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Preface to the 2013 Edition





In February 1961 I was in New York, looking less and less often at the poems which were the subject of the thesis I felt less and less like completing, and writing A Disturbing Influence instead. The Professor of Poetry at Oxford in my final years had been W. H. Auden. He had been a hero of mine since I first read his poems at school, and it was because of him and the other Thirties poets, especially the romantic Stephen Spender, that I wanted to be a poet myself. As well as delivering his annual lectures, Auden seemed to consider it was part of his duty to read the poems of those undergraduates who dared to ask his opinion – a form of penance, perhaps. I had myself received a not exactly encouraging letter from him from his summer place in Ischia. But he had also said to look him up when I got New York, and now I did, and he invited me to his birthday party in St Mark’s Place.


The party was full of famous people, none of whom I knew except by reputation, and I was feeling very out of place when I was rescued by Alan Pryce-Jones: father of my friend David, recent editor of the Times Literary Supplement, and now advisor to the Ford Foundation on how to spend its money on the arts. A devoted partygoer, he soon swept me away uptown to the apartment of Alfreda and Brian Urquhart, where another party was going on, presided over by a picture of Mrs Fraser by Sidney Nolan. Brian was British, and after a brave and hazardous war had been with the UN since its foundation. He was now a key assistant to Dag Hammarskjöld. Alfreda was the only child of an Anglo-American family. Though both her parents were American, her father, Constant Huntington, was a London publisher, and her mother, Gladys Parrish, who had recently died, was the anonymous author of the suggestively incestuous novel Madame Solario. Brian and Alfreda had three children, their daughter then being educated in America, their two sons in England. I think it was that night that I met John Richardson, who later wrote the enormous life of Picasso, and Robert Rushmore, who was to be Alfreda’s second husband. There were certainly also some of the people from all over the world connected to Brian’s UN life. I was made to feel at home at once, and began one of the most important friendships of my life.


Having been rather lonely in New York, I now felt in touch with important people and world events, with real life, in fact. There was also much entertainment, including Alan’s Ford Foundation lunches, at one of which I ducked in and out under the wide brim of Marianne Moore’s hat to discuss the prospects of the Yankees.


Though Brian’s job was of course based in New York, the Huntingtons owned one large and three smaller houses at the west end of the Sussex village of Amberley, below the South Downs, with an ancient church and castle. Here Alfreda spent the summer with the children, Brian coming when he could. Her parents and grand-parents seem to have been like characters in a novel by Henry James, and Amberley, although the opposite end of Sussex from his own, had everything James treasured about England. The whole place felt extraordinarily old-fashioned. There was a thatched ale-house, serving beer from the cask, and late Victorian and Edwardian poets had lived in neighbouring villages. The large house was little used now, as Alfreda’s father lived in London; but in the garden was a summer house cum studio with wonderful views over the Wild Brooks which stretched all the way to Pulborough. Opposite was Oak Tree Cottage, later enlarged to be Oak Tree House, where Alfreda lived. It had a tennis court and a vegetable garden and another house in the grounds. There was also a cottage next to the main house, presumably once for servants, and when I returned to England that summer, Alfreda offered it to me as a place to write. And there, as well as making friends who have lasted my whole life, I wrote As Far As You Can Go, and dedicated it to her.


There were, at the time, a number of novels by English writers who had been lucky enough to have fellowships or to teach in America. It was a petty genre. Few of them avoided sections of travel writing disguised as fiction, and mine has a lot of enthusiastic appreciation of the landscape of Arizona and Nevada and Utah. I’m not sure this isn’t better than the fiction itself. Partly inspired by Amberley’s Anglo-American connections, perhaps, I was trying to do a reverse Henry James novel, about a European discovering America rather than vice-versa. The premise was not necessarily a bad one, but I fear I failed to treat it as well as I might have done. One reason for this was the distraction – and great enjoyment – that I got from Alfreda’s family and friends; the social life was really quite intense. Another was the fact that there was a civil war going on in the Congo, and Brian had to fly out there. He was nearly murdered by the Katangans, and for several days we were all in great alarm; then Hammarskjöld was killed in a plane crash. Real life made the wanderings of a callow British youth seem rather unimportant.


Then illness struck. One evening we went to a party given by a Chinese restaurant tycoon some distance away, and on our way back, in the dawn, we decided to go mushrooming on the Downs. I began to feel strange, but it wasn’t the mushrooms; when we got home it was obviously mumps. I’m not sure where Alfreda and the children were going, but I was suddenly alone in Amberley, and feeling the need of care. So I went to my parents in Gloucestershire, who were also about to go abroad, which was fortunate, as my mother kept urging the doctor to treat my most valuable but very swollen glands in an alarmingly irreversible manner. Mercifully he did not, and as there was someone less frightening to look after me, I soon recovered and went back to the novel. But the momentum was, I think, lost.


The beginning is fine – the description of the fire in a Chelsea flat is an accurate account of a fire that had happened to me shortly before I went to America. (The flat belonged to my friend the poet Dom Moraes, who had gone back to India for a while; most of my Oxford friends seemed to be careering round the world.) The description of the American desert is pretty good too. But the plot, when I got to it in Los Angeles, now seems to me as half-hearted as the main character’s love-affair, and I think I should have regarded the book as a first draft, not a finished effort. The mumps, I think, did for it.
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One





IN THE MURKY SECONDS of struggle between sleep and waking he heard the pattering of rain on the tin roof of Mr Blackthorn’s bicycle-shed, and before he opened his eyes he groaned sadly, for this would mean the end of summer and he still hadn’t taken his holiday. Dragging himself towards wakefulness he made the groan an angry grunt, punched his pillow weakly, then rolled over on his back and said “Damn” out loud.


The room seemed full of light through the thin curtains. The patter of raindrops sounded just like the crackling of a newly kindled fire.


