement, alarmed and disgusted at the stories which came out of Nazi Germany. The Colonel did not share the anti-Semitism of some of his colleagues, and, as an unthinking humanist, he had guided his life on the principle that most human beings were fundamentally decent chaps. All that he heard of the German dictatorship outraged him, and he went through the preliminary stages of training and equipping with a sense of mission. Then, when embarkation orders for his battalion had actually been received, his superiors decided that Justin Baker was too old for an active command. He was promoted from Lieutenant-Colonel to full Colonel, kept semi-employed for a while in a number of administrative jobs, and then sent to India in 1941 as the Commandant of an Officers’ Training Camp. He remained there until the end of the war, and was shortly afterwards retired. He returned to his home and to the years of retirement that stretched in front of him, to find that his three sons had grown up, his wife had grown away, and that there was as little place for him in his own family as there had been in his regiment, once the fighting began.


At first, he had attempted to resume the intimacies of marriage. He noticed that his wife was more flaccid than he remembered, and that nowadays she neglected to shave under her arms. He made all at once the discoveries that usually come gradually during a marriage and are swallowed up by habit, not only the physical differences between husband and Wife, but all the little irritating tricks of speech and behaviour. The Colonel noticed these things, but he put them out of his mind, prepared to let habit take over again. But the noticing was not all on one side, and his wife was more prepared to hurt his feelings than he was to hurt hers. “Your flatulence is disgusting, Justin,” she said. “Besides it keeps me awake at night.” So, after the first week of his return, Mrs. Baker slept in the double bed alone, and the Colonel had a cot in his own room.


Of their three sons, Henry (sixteen years old in 1939) had already grown up, married and made a home of his own. Henry was now in a bank in Bombay, whence his wife wrote a blue air-letter once a week to Mrs. Baker, a real family letter about how the children were growing. Julian, the second son, had been at Oxford when the Colonel returned, while Charles, the third, was a conscript doing his National Service. Julian now worked in an advertising agency, Charles for a small trade paper with offices in Holborn. Julian was married, and lived in Putney; Charles had a room in Holland Park. Neither came back very often to their parents’ cottage in Devonshire; it was too far away for a casual visit.


Left alone together, the Colonel and Mrs. Baker had settled into a routine. At seven-thirty every morning, the Colonel would get out of bed, go downstairs, boil a kettle, and make tea. While he was waiting for the kettle to boil, he would smoke a cigarette. He would set a tray, put the woollen cosy on the teapot, take two biscuits from the tin and place one on each saucer. When the tea was made, he would carry the tray upstairs to his wife’s room. He would put it down on her bedside table, kiss her quickly on the cheek, say, “Good morning, old girl” or “Good morning, my dear” or “Good morning, Teresa”, and go over to the window to draw back the curtains. Mrs. Baker would sit up in bed, and pour out two cups of tea, milk first. Then the Colonel would sit on the bed for twenty minutes or so, and they would both drink their tea, usually, after a remark about the weather, in silence. Then the Colonel would dress, and (in winter) rake out the ashes of the living-room fire and lay a new one, while Mrs. Baker prepared the breakfast, which was eaten in the kitchen.


From breakfast to lunch time, Colonel Baker worked in the garden while Mrs. Baker worked in the house, or went into the village to shop. All in their season the Colonel dug and planted, mowed the lawn, raked the gravel, clipped the hedges, made bonfires, pruned, transplanted, staked. In the summer he wore his old tweed hat against the sun, and the sweat ran down the back of his neck, and dripped off his nose. In winter the hat was damp with rain, and he plodded about in rubber boots, corduroy trousers and an old jacket patched with leather. When the weather would not allow him to work in the garden, or there happened to be nothing to do (but this was seldom), he fretted about the house trying to settle to the newspaper. Lunch marked the end of the morning. After lunch he went for his usual afternoon walk, and Mrs. Baker retired upstairs for her usual afternoon nap. In the evenings, she watched television while he read a book, tinkered with the household accounts, or made entries in the Nature Diary he had been keeping for the past five years. Sometimes whole evenings would pass without their needing to speak to one another.


The Bakers did not own a car, so they could not often go out in the evenings. Mrs. Baker went to church on Sundays; Colonel Baker attended the infrequent meetings of the district Conservative Association. Usually on these occasions they were called for. They could have afforded a small car, but they would have had to buy it out of capital, and both of them were frightened by the idea of “dipping into capital”. The cottage, although freehold and on a very low rate, was expensive to maintain. Their living costs were kept down by the produce of the garden and the chicken-house, but the Colonel’s pension was sometimes stretched thin. A prolonged visit by one of the boys, the Nursing Home expenses when Teresa needed to have most of her teeth extracted, rethatching—all these eventualities were likely to prove a bit of a strain on the old housekeeping. Of course the Colonel’s life was insured, and the payments made regularly through Grindlay’s. Teresa would be perfectly all right on her own when he kicked the bucket.


Now the sun was out again, and the earth steamed after the rain. The end of the Colonel’s afternoon walk had been spoiled by flies and sweat. Punctually by four-thirty he had reached his own garden gate again.


There was the front garden, and the cottage beyond it. The lawn was neat, and free from weeds. No plantains flourished there, no dandelions, no moss. It was a model lawn, grown from seed not sod. Every year, regular in their seasons, the flowers appeared. This was not just a Spring garden, not a Summer garden, not an Autumn garden, but a garden for all the flowering year. After the snowdrop came the crocus, the daffodil, the narcissus, the dwarf hyacinth, the tulip, the gladiolus, all from bulbs planted to plan. The garden was sweet with lavender and roses, with honeysuckle and stock. Sweet-pea, pinks and carnations, dahlias, marigolds, nasturtiums, red-hot poker and at last the heavy-headed bronze chrysanthemums—all flourished. Behind the house in the vegetable garden potatoes grew and onions, french beans, runner beans, carrots, lettuce, cabbage, cauliflower, brussel sprouts and broccoli, peas, radishes, parsley, chives, mint and rhubarb. There was one veteran apple tree and six youngsters, brought in a truck from Topsham. There was a plum tree and a pear, and an almond, and close to the far hedge an old mulberry tree flourished and dropped its fruit. Tomatoes under glass, raspberry canes, sweet corn, black and red currant bushes, the new climbing strawberries, the vine against the sunny wall, they were a tribute to his skill and patience, and why on earth did he bother? Why bother? He looked across the lawn to the thatched roof and white-washed walls of the cottage, to the upstairs, the downstairs, the outside privy, the toolshed and to his lady’s chamber. Why bother? All was in order, all right and tight and weatherproof, reclaimed from wilderness and dry rot, from rats in the well and warped joists and the wilderness of scrub and weed that used to be the garden. And now here it was, the value of the property much increased, all trim and cared for, with hot and cold running water and the electric, and what on earth was the point of it all? He held the freehold, but who would inherit? For whom did he labour? None of his sons would live here after him. When he was dead, and Teresa was dead, or had moved to Knightsbridge or Bournemouth, none of their blood would succeed them. All this work—it did not make anything that survived; it was work for work’s sake, useless. He would do better to let the whole place go to seed again; at least the poor sod who took it over would have something to do, a way of passing the time.


It was time for tea. And then at six o’clock, Mrs. Baker switched on the television set. They were just within the range of the I.T.A., and the set had been adapted to receive both channels. The evening wore on. A variety programme ended, and Somebody’s Half Hour began; this meant that one group of people singing popular songs and telling jokes was succeeded by a different group of people with the same songs and the same jokes. Harpic! Harpic! the television set sang, The sign of a clean, clean home! On one channel there was a twenty-five minute American film about the F.B.I., to be followed by another twenty-five minute American film about cowboys. On the other there was a play about a rather nice middle-class family living in the country. Except that they seemed to have a great deal more money, and a number of servants, and the children stayed at home, they were a family like the Bakers. The play had been a great success when it was first produced in 1928, and Mrs. Baker remembered it. She saw it again. At nine the Bakers had a light supper; the dishes would be washed up next morning. By ten thirty, Mrs. Baker had turned over to the commercial channel again. Sleep sweeter; Bourn-Vita! it said. Colonel Baker took the hint, and went up to bed. About an hour later television broadcasting was over for the night, and Mrs. Baker went to bed also.


Charles Baker


Some two hours after the cloudburst on the moor, Charles Baker left his office, and was merged in the crowd of people converging on Holborn underground station. All over the City and the West End of London, the day’s work was over, and the people began to come out of the offices and shops, spilling out on to the pavements of the squares and side-streets. But the side-streets and the borders of the squares were like the declivities in the earth of the moor. They acted only as conduits down which the people flowed, first in trickles, then coming together in a flood, into the main thoroughfares of Piccadilly, Oxford St., Regent St., the Charing Cross Road, the Strand, and Kingsway. The people did not combine easily as the water did, but were like insects, some brightly coloured, some cumbered with loot and homework, jostling and jockeying as they flowed first into the tributaries, then into the main streams, where their numbers grew more dense, as they covered the crossings or were penned by shop windows on the one side, by constantly lengthening bus queues on the other. The entrances to the various stations of the London Underground were at this time collecting points for the crowds of people, and there they piled up like jetsam, obstructing the pavements almost altogether. Like jetsam they collected at the mouths of the Underground, like jetsam packed together they moved slowly down to the booking halls, and there, like jetsam at a sudden widening of the stream, they were momentarily dispersed. Some, who held season tickets, had time to breathe a while before joining another clot at the entrance to the escalators. Others stood in line at the ticket office, while still others fumbled for small silver before the ticket-vending machines. At certain special stations little side-streams of knowledgeable persons used the back stairs, running off from the mainstream of those who were borne passively down the escalators, only to join them again on the platforms below. There, eastbound and westbound, northbound and southbound, Piccadilly, Central District, Northern and Bakerloo, they awaited the arrival of trains which were said to run every three minutes.


There they waited, lining the edges of the platforms, picking out spots where the train, when it arrived, would be least crowded, or where at their journeys’ ends they might expect to find themselves close to the way out, to be first in the fresh rush and jostle towards the air. All the time, the escalators carried more and more of them to the platforms, until the trains arrived to thin them out again. It was a process as regular as the breathing of an animal, but during rush hour on the London Underground the animal is under strain, and its breathing may become irregular. Such a thing happened this evening at Holborn, where Charles Baker waited for a Central Line train to carry him westwards. Such a thing, such a little thing—instead of three minutes between trains, there were six. The crowd on the platform grew denser and denser, and there were many more people than the train, when it arrived, could hold. And then of course it was already full. There had been other crowded platforms at St. Paul’s, Chancery Lane and the Bank, all subjected to the same delay. Then, although there would be another train soon enough—perhaps within only two minutes instead of three—the people on the platform began to push and struggle to get in. Some of those who had arrived in the train wanted to get out; some who wished to leave it at the next station crowded the doors and would not move. “Let them out first, please,” the coloured conductress cried, and, “Pass further down the car,” but nobody heeded her. There were sudden spurts of anger. An old workman, wishing to change to the Piccadilly Line, butted his way through the jostling, surging people. “Mind the doors,” the conductress cried. The people squeezed and pushed at each other in the heat and sweat. Women found perspiring hands crushed against their breasts. Schoolboys guarded their private parts with satchels of books. The doors of the train closed slowly. Somewhere a man was half in, half out. There was a squeeze, a wriggle, a, “Sorry, sorry, sorry!” but his arm was stuck. The train could not start until the doors were properly closed. Slowly the doors opened again. One man was ejected, and four more got in. The train started, still further delayed by the commotion.


Inside, it was all crush and nervous excitement, with no room to read newspapers or books. Those due to get off at the next station, who had not already found places for themselves near the doors, now tried to push their way up the crowded aisles. “Stop pushing, can’t you? There’ll be plenty of time when we get there.” Two men, trapped face to face, avoided meeting each other’s eyes. Unnoticed in a corner, a timid girl found the elbow of an Irish labourer pressed into her mouth; her embarrassment and his strong body-smell combined to induce in her a sort of paralysis, so that she was carried past her stop. At every fresh station until the residential districts of Lancaster Gate and Queensway, fresh crowds of people tried to board the train, pushing and insinuating their bodies into spaces that seemed already to be entirely filled.


Charles Baker, his briefcase between his legs, one elbow propped against a partition, suddenly said to himself in simple astonishment, “But why am I hurrying?” For how could it possibly matter to him, who lived in a two-room basement flat in a dingy street between Westbourne Grove and Holland Park Avenue, whether he caught this train, or the next, or the next, or any train at all in an evening that stretched, like so many of his evenings, emptily in front of him? Nobody was expecting Charles back. Nobody would have tea ready for him. Nobody would say, “What shall we do this evening? Shall we go out, or just stay home and read?” Charles lived alone, as so many people do in London, and the leisure hours for him were far more to be dreaded than the easy work-filled days when he had something to do.


*


The two rooms and the hallway of Charles’ basement made up the width of a very thin house in a whole row of thin houses jammed together. The front room held the bed and the bookcase, a porcelain wash basin, a table, a telephone, three straight chairs, two armchairs, a carpet and a gas fire. The carpet was worn in several places, and kept only moderately free from dust by the daily who came once a week. The mirror over the mantel had brown stains on it. One of the armchairs was covered with dirty chintz, the other with hessian. The net curtain over the window had faded to the colour of old teeth; the thicker inner blackout curtain would never quite close. The windows were streaked with dirt, because Charles would neither clean them himself nor have them cleaned; he and his landlady disagreed over responsibility for the windows. The gas meter was adapted to take either shillings or sixpences, and ate both at a great rate. During the winter, Charles would plot and scheme in shops and buses to get these coins in change. It never occurred to him to buy them in bulk from a bank.


The back room of the basement held the bath and a gas stove. The bath was filled by a geyser, and had a wooden cover. When this cover was in place, it was used as a kitchen table, and Charles did the washing-up on it in a chipped enamel bowl. Every evening on his return from work, he would find the accumulated washing-up of breakfast and the evening before piled on top of the bath, and, as he opened the door, he would smell the smells of old cooking. There was linoleum instead of carpet on the floor of this room, and the window was uncurtained. Charles manic would dry himself in front of the window after his bath; Charles depressive sat in the bath itself until the last drop of water had run out, his back bent, his head drooping, and used the towel where he was.


The rest of Charles’ flat was all hallway, except that at the end of the hall was a w.c, tucked in under the stair that led to the floors above. It was a very small w.c, and he had to get right into it before he could close the door. A further door led to the area at the back of the house where the dustbins were kept. Since Charles often forgot to lock this door, he was sometimes surprised by Sybil, the landlady, on her way back upstairs from emptying her little polythene trash can. “Don’t mind me,” she would cry as Charles crouched there in embarrassment, or sometimes, “Will you be long?” and Charles would not dare to come out again until he was sure she was nowhere about. The w.c. was unlighted, and a torch was always kept by the roll of Andrex at the back of the wide wooden seat.