In a second he was out of bed and tearing back the curtains, looking with terror at a cloudless early morning sky. Then he was half-dressed, trousers and unbuttoned shirt, bare feet, hammering at the door of Mrs Fanshaw’s flat on the floor above, and then he remembered and ran and was outside in the street looking at the black smoke drifting lazily up and over the chimney-pots, at the almost silent flames leaping behind the heat-cracked glass of her kitchen window, at the placid row of houses, and then he was shouting “Help!”, twisting his neck as he shouted, “Fire!”, searching for a sign of life, “Help! Fire! Help! Fire! Help!”, his voice cracking on the final “Help!” as the door of number fifteen opened and out tumbled a man in a thick brown schoolboy’s dressing-gown, saying, “What? What? Where?”, his hands groping about in front of his face, pushing aside persistent cobwebs of sleep, trying desperately to wake up.


“Here!” shouted Harold Barlow, pointing. “Call the Fire Brigade!”


“First class,” said the man. He looked at number seventeen, saw the smoke and was instantly awake, though his fingers continued to fumble, dropping now to the knot of his dressing-gown cord. He went back into his house at a shuffling run, casting a slipper as he stumbled on the step.


Harold began to bang on the door of number nineteen, on the other side of his own house. He rang the bell and slammed the brass knocker. No one answered.


From the other side of the street a voice said, “They’re away. What’s the matter?”


“The house is on fire.”


The voice, which came from behind a lace curtain and seemed female, said, “It looks more like next door.”


“I mean next door,” said Harold. “Are you sure they’re away?”


“Oh, yes.” The curtain was pushed aside and a head in curl-papers emerged. “They always go to Bognor for a week in August.”


Who else should I warn, he wondered, leaving the step of number nineteen at a run, finding nowhere to run to. He stopped in the middle of the street. There was no one at number seventeen except himself. Mrs Fanshaw was in Poole, looking after her invalid sister while the nurse was on holiday, and Mr Blackthorn had gone on a coach-trip to Rome. There might, though, be other people next door in number fifteen. The flames might suddenly burst from number seventeen to attack the whole row, a new Fire of London might be starting right now in his house, he should do something. He began to run again, then stopped himself. The Fire Brigade would be on its way already.


The man in the dressing-gown reappeared, found his slipper and put it on. He danced up and down on one foot as he pulled it over his heel, saying, “Fools! They put me on to Ambulance, of all things! Ambulance! I shall write to The Times. Can you imagine such a thing?”


“But you did get the Fire Brigade?”


“What? Yes, of course. But I wasted nearly a minute. Someone’s life might have been lost.”


“Is there anyone else in your house? They ought to be woken and warned.”


“First class,” said the man. He had knotted the cord of his dressing-gown just to the left of centre, and Harold felt a sudden absurd urge to straighten it. His mind was full of irrelevancies. As the man shuffled back into number fifteen to wake and warn, Harold looked at his feet with an almost drunken fascination. They were bare, they were standing on tarmac, they were of a fascinating shape. Lost in wonder, he gaped at them.


The moment passed. With a little sweat of shame he wiped his soles on his trouser-legs. Even if he did seem a little ridiculous alone in the middle of the street, he had behaved responsibly and well, he had done the right thing. But now the initial excitement was over he began to feel disappointed that the right thing was so unromantic and obvious.


The danger had been small, really, and his part, if anything, smaller. It seemed definitely over now, anyway. At any moment the principal actors would appear, splendidly booted and helmeted, alarums and excursions would take place in a properly ordered manner, and Harold Barlow would become a mere scene-setter. While he still held the centre of the stage it was a pity to have nothing to do. It was like being Hamlet, all set for a great soliloquy, only Shakespeare hadn’t delivered the lines on time and till they were written the actor could do nothing at all but look foolish. Already a small crowd of extras was gathering. It was in all stages of dress and undress except total nakedness, but total nakedness was hinted at by various torsos at windows up and down the street. Everyone was looking at Harold. Someone asked him what was going on.


He stood a little straighter on his bare feet. People seemed to be expecting him to do something, and if that was what people were expecting, then he should not let them down. In any case he was damned if he was going to play one of those small parts whose function is simply to waste five or ten minutes while late arrivals whisper and bumble to their seats, open boxes of chocolates, crackle programmes and ask each other if they can hear all right. He would go and see if there wasn’t something he could do.


He walked towards his front door, feeling in his pocket for the key. It wasn’t there. In his hurry he had locked himself out of the house and any chance of a heroic role. He stopped walking and thought of his bedside-table. The coins would be turning into shapeless and valueless cupro-nickel, the pound notes curling into fragile brown ash, the print still visible, becoming nothing at a touch, and the keys would be liquefying, spreading to the edge of the table, beginning to drip to the floor. It was all rather depressing.


Looking up at the window, though, the fire seemed still to be confined to Mrs Fanshaw’s kitchen. But the smoke was thicker and blacker, and wisps were beginning to appear from the sitting-room.


Perhaps I could have put it out myself, he thought. I should at least have tried to do something before I ran. But no. You’re supposed to call the Fire Brigade first.


The man in the dressing-gown came out of number fifteen again and said, “They’re all up.”


“Good,” said Harold. It was good not to be alone in the middle of the stage. He nodded and smiled.


“Sounds nasty,” said the man, looking up at the fire.


It was true that there was a sinister roaring noise, hollow and violent, but still very quiet, more of a threat than a challenge so far.


“Bet you anything you like it was the fridge,” said the man, his hands deep in the pockets of the dressing-gown. “The wiring in these houses is simply shocking.”


Harold laughed, thinking he was meant to. The man looked at him very seriously and said, “It’s no joke, you know. No joke at all.”


He was about fifty, with a grey exhausted face, like that of someone who hasn’t slept for more than an hour or two a night since he was a young man. His hair was very pale ginger, grey at the temples and rather fine. He had a small neat moustache, younger in colour.


“I can’t think why I laughed,” said Harold. “It isn’t funny at all.”


“There ought to be a law against it. There probably is, as a matter of fact. Landlords have everything too much their own way these days, that’s the trouble.”


“Look,” said Harold, in no mood for social criticism, “can I get into our garden from yours? I’ve locked myself out, and I think the lock on the back door is weaker than the one on the front. I thought I’d go and see if there was anything I could do.”


“First class.”


They went into number fifteen, past an umbrella-stand, a row of coats, a brief glimpse of an untidy kitchen. The garden was a patch of withered one-time grass, with a sundial in the middle.


“Remember to put your shoulder against it and really shove,” said the man, helping Harold over the fence.


Mr Blackthorn’s garden was identically barren, but there was a figure of Peter Pan instead of the sundial. Smoke drifted indifferently from a top-floor window, eddying in and out, looking as innocent as if it came from an overdone Sunday roast. For a moment Harold could almost smell the meat, mixed with the permanent odour of gas-cooker that leaked down from Mrs Fanshaw’s.


He tried the door, finding it locked. Then he shoved weakly against it.


“Use your shoulder, man,” said the dressing-gown. “Shove.”


Feeling like someone in a detective story, Harold bruised his shoulder against the door. There was a creaking noise, his shoulder hurt, the door stayed shut. He launched himself again, using the other shoulder. The door opened with a magnificent splintering sound, like an axe going through dry wood, as the lock burst from its screws. In spite of the pain it was rather satisfying.


He ran up the stairs and used the same technique on Mrs Fanshaw’s door. It gave in at the first batter, and Harold was met by a vicious blast of heat that staggered him back to the landing. He pulled out his shirt-tail and put it over his mouth, then forced himself to enter. The fire was still only in the kitchen, but its roar was very loud now, and the floor was completely ablaze, a flower-bed of leaping yellow and red, the flames menacing the ceiling.


He ran to the bathroom for water, but could find only a tooth-mug, his mind at once recalling an old joke about putting out a fire with a glass of water, something he’d seen on a stage—the Crazy Gang, probably. But this wasn’t a joke. Back at the kitchen door the volume of noise seemed to have risen, yet everything looked strangely normal, as though the fire was simply a semi-transparent curtain through which he could see cooker, refrigerator, table, cupboards, pots, pans, and even a Country Life calendar still unsinged.


He thought he should try and shut the door to cut off the draught. His hand was almost on the knob when he noticed the paint peeling off the wood in front of his eyes, and felt the heat of the metal thrust fiercely against his hovering palm. He sprang back, eyes suddenly streaming, hearing himself cough and splutter. I’m being a complete fool, he thought. He raced through the flat shutting all the windows he could find, then realized that he had left the front door open, and that a door at the top of a stair-well would be a vital source of draught.


By the time he was back at the kitchen door the fire was on its way into the passage, and he had to leap a narrow stream of flame. He slammed the front door behind him, but having broken the lock in forcing it open, he could not now make it stay shut. It opened inwards, and each time Harold thought he had it securely closed it began to creep open again. There was no way of jamming it shut without locking himself in with the fire. Christ, I’ve only made things worse, he thought. He pulled against the door, straining with his whole force on the knob, willing it to stay closed. He let it go gingerly, only to see it start to swing open again, revealing the fire now jumping towards Mrs Fanshaw’s bedroom, snatching at a nightdress on the back of the door (he should have closed it), swallowing it whole.


He gave one more tug to the door, then fled down the stairs. In his own flat there was no sign of damage as yet, but the ceiling was making suffering noises, like an animal in pain; joists groaned, planks creaked, there was a constant screaming as the warping floorboards pulled out their own nails.


He put on gym-shoes, pocketed his money and keys, still cool and unmolten, thinking, At least I’ll be able to open the front door for them, they won’t have to smash it down. What in his room was worth saving? Watch, cuff-links, he owned nothing else of any value at all. Let the bloody place burn. But there were his books, too many to save. The firemen would be sure to soak them somehow. Too bad. He laid his macintosh tenderly over the bookcase, then went downstairs.


When he came out on the steps of the house, blinking back the sweat and smarting tears, feeling his eyelashes slightly shorter than usual, there was a sympathetic surge towards him from the now quite sizeable crowd. There was even a small cheer, rapidly fading into general rhubarb noises such as “There he is” and “Well done, son” and “Is that the one?” and “He looks all right, doesn’t he?” Harold drew himself up, a genuine hero now, and was about to nod genially to the extras when a distant self-important clanging turned all heads towards Broadchurch Street. The clanging grew deafening as the engines turned into Craxton Street. They pulled up sharply, and at once the street was full of men uncoiling hoses, jumping down from the engines, shouting and gesticulating.


“It’s in the kitchen on the third floor,” said Harold to a stout man who seemed to be in charge. “This one, number seventeen. The door’s open.”


He was only just in time, as a fireman already had his axe half out of his belt, a look of cold pleasure in his eyes as he contemplated the legal and virtuous destruction of private property.


Several firemen ran in, followed by the stout man. Harold followed slowly, hoping they wouldn’t swamp the whole house, depressed that his role was now over, wondering idly why firemen wore such funny helmets. He paused on the landing to enjoy his sense of failure. It had been an opportunity for the grand gesture, the instinctive assumption of those heroic poses demanded by an age-old calamity. And what had he done? He’d locked himself out of his own house. He’d yelled for help. To be a hero you have to have the right props. Nowadays you have to have a telephone, for instance, and a bucket. With those he could have fought the fire by himself, valiant and alone, a new Horatius, till help came clanging down the street, gleaming red. There would have been handclasps from the stout man in charge, possibly even public congratulations.


But no, it was the man in the dressing-gown who had shown character; simply by having a telephone he had made himself important in the drama. Harold had been forced to allow him to take a good deal of the glory which should belong, by rights, to the man who discovers a fire. Any child can raise an alarm, but to dial 999 (a most desirable thing to do in any case) you have to have a bloody telephone. And then, though it had been fun breaking down two doors, they’d been invisible from the audience. Only the dressing-gown had been there to watch, and he only the first one. Besides, he’d probably only made things worse by breaking into Mrs Fanshaw’s. All that he’d saved were his watch, money and keys. And cuff-links. And the insurance people would probably make him pay for adding to the draught in Mrs Fanshaw’s flat. The fat officer would want to know about it, anyway. He would probably make some rude remark about leaving things to experts.