For this basement, Charles paid three and a half guineas a week in cash to Sybil, who lived on the first floor. On the ground floor, a cook and a window-dresser lived together, and paid five guineas, partly, as Sybil explained in a moment of frankness, because it was nicer, and partly it wasn’t easy for them to find anywhere else, poor dears, though thank God she was broadminded. The top floor held a very old couple, who were husband and wife. Theirs was an unfurnished tenancy, and even after the Rent Act, Sybil had been unable to raise their rent to more than two pounds a week; after all, if things came to a Tribunal, the Income Tax might get nosey about the other tenants. Every time he went upstairs at the weekend to pay his rent, Charles found Sybil ready to discuss some new plan to dispossess this couple, whom she had inherited with the house. She both looked forward to their death and was terrified of their dying; whenever she thought that she had seen nothing of them for some time, she would tiptoe upstairs to listen at their door.


Sybil was a character; it was tiresome for Charles. Reading Twelfth Might at school, he had wondered what a “day bed” was. Now he knew that a day bed was only a night bed that you didn’t bother to remake, but just stayed in all day with the telly on. Sybil had been in repertory in Rochester, but the gin had rotted her. For five years now she had done nothing professionally, but occasional small parts in the various radio and television serials. The fees for these appearances did not even pay for her drink. “I live off my lodgers,” she would say. “My God! What a bloody come-down, I mean, really.”


When Charles reached home on this evening, she was waiting for him as she sometimes did, sitting alone in the shabby chintz-covered chair with a bottle of gin on the table by her side. Sybil never made these visits without the excuse of a situation; sometimes, she said, she just had to let her hair down or die. Usually it would be about a job. Did Charles think she ought to go to work in a coffee bar?—start a rather select fish-and-chip shop (“more halibut, dear, than cod”) near Belgrave Square? —sell dirty books for a rather disgusting man near the Charing Cross Road? About all these and her other problems, she was always ready to take down her hair, although sometimes, if she were having one of her slatternly days, the hair would be down already, one braid swinging insecurely at her shoulders, the other still half pinned.


This was not one of those days. Sybil had been out for the afternoon “dropping in on old chums”, and was a Knightsbridge Sybil, her face most carefully pancaked, her hair coiffed and shining. She had come straight in to Charles’ room from the off-licence at the corner, and still wore her two-piece and a cone-shaped hat of white fluff. When Charles arrived, she sent him out for tonic water, so that they could really enjoy a cosy chat without having to get up again.


“Charles dear, you know how clever you are,” she said. “You must help me. I’m distraught.” This told Charles at once what they were to talk about. Sybil was only distraught when Herbert, her lover, an unemployed bald South African, was in trouble. Except that he was thinner, Herbert looked very like the conventional conception of a sugar-daddy, but since he never had any sugar to speak of, he had to get it from Sybil, who had little enough of her own.


“Herbert?” Charles said.


“How did you guess? It’s so shaming. He’s been had up.”


“Arrested?”


“More or less. Have another drink, dear; you look tired, I must say. I don’t know how you manage it going to that dreary old office every day. I should die.”


“A lot of people do go to offices every day,” Charles said. “They don’t all die. Not until it’s time.”


“It couldn’t come soon enough. Living those awful grey lives, I mean, really.”


“What’s Herbert been arrested for?”


“Well, he hasn’t actually been arrested, poor lamb— more sort of summonsed really. It was the car. It broke down, dear. Well, I mean he hit something. Just a scraze. I’m sure it wasn’t Herbert’s fault. He’s a terribly careful driver. I mean, you know how he won’t even step into the car if he’s had a couple. You remember that awful time when mummy was here?”


Charles remembered that awful time. Herbert couldn’t stay the night with Sybil because mummy was there—they could hardly have slept three in a bed—and he wouldn’t drive because he’d had a couple. It was snowing. Herbert had decided to sleep in the back seat of the car. Sybil had asked Charles for help (“Charles, I’m distraught!”), and he had spent half an hour, standing in the snow, wearing only pyjamas, a dressing-gown and sandals without toes, until he had managed to coax Herbert indoors to spend the night in a chair. “Yes, I remember,” he said.


“Of course you do. You were so sweet. Drink up, dear; you must have another. Well, you do see what I mean, don’t you? I mean he is such a careful driver. Only when the police came along, his licence had expired, and then the insurance wasn’t paid, because after all you can’t expect Herbert to keep up with that sort of thing, because he is so broke.”


Charles had another drink. “You know, Sybil, there was something I had to do,” he began, but of course it was no good. There was no way of getting rid of Sybil until the bottle was empty and her hair completely down. He asked whether Herbert had any friends with legal training (“Of course he has. He’s got hundreds of friends, not that they ever do anything for him.”) and suggested that perhaps he’d better consult one of them. (“You’re always so helpful, dear. I should never have thought of that.”) His head ached. He wished Sybil would go away. The level of the gin sank in the bottle. Sybil sent him out for more tonic, and as he paid for it in the off-licence he wondered whether it wouldn’t be easier not to go back to his flat at all, but to catch a bus somewhere to the centre of London, and stay out for the rest of the evening. There was something he had planned to do. He knew what it was, and played with the idea, keeping it like a treasured sweet at the back of his mind as he walked back with the tonic—very carefully so as not to fall apart, and let his intention out. Sybil poured him another drink, and herself another drink, and another, and another. With each drink, Charles increased his control over himself. If he were to relax, he knew, the pieces of his head would fall outwards like the staves of a barrel. Yet if he made it tighter, he might crack up the middle. He felt like china in a vice. Sybil would stay, taking down her bloody hair until the bottle was empty. Ergo, he would empty it—but he was drinking on an empty stomach, and would be sick. He had another, but decided to drink it slowly. Sybil said, “Here I go, talking about myself again, when, let’s face it, I do lead the most bloody uninteresting life. So I’m going to sit here quite still like a little mouse, and you’re going to tell me all about yourself for a change.” Gazing through the bottom of his glass to a room as round as a goldfish bowl, he suddenly made a discovery, and began to giggle. “Shall I tell you a terribly funny thing?” he said. “Apart from my editor and his secretary, you’re the first person who’s spoken to me for three days.”


“What’s so funny about that?”


“No. There was the man on the bus. He said, ‘Fares, please’.”


“What’s so funny?”


“I don’t know. I just thought it was terribly funny.”


But Sybil was shocked. She knew what was what. She was an actress and a lady. and she knew what response to make to any situation. She could not see that this was funny at all. Charles stopped laughing. Was she angry with him? Did she dislike him? Would she give him notice? There was a silence. Then Sybil said, “Well, I can’t hang around here all night anyway,” and, taking the almost empty bottle with her, left him alone in the dusk.


Charles’ head felt strange. Now he must pull himself together. He must wash up. He must make himself a cup of tea, and heat a tin of beans or something. He must decide what to do this evening. “I won’t go to the pictures anyway,” he said aloud, listened, realized that he was talking to himself, and added in bravado, “First sign of madness”. He switched on the radio. “Won’t go for a walk either,” he said. Not down Holland Park Avenue to Shepherd’s Bush and back. Not along the Bayswater Road and into Kensington Gardens, past the rows of men in macintoshes sitting vacantly on wooden benches. Not down Kensington Church Street, staring into the windows of antique shops, along Kensington High Street, and back through Holland Park. (Once, as he stood outside an antique shop, a passing stranger had stopped, pointed to the silver collar on a decanter, and said, “My friend used to wear one of those as a bracelet.”) “Won’t go to the local,” Charles said, “Won’t read a book”. The radio burped, and an announcer began to read the nine o’clock news. Charles switched it off. “So much for you,” he said. Then he said, “Want to go to sleep. Want to go to sleep, and never wake up,” and he remembered what it was he had planned to do this evening.