Harold Barlow’s trouble, or rather one of the troubles he recognized in himself, was that he had an adolescent longing for the heroic pose. He wished, in the London of 1959, to share some of the glory of the freedom fighters of the world, no matter who they might be or from what part of the world. And they were not to be found anywhere in England at all and would almost certainly regard any Englishman with grave suspicion. It was having been brought up during the war that was responsible. All Harold’s childish dreams had been of magnificent daring with the Maquis, of secret raids behind the lines, swift Commando strikes of appalling danger—all for an absolutely unquestionably good cause. Then, when he was older, he found out about the Spanish Civil War and felt a strong sense of deprivation that a mere accident of time should have made him too young to have fought Franco, too young in fact to have been more than barely conscious of Spain, except as not-England and as a place which produced exotic postage-stamps. Not that Harold was a militarist. Two years in the Army made him quite certain that he never wanted to see any gun ever again, and besides, it wasn’t so much the dying for a cause that interested him as the having a cause in the first place. It was all very well marching to or from Aldermaston, South Africa House or Downing Street, but though that sort of exercise was splendid in its way, and showed one had principles and solidarity and sound liberal opinions, it was essentially negative and usually rather pointless, too. He felt uneasily that a token protest march in London merely eased the conscience of the marchers without doing anything at all about the fundamental injustices or immoralities they were marching against. And anyway, all the liberal causes seemed interchangeable, like the leaders of the protests, so that at times it was quite hard to remember which particular outrage was the subject of any given march.


There were a lot of people involved in that kind of protest whom Harold found incomprehensible. People who seemed, for instance, to be against the high standard of living for obscure political or aesthetic reasons. He rather enjoyed living in an affluent society, and he certainly hoped to be pretty affluent himself, one day. No, his sense of failure, or lack, came from something more than social anger; it was a personal sense of outrage that he had all sorts of capabilities that weren’t being used. He would feel it acutely sometimes, particularly on evenings when he was alone in Craxton Street, with Mrs Fanshaw’s gas seeping down and Mr Blackthorn’s pipe seeping up to meet it in the gloomy bed-sitter. Then he would look out of his window at the scratched gardens, limp with half-living flowers, or at the pleasantly decaying façades of the houses in Craxton Street, needing paint and pointing, and he would think that this was no way to spend a life, moving from bed-sitter to flat to service flat to suburban house to country house (perhaps) to grave, with nothing to show for it all but a car and a wardrobe of good sensible suits and a wife and some children, no doubt, and so to bed, every night of his life, passing through it like a stone dropped from a boat in the middle of an ocean, falling through ever gloomier light at a regular speed, to sink at last in the primeval mud, damned glad it was all over. There ought to be more, he felt, to the business of living than this regularity, predictability, tedium. There should be some sense of purpose. But hard as he tried he couldn’t scrounge one out of religion or philosophy or sex or art or any of the other panaceas for his condition. He would be enjoying himself, he would be happily at work or relaxing, and then suddenly this absence of point would drift through his mind, leaving a dirty mark across his pleasure, like the trail of a slug, sticky and spoiling. And he would stop being happily at work or relaxing and wonder what else he could be doing that would make him feel better, and decide that there was nothing, really, the whole business was pointless and speculation about its pointlessness still more pointless, and that he’d better face up or down or in or out to it, and get on with earning his way to an idle old age. Things might look a good deal better by then, you never could tell. But it was pretty doubtful. No, it was very doubtful indeed.


Glooming on the landing, he watched the busily efficient firemen appearing from time to time through the smoke and steam. That might be a job which gave one a sense of purpose. A little too negative, though, like everything else, too much stopping of destruction rather than creation itself, though valuable, worthy, even important. And certainly useful. Almost everything one did was useful in one way or another. Even bill-broking. And at least at his office Harold had a telephone.


In ten minutes the fire was sizzling a disappointed fury and the stout officer came out of Mrs Fanshaw’s flat, taking off his hat and mopping his brow with a large handkerchief.


“Are you the one that called us out?” he said.


“Yes. I live on the floor below.”


“Good thing you woke up, then. The whole place would’ve gone up in another half an hour.”


Harold felt slightly bucked. “Yes. I just woke up and heard it crackling.”


The officer turned back to Mrs Fanshaw’s flat and said, “Let me know when you’ve finished, lads.” Then he said to Harold, “We’d better get the details, if you don’t mind. For the report, you know. Won’t take a minute.”


When they arrived outside they found the crowd had gone back to its beds or breakfasts. Two more fire-engines had arrived and a police car. The policeman got out when he saw the fire officer, and they exchanged first-name greetings. The two unwanted engines were sent away. Everything seemed to have happened very quickly, and already the usual morning passivity was settling over the street. Harold felt extremely tired. He explained what he knew of the details to the fire officer and the policeman, who both wrote things down in notebooks. The policeman had a fierce black moustache like a regiment of crack troops on parade with sloped arms and fixed bayonets. He noted the address of Mrs Fanshaw’s sister and looked rather hopeless about Mr Blackthorn’s coach trip to Rome. A journalist appeared and took some persuading that nothing of any interest to anyone at all anywhere had happened. After a while Harold found himself alone in the street again.


He went up to inspect the damage. Axes had ripped out a section of the kitchen floor and wall, and charred bits of wood and plaster lay mournfully about. The cooker and refrigerator looked like discards, left for years on some rubbish tip. Where the wall and floor had been gouged open there were wires and slats and pipes, the essentials of modern living which it is not considered quite decent to show. Harold thought, boring himself with the idea, that someone could make a nice and wholly unimportant analogy between the habit of hiding pipes and the refusal to see what one doesn’t want to see in society as a whole. Later in the day the idea might seem more interesting.


“What’s the time?” he asked a fireman.


“Quarter past six, I’d say. Near enough.”


“God, I feel as though I’ve been up all night.”


“I have,” said the fireman politely, not asking for or getting sympathy.


“What started it?”


“The fridge. The wiring’s pretty bad, you know.”


“Yes, so I’ve been told.”