Of course it was ridiculous. Of course he wouldn’t do it. Anyway, he didn’t know what would happen. It wasn’t like the gas. He had heard that if you tried to gas yourself, the carbon dioxide paralyzed your motor reactions before you yourself became unconscious, so that you could lie there wanting desperately to turn it off or open a window or something, but unable to do anything about it. Charles wouldn’t care for that. Pills were the thing, although of course one didn’t know what effect these pills would have.


Charles suffered from a mild hay fever during May and June. There were white pills to take by day, pink pills before going to bed at night. The pink pills made him feel drowsy. Therefore, he thought, they were only to make him sleep. Once he had taken two instead of the one prescribed, and had woken up next morning feeling blurry. What could be in them then but a barbiturate? If he were to take more than two—if he were to take the lot…. He fetched the pills from the drawer of his bedside table, opened the little round box, and tipped them into the palm of his hand. There were eleven. If he wanted to, he could take eleven.


There they were, pink against the pinky brown of his palm. They looked like toys, and seemed to have no weight. He would not take them all. There was no question of that. Thinking about a thing and doing it were two very different matters. But if he were to take—just two, say—it would kill the evening and the night, and nobody could object to that. To kill the evening—not to be bored, not to be by himself, not to be conscious, not to be alive——No, that was false reasoning; not to be alive for a while, but to wake up later to a new day, the possibility of some new happening, the possibility of discovering, of just simply knowing what on earth was the point of it all, and why people bothered. He took one of the pills and then another, washing them down with tonic water. Then temptation came. It came as curiosity. Temptation—nothing to do with the lusts of the flesh, just wanting to know, wanting to know what would happen it you took a bite out of that bloody apple, if you swallowed another pill. He put another of the pills on his tongue, and cradled it there on the tip. Then he bit into it. It tasted rather nasty; no wonder they covered them with pink stuff. He drank some more tonic, and took a fourth pill. This was ridiculous. Dangerous. Furtive—a kind of self-abuse in a darkened room. Anyway, the damage was done. After four pills, he’d be very ill indeed, and never able to explain it away. No explanations. Suddenly he crammed all the last seven pills into his mouth at once, swallowing them with difficulty, and feeling each one as a separate bump in his gullet. Then he took his coat and shoes off, lay down on the bed, and fell almost instantly asleep. When he awoke, he was in hospital.


*


The long wards were set off at right angles to the hospital corridors, so many feet between each ward. Within the wards the beds faced each other, ranged at right angles to the side walls, so many feet between each bed. The walls were painted white in glossy paint (which reflects the light), and large windows were set in them, so many feet between each window. Each bed within each ward was of the same length, just too short for an unusually tall man. Above each bed was its own reading light, to the right its own locker, resting on each locker, its own pair of earphones, all of them tuned in at the same time to the same programme of the B.B.C., which was sometimes the Home, usually the Light, but never the Third. Each bed had an iron framework painted black, and red blankets, and white sheets. Each had one chair beside it for the use of visitors, who were allowed into the ward during Visiting Hours at the rate of not more than two visitors for each patient. Extra chairs might be brought from the centre of the ward, where they were set symmetrically around the wooden table which always stood there.


In the ceiling of each ward was a pattern of curtain rails made of polished brass. These allowed the hospital staff to isolate any bed from its fellows by drawing round it a curtain of coarse red cloth. By day such isolation would be complete, but at night, when all the individual reading lights had been switched off and the B.B.C. was silent, a light within the red curtains would allow the wakeful patients of the ward to see in silhouette all that went on inside. It was like the sort of comic turn that Boy Scouts perform at village concerts, when a shadow surge on removes from the belly of a shadow patient such incongruous articles as hacksaws, bicycle chains and long strings of sausages. On his first night in hospital, Charles himself watched such a performance. He watched a man die.


Sharp-eyed in the dark, the watching patients saw a shadow priest administer a shadow sacrament, while the dying man lay passively on the bed, and the priest leaned over him to catch the last confession of some shadow sin. They watched the shadow nurse sit by his side reading Picturegoer, and the slow occasional stirrings of the man in the bed, made only, it seemed, as if to show that life was not done yet, not quite done, not until at last the man jerked upwards a little, and bubbled, and snored, and stopped, and was gone for ever, leaving only his body on the bed. Then they watched the departure of the shadow nurse to report, and waited out the hour that went by before the dead man could indeed be treated as dead. All the deft routine of laying-out, they watched in shadow-play. They saw the shadow nurse shave the dead body, dab wet swabs on its eyes, strip it, fold its hands neatly beneath its buttocks, tie its toes together, slip a bandage beneath its chin so that it should not stiffen grotesquely awry, and finally ease it into its shroud. Then she let the bib of the shroud fall over the body’s face, and made all safe with cotton, biting the thread when the task was done. She summoned the porters. Soundlessly on rubber wheels the trolley was brought to the bedside, and the corpse transferred to it to be taken off to the hospital mortuary. Only then was the light switched off, and the performance over.


“Will you take note of that now?” said the Irishman in the next bed. “They’ll have someone else in it when we wake in the morning.”


But in the morning the bed was empty and freshly made, and it was not reoccupied until midday.


*


“Well,” the doctor said, “what the hell did you think you were doing?”


When Charles did not reply, the doctor sat down on the chair next to the bed, and motioned to Sister that she might leave them together. She nodded, and went swiftly through the swing doors at the end of the ward. “She disapproves of psychiatrists,” the doctor said. “You can’t blame her really. I disapprove of them myself. We’re not much more than a sort of confidence trick really. Still, a man must live.”


“Yes, I suppose so.”


“Had a chap in here the other day,” the doctor said. “Same trouble. Pills, stomach pump—all that fuss! He said he’d taken the pills by mistake in a cinema. It was some sort of Western, and he couldn’t stand the racket. Thought he’d go to sleep for a while, had the pills in his pocket, took one, and couldn’t stop. Said it was like eating sweets. Same sort of compulsion. I believed him. I’d believe any story under these circumstances, you know.”


Charles said nothing.


“I mean it. When you came into this hospital, we saved your life. You may think that was interfering, but it’s our job; we have to do it. The next job, as I see it, is to make sure you’re not prosecuted for attempted suicide. We don’t think that being prosecuted does people much good, you see. In our experience, it sometimes depresses them so much that they go straight off and try again. This chap I was talking about, now; he’d come down in the world a bit. Thrown out of his job with an insurance company for doing a bit of fiddling, found work as a waiter, gone to live in Stepney, and felt the difference. I take it you’re not in any trouble of that kind.”


“I was tight.”


“That’s a start. You mistook the bottle?”


“Yes.”


“Good. Can you think of anything you mistook the bottle for? Indigestion tablets? Alka Seltzer? You had to go out, and didn’t want people to know you’d been drinking.”


“What people?”


“Well, that’s a point, isn’t it? Haven’t you any friends who’d care whether you were tight or not?”


Charles said, “It wasn’t premeditated or anything. I really was tight. It was just a sort of impulse.”


“You haven’t thought of suicide before then?”


Again a silence. “I suppose I have,” Charles said.


“Often?”


“Not often. I get moods of depression.”


“What’s your job?”


“Journalist.”


“Sounds interesting.”