He went down to his own flat, about which he had completely forgotten. There were dirty dribblings all down his walls, but otherwise no sign of fire, only about an inch of water sloshing about the floor. By some quirk of construction, or perhaps as a result of the strains put on the walls by the blaze above, the water was all coming down his bookcase. Though the tops of his books had been protected by his macintosh, the pages were already sticking together at the edges where the water had poured between them and the wall. Also all his letters from Helen Gallagher were completely soaked. It didn’t matter that most of them were illegible anyway, they were the nearest things to love-letters he’d ever had. All his shoes were sopping too, though his clothes were all right inside the wardrobe. What was infuriating was that the water didn’t seem to want to go on down to Mr Blackthorn’s, it stayed where it was, swilling at every step he took. It would take hours to get the place dry.


Harold felt angry rather than sad about the spoliation of what little he owned. Everything seemed to have been ruined, but not ruined beyond repair, not even the books. There was bound to be some way in which they could be dried out legibly, so that they’d simply be warped and ugly and unsaleable. The insurance people would certainly have some clause stuck in somewhere in invisible ink about them not being responsible for the damage caused by fire-hoses. Firemen probably counted as acts of God. He sloshed towards the door and opened it to find an act of God about to knock.


“We’ll need to clear up in here a bit, I expect,” he said.


“Yes.”


“Any real damage?”


“Well, my shoes don’t look too good, and my entire library seems to have been inundated.”


“Ah,” said the fireman, looking at the shoes. “They’ll dry out all right, I dare say.” He went over to the bookcase and shook his head. “Lucky it’s only books, sir. Might have been something valuable.”


Harold was about to protest, but didn’t. Instead he went downstairs to number fifteen to thank the man in the dressing-gown. He answered the door in a white shirt and striped trousers with what looked like old school braces. He was in the middle of shaving and wore neither collar nor tie.


“I just came to thank you,” said Harold. “The fire brigade came really very quickly.”


“They’d have been here a damned sight sooner if that idiot girl at the exchange hadn’t put me on to Ambulance,” said the man, waving his shaving-brush about. “Sorry, old boy, did I spatter you? Come in and have a cup of tea. Didn’t seem any point in going back to bed again, did there? Yes, it was simply monstrous,” he went on without pausing, “to make a fool mistake like that when people might have been burning to death.”


Then we should have needed an ambulance, Harold thought. But he said, “I must say she doesn’t sound any too bright.”


“Simply scandalous to employ people in responsible positions who aren’t up to it. Public money, too.”


“Yes. It looks as though everything’s turned out all right, though, except for Mrs Fanshaw. And there’s a good deal of water in my flat, too.”


“Bad luck. Who’s Mrs Fanshaw?”


“The woman whose fridge caught alight. You were absolutely right about that.”


“Ah. Now something can be done about that. The landlord may find himself in court, if he’s not careful. Come in, then, if you’re coming. Shan’t be a jiffy. Just got the chin to do.” The man led the way into a sitting-room. There was a sofa which Harold guessed to be a divan, covered with yellow and green cushions which looked as though they had been hurled at it in a fit of temper. On a small table stood a teapot. There was a regimental photograph on the wall and a very old one of a school or college rugger team, otherwise no pictures at all.


“What happened to the Fanshaw woman?” said the man, applying the shaving-brush vigorously to his chin. He then immediately left the room. Harold wasn’t sure whether he was expected to reply or not.


“Well?” said the man, putting his head back round the door, then withdrawing it again.


“She’s gone to Poole to look after her invalid sister.”


“Poole,” came the voice, amid scraping noises. It sounded disappointed. “Never been to Poole.” There was a long pause full of scraping, then, “That girl ought to be sacked, don’t you think?” This was followed by prolonged tap sounds, then distinct face-mopping and something Harold guessed must be underwater nose-cleaning.


“The worst of the whole thing from my point of view,” said the man, coming back into the room and putting on his collar and tie, “is that I always take a sleeping-pill on Thursday nights. It’s the only decent night’s sleep I get in the whole week. And of course it was ruined. It’s those hours from five to seven that really do you good, you know.”


“I’m sorry. Couldn’t you take another pill tonight to make up for it?”


“No. Mustn’t break routine. Bad for discipline. By the way, my name’s John Douglas.”


“Harold Barlow.”


“How do you do?”


There seemed no possible intelligent answer, so Harold simply cleared his throat as a token of goodwill and respect.


“Milk and sugar?’


“Yes, please.”


Douglas began a long story about how he couldn’t sleep, and how these new pills were absolutely first class as long as you didn’t allow yourself to become addicted to them, because if you took them too regularly they ceased to be any good, which was why he only took them once a week. Harold half-listened, thinking how awful it must be to be fifty-five, which was the tentative age he assigned to Douglas, and still living in a poky flat by oneself. When sleep had been exhausted as a topic of conversation, he asked, “What do you do, Mr Douglas, if it’s not a rude question?”


Douglas’s face took on a look of devotion to duty and he said he was secretary to a military charity and spent his time making sure old soldiers weren’t dying of starvation.


“The trouble is,” he said, “that they’re all so damned proud. You’d be amazed how many of them won’t come and ask for the ten quid which would set them back on their feet again. There’s one old boy, wounded in the Boer War, as a matter of fact, and never been able to work properly since. We have to force the money on the chap, practically. I go and see him once a month. Have to pretend the visit’s purely social or he wouldn’t let me in.”


“I thought the welfare state was supposed to look after people like that.”


“Well, it is,” said Douglas. “But it doesn’t. You try living on a pension and see how you make out.”


“I know the pension is insultingly low,” said Harold, “but surely people aren’t actually starving?”


“Sometimes they are. Or they can’t afford coal. Or the gas bill gets out of hand. There are quite a few little charities about, quietly looking after people.” Douglas looked into his tea. “May be glad of one of them myself before I’m dead.”


Harold thought grimly about his notion that old age might be all right, might make things seem better. He finished his tea and said, “Well, thank you very much for the tea. I feel a bit stronger now. I’d better go and get ready for a day at the office.”


“What do you do, old boy?”


“I work as a bill-broker in the City. It’s money for jam.”


“Good show. Good prospects?”


“Oh, yes. You can’t go wrong, you see, unless you’re a complete fool, and I expect I shall be a partner in a few years. Then the money will come rolling in.”


“Connections, I suppose,” said Douglas. He didn’t sound bitter, he was simply confirming a logical deduction.


“Yes, I’m afraid so.”