“I work for a trade paper. It’s mostly advertisements and reports of conferences. The University Appointments’ Board put me on to it after the Foreign Office had turned me down. Does that answer your question?”


“I’m sorry. You live on your own?”


“Yes.”


“Parents far away? I hope you don’t mind my asking all these questions.”


“That’s your job, isn’t it? My parents live in Devonshire on the edge of Dartmoor. My father’s retired. He was in the Army. I have two brothers. One works in an advertising agency. I don’t see him often because I don’t like his wife. The other’s in a bank in Bombay.”


“How did you get hold of the pills?”


“Hay fever.”


“Of course. Have you got any more? You won’t need them. It’s late in the season.”


“I took them all.”


“Good. Of course there’s always the gas. We can’t have that cut off. And we can’t take away your braces and razor blades or blunt the edges of your kitchen knives. We can’t isolate you from high buildings or buses or railway trains or the river Thames. You’re quite free to make a better job of it next time if you want to. Do you want to?”


“What do you expect me to answer?”


“You could tell the truth, if you know what it is in this case. Even if you say ‘Yes’ we shall have to discharge you, now you’re well again.”


“I don’t know.”


“What about going home to Devon for a bit? Think things over. Would that be a good idea? We’ll give you a bit of paper to show to your boss.”


“You won’t tell them?”


“No, of course not. A minor breakdown. You need a week in the country to get over it. You should even get paid while you’re away. It’s only actors and builders’ labourers nowadays who don’t get paid when they’re sick.”


“I could go home,” Charles said.


“If you get on well with your father and mother. Some don’t.”


“About as well as most people do, I suppose.”


“Well, we haven’t got time to go into that now.” The doctor sighed. He was so brown in his white coat, so middle-aged and secure, smelling so pleasantly of antiseptics and tobacco, that suddenly Charles felt the urge to be rude to him. “I suppose this is all part of the routine,” he said, “even the sigh.”


“More or less,” the doctor said equably, “after all you are a patient, you know.”


“I’m sorry.”


“No need to be. I’m glad to see you taking an interest.” The doctor stood up. “Of course, if while you’re home you should decide to talk things over with your parents— or just with one of them—father?—mother?—whichever’s easiest, you might find that would help you to work things out a bit. But I’ll leave it to you. After all, you know them much better than I do.”


Charles smiled. “Thank you,” he said. “I don’t think…. Well, it’d be a bit much for my father. He’s getting on and all that.”


“Perhaps you’d rather talk to one of us about it when you get back. Ring me up, and we’ll make an appointment. All right? Better still—we’ll make one now.” He produced a white card from the pocket of his doctor’s coat, scribbled on it, and put it on top of Charles’ locker. Then off he went, purposefully down the ward, followed by Sister who had materialized suddenly when he rose to go.


Charles watched him go. Then, since there didn’t seem to be much else to do, he listened to Music While You Work for half an hour, and then to another half hour of some Reg or Stan or Steve on the cinema organ, and then to a record programme of requests by people in the armed services, and then, just as the News came on, so did lunch, which was poached white fish, boiled potatoes, and cabbage rather over-steamed in a pressure cooker. “Can I buy a postcard?” Charles said to the nurse who brought it, and she replied, “Well, really! You’ll be discharged this afternoon. Can’t you get one then.”


So that afternoon Charles brought a coloured picture postcard of the National Gallery, showing part of Trafalgar Square, and sent it to his parents to tell them that he’d be arriving on Saturday morning.


Julian Baker


Julian Baker sat at his desk in a small office on the third floor of an advertising agency in Mayfair. Pinned to the wall above his head were a number of proofs of past advertisements and a coloured reproduction of Annigoni’s portrait of Princess Margaret, cut from Woman’s Own, and decorated with a fine, curling moustache. Julian shared the office with a fellow-copywriter named Hal Patterson, whose double-breasted dark blue jacket hung next to Julian’s own double-breasted dark grey jacket in the closet which took up most of one wall.


The day was humid, and Julian was sweating. His striped shirt stuck to his back, and his white collar was limp. He said to himself, as he often did, “I really ought to get a deodorant stick. God knows we advertise the bloody things.” One of the two windows in the tiny office could not be opened without disturbing the tradiscantia, or Wandering Sailor, which Hal was growing there; he had propped up the broad-based flower-pot which contained it on top of an old box-file, and secured the tendrils to the window-sill with sellotape. An office boy came into the room, and put one copy of The Confectionery News and one of The British Medical Journal into Julian’s in-tray. “Hi, Ace!” he said.


“Good morning, Alfred.”


The office boy picked The Grocers’ Gazette from the out-tray, and added it to the pile of magazines he carried under one arm. Then he stepped back a pace, and eyed Julian critically. “You’re getting fat, Ace,” he said.


“I wish you wouldn’t call me ‘Ace’ in the office.”


“I call everybody ‘Ace’, Ace. Hal Patterson doesn’t mind. He likes it. He says it takes him back to Madison Avenue.”


“Well, sooner or later somebody’s going to complain.”


“You wouldn’t like that, Ace. I’m a responsibility to you, aren’t I? You shouldn’t have got me this job, you know. I don’t mind if I lose it, you know. I could get twelve quid a week in a factory, you know.”


“That’s very short-sighted. You ought to think of your career.”


“In this? Don’t make me laugh. Were you thinking of my career, Ace, when you asked them to take me on?”


“No. I was trying to help your father. If you worked hard, took an I.P.A. course, studied in the evenings, there’s no reason why you shouldn’t go a long way.”


“In which direction, Ace? What do you know of my ambitions?”


The telephone rang. A voice said, “Julian? Can you make it?”


“Oh yes, of course. Sorry I forgot. Just coming.” Julian put down the telephone. “I’m afraid I haven’t time to talk to you,” he said. “I’m due at a meeting.”


“Think nothing of it, Ace.”


Julian went to the cupboard to get his jacket. As he put it on, he could feel the weight of the cloth on his back above his wet shirt. Alfred said, “My sister’s going to tell, Ace. She’s got to now, hasn’t she? She’s going to tell our Dad this evening. You’d better stay late at the office, Ace.”


Julian buttoned the inside button of his jacket, and then the two outer buttons. He felt suddenly cold, but calm. “What do you mean?” he said.


“Oh, I know, you know.” Alfred left the room, to take his magazines to those next in line for them. Faintly Julian could hear him saying to Simon Purvis next door, “Hi, Ace. Want a look at Vogue before it gets to her ladyship?”, and Simon’s reply, “Of course I do, you wicked little boy. Give it here.”


But Alfred was not a wicked little boy; Alfred was sixteen, and a very knowing little boy. Alfred was only a year younger than his sister, and his sister was at least old enough to have a child. Why had she told Alfred? But they were fond of each other, those two; they had shared so much of their childhood among strangers. It must have been easier for her to tell Alfred than to tell her father—whom she would tell tonight. Now Julian began to feel dizzy, and he sat down at his desk again to recover. The telephone rang. “Just coming,” he said, “I got held up.”


His wife’s voice answered him. “What on earth do you mean, Julian? I just rang up to say I won’t be in when you get back. Make yourself some tea, and don’t wait for me.”


“Yes, of course, Penny. Must ring off now. I’m on my way to a meeting.” He heard his wife replace the receiver at her end before he could finish; Penny could not bear anyone to hang up on her. “You needn’t be so bloody hasty. I was going to wait for you anyway,” he said, and put down the phone. Immediately it rang again, and he left the room without answering it.


In Mike Barclay’s room, the meeting was already under way. There were the Art Director, the Television Director, the Marketing Man and the two Account Executives, who were Mike himself, and his assistant, Tony Barstow. “Ah, Julian,” Mike said. “Glad you managed to make it. Can you find somewhere to sit?”


“After all, I’m a consumer myself,” the Marketing Man was saying to Tony Barstow. “I work with consumers. I live among them. My wife’s a consumer. So are most of my friends.”


“Surely.”


“If you haven’t got the consumer slant on this sort of thing, you might as well not try. It’s all very well to be clever and gimmicky—it’s a great temptation; we all know that—but you’ve got to offer the consumer some sort of benefit, or your advertising doesn’t work.”


“No,” Tony said intelligently, “it just doesn’t work, does it?”


“No, it doesn’t.”


“No, I suppose it doesn’t.”


Mike said, “Herbert—Tony—shall we just put Julian in the picture before we go any further?”


“Sorry, Mike.”


“That’s all right, Tony.” Mike placed the tips of his fingers together, and leaned back in his chair. Tony gazed at him, his brown eyes earnest and intelligent. The Marketing Man began to fill an old pipe from an oilskin tobacco pouch. Art leaned forward, Television back. The telephone rang, but Mike did not answer it. Instead he said pleasantly, “Do something about that, Tony, would you please, like a good chap?” and Tony slipped obediently from the room; the others could hear him, saying to the secretary outside, “I say, Sheila. Can you cope? Mike doesn’t want to be disturbed.” They sat in silence, waiting for him to return. Then Mike said, “Julian, we called this meeting because we feel the time has come to rethink this whole problem of Buttertoffs altogether. I think we really want to consider very seriously whether we’re on the right lines.”


“Client turned down the campaign?”


Mike smiled. Clients did not turn down campaigns when Mike submitted them. “Tony and I had a little talk before Client came in, “he said,” we decided not to show him anything. Of course, he was disappointed, but we told him we’d like to consider our thinking a little longer, and then we had a general discussion on—oh, a number of points.”


“What’s the matter with the campaign? I thought we agreed——?”


“Of course, we did. My dear Julian, nobody’s criticizing your copy. It’s just that Tony and I had the feeling —didn’t we, Tony?—that it’s—well, a little bit pedestrian. That may be the right approach, of course. I’m just not sure.”


The Art Director said, “Well, I thought it was all a bit dull at the time. I said I thought it was a bit dull, didn’t I, Julian? I remember I said I thought it needed something a bit extra.”


“Exactly. Some sort of plus quality.”


“I thought we were going to get it in the art work,” Julian said.


Mike smiled easily. “Let’s not bicker about it, shall we?” he said, “life’s too short. After all, an advertisement’s only as good as the thinking behind it; we all know that. And that’s why we’re here—to rethink our thinking.”


“But I thought——” Julian said, and then, realizing that he had slipped out of using the jargon for a moment, corrected himself, “I mean, my thinking——”


“Yes?”


“My thinking on Buttertoffs is that the best approach is a straightforward approach. You Can Taste the Butter in Buttertoffs. It’s true. So why not say so? All we really need is that headline. The rest is spinach—just lines on a page for the sake of the layout.”


“I see.”


“I mean, if there’s a consumer benefit at all, it’s in that headline.”


The Marketing Man said, “It does rather depend, doesn’t it, on the assumption that people want to taste butter in toffees. Have we ever asked ourselves the question why they buy toffees at all?”


Tony said, “Oh, I don’t know. Something to suck, I suppose. Or chew.”


“Exactly.”


The Television Director said, “Well of course, I’m just talking out loud. I mean—I don’t want to try to teach you chaps your own business. I’m just an amateur at this game really. But it seems to me that if you’re going to advertise food, you’ve got to show people actually eating it, whatever medium you use.”


“Surely.”


“And enjoying it,” the Art Director said.


“Surely. Surely.”


“But are Buttertoffs food?”


“Butter’s food, isn’t it?”


“We’re not advertising butter.”


“That’s rather the point, isn’t it?” Mike said. “We’re not advertising butter, but if your headline makes Desmond think we are, then there’s something wrong with the thinking behind that headline.”


“Yes, I suppose there is.”


“Let’s start from scratch again motivewise, shall we?” Mike said. “Why exactly do children buy Buttertoffs?”


“But do children buy them?” Julian said, “If we’re going to rethink anything, let’s start by rethinking that.”


“What makes you think they don’t?”


“Well, what are Buttertoffs? They’re just toffees in a packet. I don’t think children bother very much about how sweets are packaged. They just want a lot for their money. Sweets aren’t an impulse purchase with children; they’re a budget purchase. And Buttertoffs are appalling value. You only get eight in a packet, and that’s——


“——Three farthings each,” said the Marketing Man.


Mike said smoothly, “I don’t think we’ll get very far by knocking the product, shall we? If we don’t believe in Buttertoffs ourselves, we aren’t likely to make the consumers believe in them.”


“No, I mean it. I think Buttertoffs are good—very good—for secretaries to keep in their handbags, for people going to the cinemas or trying to give up smoking, for—oh, for lots of people. But I just don’t think we should aim at the children’s market.”


“If you felt like this, Julian, why didn’t you say so before?”


“I’ve had a lot on my mind. I mean—it’s something that’s been growing on me.”


“We haven’t any research on Buttertoffs?”


“No, Mike. I don’t think Client felt like spending the money.”


“No, of course.” Mike took up a pencil, and began to draw triangles on his blotter. “Well, Julian’s certainly given us something to think about.”


Nobody said anything for a while. The Marketing Man found something wrong with his pipe. Tony said, “Well, of course we do know there’s a strong adult market for mints and that sort of thing. I’ve always thought of toffees as rather a childish sweet. I mean, I do think Buttertoffs are actually excellent in every way actually, but actually I don’t eat them myself. Rots the teeth for one thing.”


Julian felt that he had won a point. “As a matter of fact,” he said, “—and don’t think I’m generalizing from a sample of one—it was my landlord’s daughter who started me thinking about this. I mean, she always carries a packet of Buttertoffs in her bag, and I began to wonder——” He was cut off in mid-sentence. The dizziness began again, and he felt his hands and feet grow cold. He could not think any longer. Fear and memory, memory and fear made a confusion in his mind. He heard Mike say, “I say, are you all right? You’re making some very strange faces. Look out, Tony. I think he’s going to faint.”


“No,” Julian said, “no; don’t bother. I’m sorry. I’m not feeling very well. It’s probably flu or something.”


“My dear chap, you should have told us. I thought you looked a bit off colour.”


“I feel awful. I think I ought to go, if you don’t mind.”


“Would you like Tony to go with you?”


“Where?”


Tony said, “Well—take you home or something.”


“No. No, thanks. I’ll manage, thanks. I think I’ll go now.”


Everybody stood up as Julian left. He wanted to say, “I’m not bloody royalty, you know,” but then he felt himself begin to shake, so he got out as quickly as he could. He went out into the corridor, found a lavatory, and washed his face in cold water. He had no towel, and there were none in the dispenser. He tried to dry his face with toilet paper, and while he was still doing this, a boy from Production came in, so he left with bits of tissue still sticking to him. He went down the stairs and into the street. He had no idea where to go, but he knew that he ought to keep moving. Only in that way could he kill the hours.


*


At Julian’s semi-progressive prep school, the authorities had believed in reason; before any child could be punished, he had to be convinced that he should be punished. “What did you hope to solve, Baker, by running away?” they had said to him, and Julian, twelve and a half years old then, flushed and feverish after a night huddled among old pads and batting gloves in the pavilion, had answered, “Nothing, sir”.