“No need to apologize. A string in time pulls nine, I’ve always said. Well, you’ll be wanting to spruce yourself up a bit before you put on your bowler hat. Nice to have met you. Perhaps you’d like to have a pint one evening at the George?”


“That would be very nice,” said Harold. “And I’m most grateful to you for calling the fire brigade.”


“Not at all. That silly girl nearly gave me a heart attack, you know. I’m never too good in the mornings, anyway.”


“One ought to have a telephone,” said Harold.


“It’s useful. Can be quite an expense, though.”


Harold said good-bye and went back to his flat. Mr Blackthorn had a telephone which Harold was allowed to use. He had to write all his calls down in a little green notebook, and Mr Blackthorn charged him fourpence for a local call, as well as glancing meaningfully at his watch all the time Harold was speaking. When he went away Harold had to use the nearest phone box, which was in Broadchurch Street, too far for convenience. But he didn’t intend to stay in Craxton Street for long. He had passed all his examinations last month, and he’d be getting a raise in salary shortly. Meanwhile Craxton Street was cheap, and anyway there was the Lambretta to keep up.


The firemen were still mopping up, assisted by some old men who appeared to come from the Salvage Department. They were in no hurry, but they arranged to have the doors and locks mended. Already the water was down to half an inch.


Harold had to shave in cold water as the gas and electricity had been turned off. Usually he used an electric razor, and now he cut himself twice, and could not find the styptic pencil. He gloomed to himself about the dangers of haemophilia, and felt sore and uncomfortable after the shave. He discovered that the lotion his mother had given him last Christmas, and which he had never used, stung.


Then he began to be practical. He put his shoes near what he hoped would again be hot pipes before long, stuffing them with paper. He kicked the bookcase angrily, then went into the kitchen to make a cup of coffee, forgetting the power had been cut off. The pot was still dirty from two days ago, and dishes gloated at him from the sink, a rime of scrambled egg in the saucepan, a seeping black and yellow stain on a plate where he had stubbed out a cigarette.


Unable to face the thought of washing-up, he went to the cupboard to look for some instant coffee. There were various remnants of old forgotten meals: half a packet of rice, two eggs in a broken egg-box, some greenish bacon, some unnaturally yellow butter, obviously about to turn into whey or cheese, a pot of crusty marmalade, and half a loaf of iron-hard brown bread. There were also two saucers and three cups, three forks, one teaspoon, four dessert spoons and eighteen glasses of various sizes.


It was a bachelor’s cupboard, he thought gloomily: eighteen glasses and three cups. It was revolting. Eighteen glasses. And the washing-up to do. He must get married at once. But to whom? It could not matter less. Anything, absolutely anything would be better than this, the eighteen glasses and the grease-line in the sink and the horrifying paralysis of the will that came over him when he thought about the squalor of his life. To say nothing of the fluff under the bed and the stains on the carpet and the peeling paint in the bathroom.


Men aren’t supposed to do these things, he thought, men are supposed to go and work their guts out to support women to do the chores for them. People don’t get married for sex, they marry in order not to have to do the washing-up or to make the bed or to keep the place clean. Men feel sick when they see a sink or a broom, they don’t want to know what to do with them. But since they do, in fact, know what a sink is for, they shudder and tremble at the sight of it. Rather than clean up after themselves, men abandon their pretence of freedom and get married. And then the bloody girl goes and has children, and then she’s so busy cleaning up after them that she doesn’t have time to clean up after the man too, so he’s back at the sink before he’s had time to forget what an apron is, and then there are six children, and six times as many dishes, to say nothing of the drool which the baby’s left all over the house, and the sickly smell which permeates a house with a child under three in it, and everything is even more perfect hell than it used to be in the misery of bachelordom. No wonder parents hate children, and children get neurotic to spite their parents. Fathers loathe their children because they cost so much and create so much washing-up, and naturally children hate their fathers back. Freud is all nonsense: the secret of neurosis is to be discovered in the family battle of wills to see who can refuse longest to help with the dishes. The sink is the great symbol of the bloodiness of family life. All life is bad, but family life is worse.


Feeling better for this aphorism, he took down a tin of Nescafé which had enough in it to make one scant cup of coffee, and tried to put on the kettle. It was then that he remembered that the firemen had turned off the gas.


He went and asked the salvage men how long it would be before he could boil a kettle. At the word “kettle” their faces brightened, and they said it wouldn’t be long. He decided to go out for breakfast. But first he wanted to change his socks. There seemed to be a hole in his shoe, and some of the water that still lay about had got in.


There was a pair of socks hanging on the towel-rack in the bathroom, and the towel lay where he had left it, sopping wet on the floor. He had never got around to buying a bathmat.


He found a dry spot to change his socks on: they at least were dry, though looking at them reminded him how much he detested washing anything, how soapy his hands felt for hours afterwards, how his skin wrinkled uncomfortably, and detergents set his nails on edge. Once he had got a disgusting rash that lasted for nearly a fortnight after using too much Froth or Ebb or whatever the stuff was called. It was another reason for marrying, really. Being a bachelor was a constant series of terrible minor tasks that had to be done or the place turned at once into a pigsty.


Of course it was different at home, there things were properly organized, with women to do all that sort of thing for you. But Harold didn’t live at home, which was in Buckinghamshire, and his father wasn’t rich enough to give him the sort of allowance necessary for riotous living in central London. Things being what they were, intolerably organized, incompetently designed and generally not worth it, marriage was the best solution. Otherwise one lived a slum life in Craxton Street, or stayed in a boarding-house with some awful old woman prying into one’s sex-life all the time and saying, “No girls after eleven, Mr Barlow, and I mean that,” which was as bad as being at home (home not being all good, in spite of the women to do the chores). Or you became enormously rich and lived in an hotel, or, better, in an enormous house, with thousands of nannies and parlour-maids and charwomen and butlers to do all the washing-up and wiping-up and general swan-upping that was necessary. And you never had to see or smell your children till they reached a reasonably advanced stage of continence, you just put them in a wing of the house and locked the doors between you and the servants and the noise of washing-up, and got on with whatever it was you wanted to get on with.