“Quite right, Baker. Perfectly right,” the headmaster had said, “nothing is solved by running away.”


Nothing is solved, because there is nowhere to go. There is no compartment, no watertight bulkhead, that will close as you pass through it, shutting off the past and beginning the future from scratch—a new man on a new road, responsibility and memory all left behind. Nothing had been solved for Julian then, because there was nowhere to go. And now that he found himself in the street outside the agency, why there was still nowhere to go. He could not go home. He could not stay where he was. He walked about the West End until he was tired. He sat in Hyde Park, paid the attendant for his deckchair, then threw the ticket on the grass and began to walk again. People left their offices. The public houses opened. He could get drunk, but he was afraid to get drunk, and only had a couple of drinks to pass the time. He bought an evening paper, and read it. He went to a cinema. If only he could spend the rest of his life in the anonymity of parks and pubs and cinemas, and never meet anyone he knew! He saw the programme through one and a half times, and then the cinema closed, and it was only eleven o’clock. The cinemas were closed, and the pubs were closed, and still he could not go home. He had a cup of tea at the Coventry Street Corner House. He must find somewhere to spend the night. He had heard that a Turkish Bath is cheaper than a hotel. Julian went to a Turkish Bath.


It cost fifteen shillings to get in; Julian was left with a pound and about six shillings in change. He gave his watch and his wallet to one attendant, his shoes to another, and proceeded on stockinged feet into a curtained gloom, in which beds were grouped by couples. Here and there, people had already gone to bed, lying in the warm air under a single sheet. Some of them watched Julian, and some kept their eyes closed. But it was still early, and most of the bathers were in the hot rooms.


Julian picked out a bed for himself, undressed, and hung up his clothes in the locker at the bedside. The second attendant had given him a towel, which was just a little larger than a drying-up cloth (why not a Turkish towel in a Turkish Bath?), and he wrapped it round his loins. The air was dry, and seemed to smell slightly of sweat and sulphur. At the other end of the long room, brightly lit behind a glass partition, he could see naked men in canvas chairs. “I might as well go through the drill now I’m here,” he thought, and went to join them.


This was the first of the hot rooms, and it was not unpleasantly hot. Three of the men were fat, and pink, and elderly. Their towels lay on their laps like tiny aprons; their bottoms filled the canvas of the chairs, and seemed about to spill over the edge; each of them was reading the Daily Telegraph. The fourth man was younger—perhaps forty-five years old—and in much better physical shape. Unlike the fat old men, he was not at all relaxed, but sat up very straight in his chair, looking covertly and quickly from one to another of them. There was a heart tattooed on the inside of his lower right arm, and in a panel under the heart, the word, “AMY”.


Julian found a chair. Its seat, he discovered as he sat down, was much hotter than the room. He took an evening paper from the marble-topped table at his side, but decided that he did not feel like reading. As he looked around him, the tattooed man caught his eye, and came over to sit by him.


“Come here often?” the tattooed man said.


“No. I’ve never been before.”


“Oh.” A pause. The tattooed man smoothed the towel on his lap. It came unfastened at the side, but he did not bother to fasten it again. “I come here whenever I’m in London. I used to be in the Navy, you know. Lower deck.”


“Really?”


“Yes. I know them all, you know. I’ve met them all in my time. I’ve had a lot of friends.” He named an admiral, a well-known industrialist, and a Labour M.P. “I often used to go round to his place in the old days.”


“That must have been interesting.”


“Of course, I’m married and settled down now.” He indicated the tattoo on his arm. “My wife. But I still look in here whenever I come to London. You’d be surprised how often I come. You meet a lot of people.”


“Yes, I expect you do,” Julian said. He had thought it would be better to have someone to talk to, but it was too much effort. At the cinema, he had not been expected to reply to the actors. “Excuse me,” he said. “It’s about time for me to move on. I expect I’ll see you later.”


“Yeah,” the tattooed man said, “yeah. See you later. I’ll look out for you.”


Julian walked into the next hot room, and the heat came out and hit him. He tested the seat of a chair, decided that it was much too hot, and went on upstairs to the steam room. Sitting anonymously in a corner on the highest of the tiered benches, breathing steam and feeling the sweat burst out liberally all over him, he tried to think seriously about his situation.


How had it happened? There are people to whom promiscuity is an itch. You itch and itch, and have to scratch. Over-sexed?—no, it was nothing to do with being over-sexed. Quite the contrary; that was one of the troubles in his relationship with Penny. Not that she wanted it particularly. She knew she ought to enjoy coition, because all the books said so, but Penny didn’t really enjoy it. She needed it only to prove to herself that he still desired her, and when they had gone one week, then two, without it, she began to be suspicious, and this made him all the more unwilling and unable, and so the comedy continued.


I am promiscuous and under-sexed, Julian said to himself. What a mess! He was married. He didn’t want a divorce. He even liked being married (Penny would have said he only liked the idea of it), with all its illusions of security, and a home, and being the sort of person he wasn’t but would like to be. Should he, instead of alley-catting about the place, have taken out his promiscuity respectably in an affair? But Penny would have known at once. And an affair would have trapped him emotionally, tied him almost as securely, as his marriage did already. All his life he had run away from being tied.


He had never wanted to be tied, never wanted people to make on him the sort of emotional claims his mother made. When he had wanted sex, he had avoided the women of his own class—Good God! they had thought him shy! The Army had taught him how to make the casual pick-up, had taught him the easy gallantry of the pub or Palais, the suggestion of class which attracted, the hint of commonness which reassured. He knew all the ways—the back seat in the cinema, the bench or the bushes on the heath, the bodies pressed together against a wall in an unlighted alley. “Sordid!” Penny would say, “squalid!”, but it was not sordid to him; it was a game, an adventure, a way of proving to himself that he could get all that whenever he wanted it. It was all those things, and now it was more—it had caught him; it had become a compulsion.


When he had married, he had intended to give all that up. Yes, he had. Really. Not in any moral sort of way— he didn’t see that there was anything immoral in it—but because you have to make some sacrifices. He might miss it, but you couldn’t go on doing that sort of thing when you were married; it wouldn’t be fair. Only, it wasn’t easy. Even during their honeymoon, he had been unable to keep from responding to the habitual coquetries of the maid, of the girl in the tobacco kiosk, of women who passed them in the streets, expecting to be admired. But after all that was only automatic. He never intended to do anything about it. It meant nothing. At least, it meant nothing to him. It meant a lot to Penny.


At first she mocked him gently. “Eyes front!” she would say, and they would both laugh, and he would say “Well, I’m only human”. Then she said nothing about it at all, but sometimes she would be watching him, and he wouldn’t know how long she had been watching him. Then she began to nag him. Nag, nag, nag! She was always going off at him. She never forgot anything. She would remember some perfectly harmless pleasantry to some perfectly harmless creature, and she would remind him of it, and ask him what he meant by it, and they would quarrel. Sulks and tears. Neglecting the home, and taking offence if he suggested that the floor might be swept, the furniture polished. The amount of housework I do, he thought—and an echo of Betty Monney came into his mind, “It’s not right. That’s not a man’s job.” What on earth was he going to do?


Not that Betty had been the beginning of things. That had started long ago—the trip to Leicester on a test campaign, the girl at the milk bar, who came off duty at six, and never, she said, knew what to do with her evenings. He had forgotten it was so easy. After that there had been a string of pick-ups from the teen-age market, bleached blondes in amusement arcades, urchin cuts in coffee bars, counter girls at cheap stores, usherettes in suburban cinemas, deadened intelligences in dead-end occupations, looking for a cheap thrill and a bit of life.