As he was leaving for breakfast he thought of Mrs Fanshaw. He went up to her flat, but the men had mended her door already, and it was locked again. For a moment Harold felt sincerely sorry for her with all the mess to come home to. But then he hardened his heart and remembered that women were supposed to deal with mess, it was their function in life, and they probably enjoyed it, if only they knew it.


The post had arrived by the time he got downstairs, but there was nothing for him.


Just as well, he thought, stifling the usual disappointment. It would only have been a bill.



















Two





THE FIRM OF Fenway, Crocker and Broke was extremely respectable and well-established. No one was quite sure what had happened to Mr Fenway, who had founded it in the 1840s, but Mr Crocker’s photograph hung in the waiting-room, and it showed a stern bearded man of about forty-five with a high collar and morning coat, leaning against a mantelpiece on which stood three cups. Harold always assumed that these were awarded for probity, and that Mr Crocker had won them all outright. Mr Broke’s son was still alive, and occasionally dropped in to see how things were going.


There were seven active partners, one of whom, Mr Hansett, was in his sixties and on the verge of retirement. It was for Mr Crocker’s grandson that Harold worked, an amiable and not wholly stupid man of forty-eight, with black straight hair and a paunch that he would rub from time to time, particularly after lunch, saying, “Must do something about this before it gets out of control.” He lived near Marlow and played a good deal of golf, but weight lost on the links seemed always to be made up again in the bar. Harold spent most of his time compiling complicated graphs of stock prices, and when he would bring one in to Crocker, who had a Carlton House desk perpetually littered with papers and ashtrays, he was always astonished to find him actually working, usually on the telephone.


He would wave Harold to put the graph on the desk, then make more waving motions to indicate that Harold should wait a moment. After what sounded like intense financial wrangling, he would suddenly and without any change of tone arrange a lunch with his unseen fellow-negotiator and then end the conversation with inquiries about wife, fishing or hunters. With a salvo of personal regards he would ring off, then turn to Harold and ask him how he was getting on. Then he would examine the graph with great care, ask a few small points which Harold assumed must be to test his understanding of the business, and say “Jolly good.” Working for him was pleasant, since he was always jovial in the mornings, and came back only briefly after lunch. If Harold made a mistake, Crocker would point it out without making him feel a complete fool.


It was Mr Scott who was Harold’s connection with the firm. He was the most senior partner after Mr Hansett, and was Harold’s uncle’s brother-in-law. When Harold came down from Oxford his father asked him for the hundred thousandth time what he wanted to do. With a misunderstood sarcasm Harold said his only ambition was to be very rich, and his uncle, who happened to be staying at the time, approved strongly and suggested he get in touch with Jimmy Scott. Since he genuinely had no idea at all of what he wanted to do, except that he didn’t want to work if he could possibly avoid it, and facing the fact that continued idle lounging around at home would be worse than having a job, what with parental indignation and parental friends, Harold surprised himself by actually going to see Scott, and still more by joining the firm in a very junior capacity to learn the business and pass the necessary exams. He was paid very little, but with the small allowance from his father he was able to afford Craxton Street and an occasional theatre and the tepid embraces of Helen Gallagher and eventually the secondhand Lambretta. And now he was in sight of a very well-paid job and a better flat and even marriage and a secondhand car. The only trouble was that the job was too easy. Being a bill-broker was, as he’d told Mr Douglas, money for jam. Once you’d learnt the basic rules and the particular complications of the business, all you had to do was lend short and borrow long. You were a vital cog in the financial set-up of England, you made money hand over fist, and you tried not to remember that some countries got on perfectly well without businesses like yours at all.


It was like everything else, thought Harold, edging the Lambretta past an ambassadorial Rolls Royce at a traffic-light, perfectly all right in its own way, but never extending one to one’s full capacity. One just chugged along in low throttle, knowing that things would go on going on until the whole world disappeared in a giant toadstool cloud, and if it didn’t, then one would go on going on. Never opening up. Of course, English roads were impossible, anyway.


He accelerated past a bus and turned sharply left off Cheapside to his private parking-place, underneath the windows of a royal and ancient livery company. He unstrapped his umbrella and bowler hat from the carrier, dusted down his trousers, squared his shoulders and prepared for another morning’s graph-plotting.


Fenway, Crocker and Broke had recently moved into a new building whose lift frequently stuck. Harold always took it in the hope that it would stick with him in it, thus giving him the opportunity to meditate on life and death instead of sitting at his desk. But it never did. Smoothly but noisily it took him to the twelfth floor. As he stepped out he saw the clock showed nine-twenty which meant that he was ten minutes early. Nine-twenty, and he felt absolutely exhausted already.


He pushed through glass doors into the long low room in which he worked. There were about twenty desks, all covered with telephones and files and papers, and two especially large ones which had a dozen telephones each. Glass ran the length of the room on both sides, giving the occupants a view of an almost identical building on one side and the skeleton of another almost identical building on the other. Since the City had gone in for reconstruction all new buildings looked the same, or else they were all designed by the same architect who had simply fallen in love with one idea. Harold thought of him maniacally drawing the same plans over and over again, making tiny alterations in the detail to fool the client, while pale and frightened assistants brought him cups of strong tea without milk or sugar. At the end of the day he retired to the penthouse of one of these buildings and gloated over the rooftops at what he had done, counting each hideous lift-machinery hut as a personal triumph. Then, when the light finally failed, he would go home to a suburban villa and amuse himself with his hobby, the imaginary construction of neon advertisements in the most prominent positions in the City.


There were, as usual, a few clerks and secretaries already there, standing by the window that overlooked the scaffolding of the new building.


“Good morning,” said Blackett, the senior clerk, as Harold joined them. “I don’t see how they ever get a building finished at all, do you? Look at them, sitting there drinking tea.”


“Oh, but they start earlier than us,” said Sheila, Mr Scott’s secretary.


“Yes,” said Blackett. “I dare say that’s true, Sheila. They arrive here before we do, certainly. But what do they do? They have breakfast. And when breakfast’s over it’s time for the first tea-break, isn’t it?”