Not that in many cases they had often been able—no, it was most a matter of fumbling and feeling-up. But because, in most cases, he never got further than the preliminaries, than the casual touch of a hand, the pressure of a knee, the preliminaries had become habitual; if it had not been for the occasional trips to the provinces or afternoons snatched from the office, they might, indeed, have taken the place of sex altogether. And so since Betty was available, and had seemed responsive, and after all, he had told himself, she knew what she was doing, and anyway the poor kid didn’t get much fun, and now——


“Why, Julian, what a surprise! I noticed someone hiding up here in the gloom, and I felt I must see who it was. So I was very bold, and came straight across. But, my dear, I never thought it would be you.”


“Simon,” Julian said, “what are you doing here?”


“My dear, what are you?”


It was Simon Purvis, a fellow copywriter from the agency. Standing there in the steam, the bald crown of his head a mottled pink surrounded by tufts of spiky black hair, he looked like something from the Hall of the Mountain King. Once upon a time during the war years, Simon had been a poet; he was a contemporary of Alun Lewis and Sidney Keyes, and had published two books of poems, both well considered in those serious times. Then the war, as he would himself have written “became over”, and Simon went to New York City. He lived in Greenwich Village, wrote some violent and stylized short stories, and was taken up by New Directions. He did graduate work at Columbia, and, in the evenings, haunted the bars of Twelfth Avenue. He had an unhappy experience with an alcoholic boy from Iowa who had read the stories, and so he came back to London, where he found work first with one advertising agency, then with another, then with another. He wrote no more poetry and no more short stories. He believed that advertising should be fun. “I mean, if it isn’t fun, what’s the point?” he would say. “You might as well go straight out and cut your throat.” He was not often sober during the afternoons. Once Julian had found him alone in his office, reading aloud to himself from one of his own books, and blurring the page with drunken tears.


“Do you come here often?” Simon said.


“Why does everyone keep asking me that? I’ve never been before. I’d heard it was a cheap place to sleep.”


Simon giggled. “I’d never thought of that, but I suppose it is,” he said. “I’m in here quite often.”


“It’s company, I suppose.”


“Very dreary company most of the time, but one of the masseurs is rather sweet.” Simon climbed up to the top tier, and sat next to Julian. “Still, it keeps you from getting lonely, and sweats some of the alcohol out of your blood. Out of mine anyway.”


“Simon,” Julian said, “I’ve sometimes wondered. This world you live in … this life you lead…. How do you manage!”


Simon said, “I’ll give you a short answer. I don’t manage very well. Not many do.” He stared ahead of him, round-shouldered, bony, the sweat dripping from the point of his chin on to his knee. “I suppose it would be easier if one grew less discriminating as one grows older. But one doesn’t. If anything, one gets more choosy, more easily bored, more greedy for youth.”


“And what happens in the end?”


“Loneliness and self-pity. You thank God you’re normal, my dear. A queen’s life can be very glamorous and exciting when you’re young—not that I was ever pretty myself—but the winter sets in early.”


“Poor Simon!”


“You couldn’t be sorrier for me than I am for myself.”


“Not all normal people are happy, you know.”


Simon turned his little poked-out head, sharply sideways like a bird. “Trouble at home, is there?” he said. “I thought as much. Well, don’t you worry——” He patted Julian’s knee. “—You go to bed, and sleep it off. Things will seem quite different by tomorrow.”


*


Julian and Penny lived in the top half of one of a row of grey brick houses in Putney. It was not what Penny had been used to, but of course they had the river and the common, and it was so convenient and so cheap. With Penny’s salary from the Public Relations department of a film company and Julian’s as a copywriter, they could have afforded a much higher rent, but after all it was better to wait until they had found something they really liked, and then buy. They were on a furnished tenancy, and could move at any time. They had been living in Putney for three years.


Most of the furniture in the flat was their own—the studio couch, the two armchairs from Heal’s and the five wooden chairs from the Portobello Road, the bookshelves that hung on brackets from the wall, the Bernard Buffet lithograph over the gas fire in the living-room, the twin beds with Dunlopillo mattresses. Most of their landlord’s own furniture had been moved downstairs to make room for theirs as they bought it. Consequently his half of the house was rather over-furnished. Not, as Penny said, that he minded at all; he was such an old sweetie, really no trouble to them. “I think he likes having us,” she would say. “He’s going to be terribly hurt, poor lamb, when we up with our traps and leave him.”


The landlord was Albert Monney, Alfred and Betty’s father. He was a widower. His wife had died of pneumonia, following an attack of flu. Since it was only flu, there had been no reason for her to go to hospital, so she had died in their big double bed, while Mr. Monney camped out on the sofa. After the funeral, Mr. Monney had thought of selling the bed, but he was used to it, and anyway it seemed wrong to sell to strangers the bed in which his wife had died. He had continued to sleep on the sofa during his period of mourning, and moved back into the bed when he left off his black. There were many times during the years that followed when Mr. Monney would wake, and feel an emptiness at his side, and he would lie in bed for a while on his back with his eyes wide open, staring at the ceiling and missing his wife, until, if it were a cold night, his mind would be diverted to the need to empty his bladder, and he would get up, and pad off to the lavatory in his stockinged feet, and, returning, fall once more asleep with his arm round the pillow.


Alfred had been eleven years old, and Betty twelve when Mrs. Monney died. At first, since there were no close kin to take them in, they had been sent to a Home, and Mr. Monney had lived alone. Then, after four years, Betty had been considered old enough to look after things, and so the family had been reunited. Mr. Monney gave up his domestic responsibilities to his daughter gladly; he had not enjoyed doing for himself. But he and Alfred didn’t get on. The Home had seemed to both children a betrayal, and although Betty grew to love her father again simply as one loves a pet—by taking care of it—Alfred had no such way of approach. He had wept when his father took him to the Home, and he had wept again when he was taken away. The Home which had taught his sister to be domestic, had taught him independence. There was no doing anything with him.


Penny didn’t really care for Mr. Monney, old sweetie or not. She didn’t care for his teeth. Mr. Monney had given up smoking so as not to get lung cancer. He had heard that not smoking was easier if one sucked sweets instead. Then he had discovered that he had a sweet tooth. Ordinarily he might have controlled his sweet-eating, but now he had an excuse for it. He sucked sweets for much of the day, and always had a tube of mints or gums or fruit candies in his waistcoat pocket. His teeth were rotten. Mr. Monney did not know why this was happening to him. “I’ve always brushed them night and morning,” he told Julian. “I used to have such good teeth. Never needed a plate. And now look. Old age catching up with me, eh? What do you think?”


He would stand there, half up the stairs, half inside some door, half going in, half coming out, always on his way to somewhere else, but always ready to stop for a chat to pass the time of day. He was proud to have the Bakers for tenants. He liked to think that Penny and Julian were professional people, who gave tone to the house, tone to the street. He was not an educated man himself, but he knew the value of it. He liked a good play on the radio, but had taken against the idea of television. He read the Daily Telegraph, the Sunday Times and the Reader’s Digest (the Bakers took the Daily Express), and he found the Digest particularly valuable, because it was not only a good read in itself, but gave you something to talk about. He would never have thought of subscribing to the Digest for himself, he said, but they had found out about him somehow, and had written to him specially suggesting it. He had always been struck with the thoughtfulness of this, although of course it was in their own interest as well.
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