Harold said nothing, thinking how nice it must be to lay bricks and carry hods and work cranes and drink tea all day, knowing that when it came to knocking-off time you had at least something physically there to show for your efforts. Blackett he had always put down as a Daily Telegraph reader, and possibly even a contributor of letters to the editor about the need for tightening up on the unions, the sort of man who would carry a stopwatch about with him when he retired so as to report the exact amount of time spent not-working by manual labourers. That sort of thing could easily become an obsession.


Not, of course, that people weren’t idle, anyone with any sense scrounged a few minutes a day from his employer, it gave the dreariness of work a little adventure to see just how much one could get away with. But the sense of moral superiority that the Blacketts of life waved about like the membership card of some exclusive club, or an invitation to a royal garden party, was simply disgusting. And anyway Blackett, with his finicky hands and passion for paper-clips, was one of the things Harold disliked most about Fenway, Crocker and Broke. It wasn’t anything specific that Harold disliked, it was simply the sum of Blackett, the individually harmless characteristics which amounted to a porcupine of irritations. His way of rubbing his hands together, for instance, after leaving the lavatory, as though no towel could ever quite get them dry. The bifocals, for another, which he used for such self-conscious effects of eye manœuvre. The careful creases in his shiny trousers, so that one could tell they were pressed every night and probably cleaned only once every six months, and the way his sideboards were trimmed above the ear-pieces of his spectacles, particularly annoyed Harold. And then he had a peculiar snuffling little laugh, like a stifled whinny. But none of these things really depressed Harold in themselves, it was the total effect of assurance and probity and correctness, the undeviating loyalty to the firm, the unfailing catching of trains, all of which shone out of his grey eyes and from his bald head. Mr Hansett always said that Fenway, Crocker and Broke would collapse when Blackett left, and he didn’t know how they would ever get on without him. Blackett’s pigeon chest would swell, stuffed with these crumbs of conventional praise, till Harold wished it would burst. He could get on without Blackett perfectly well right now.


He went to his desk and began to prepare a graph. The one thing to be said for this hack work was that it didn’t require any imagination at all, and left Harold plenty of time to think about other things, such as Helen Gallagher. He’d met her almost a year ago at a party, and she had been slightly tight by the time they went home, and allowed him to kiss her with some ardour and to tamper with fair success with her underwear. Encouraged by this Harold had pursued her again, this time to meet a sober indignation.


“But you allowed me to do that last time,” he said, feeling his cheek where she’d slapped him suddenly and hard.


She turned scarlet. “Did I?”


“Yes. And furthermore——”


“Then you must have taken advantage of me. I knew I’d had too much wine cup.”


“Not at all. You actually helped me at one moment.”


“What moment?”


“When I was trying to get off——”


“I don’t want to know,” she said, quickly.


“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Helen.”


“Let’s talk about something quite different.”


Which they did. But a few weeks later Harold had, through sheer persistence, won back all the lost ground and made a few new bridgeheads. And about a month after that he actually got her to go to bed with him. This wasn’t really as interesting as had seemed likely, but then the first time was never too good, it was the follow-up that was most rewarding. But somehow it wasn’t. Although Helen was really rather a nice girl, in a coy way, and had a neat way of dressing and a satisfyingly shaped body, her mind never stopped listening for door-bells or Mrs Fanshaw’s footsteps above, and it was quite obvious that her heart was only in it through a sense of duty. She was, after all, twenty-five, and beginning to worry about the future. The combination of fear and calculation which Harold detected in even her warmest embrace irritated him profoundly. After a time he realized that he didn’t even like her very much. It was much easier to have Helen around than to go out and find someone else, she was quite affectionate and reasonably acquiescent, but the only reason he continued seeing and sleeping with her was that he felt rather guilty about having started the thing in the first place, and was bone idle and probably undersexed. All of which depressed him, but somehow the affair kept going, and they even spent a week together with his parents, who found her very nice, darling, but one should look around when one was young, shouldn’t one? Her parents luckily lived conveniently far from London, so he could avoid meeting them. He felt that to be introduced to them might be fatal. Helen was always referring to them in what she imagined was a subtle way, telling him how her sister had already got a son and was expecting another baby soon and how much her parents liked being grandparents (something Harold refused point-blank to believe) and how her father was really quite well off, and what nice things her sister had got as wedding-presents, and how beautiful the wedding had been, and how much her father and mother liked their son-in-law, till Harold told her briefly and pointedly that he wasn’t considering marriage for several years, “until he was well established with the firm”. He had quite a good story worked out about how the firm preferred people to wait till they were partners before they married, and he even went so far as to invent an imaginary man called George Calcott who had had a very promising career ruined by marrying against the advice of Mr Hansett. Poor fellow, he had never been made a partner, and was going to shoot himself in despair next time Helen brought the subject up.


As he worked at the graph Harold added a few details to George Calcott’s married life which he had already made pretty unhappy. The Calcotts seemed never to have heard about contraceptives, for one thing. They lived in a miserable flat in Fulham and the smell of babies was simply overpowering. There were four children already, and another on the way, and all were sickly in one way or another, and the cost of preventing them dying was beginning to sap George’s own health. The National Health Service helped, of course, but there were all sorts of things necessary for sick babies for which doctors simply wouldn’t give prescriptions. Jennifer Calcott was a nice girl, too, which made it all so sad, and a couple of years ago, she had been distinctly pretty. But now she never seemed to find the time to wash her hair, even, and what with the number of nappies drying in the kitchen there never seemed to be room for her own and George’s dirty clothes, which were gradually blocking the back door. A man had already been round twice from the local Health people, but there was virtually nothing that could be done, and George hadn’t had a clean shirt for weeks. The strain was beginning to show in his work, which had been getting very careless recently, and Harold was doubtful whether he would be able to keep the job, particularly as Mr Hansett had turned sharply against him since the wedding. The office had given them a silver tray when they married, but that had been sold long ago, of course, and they couldn’t get much for it because their names and the date of the wedding had been engraved on it and jewellers weren’t madly interested in having to melt things down. It wasn’t, after all, as though the Calcotts were famous enough to sell their unwanted trays at high prices as association pieces. George had spent night after night trying to take his name out of his books with ink eradicator, but you could always tell, especially if you were a secondhand bookseller.


It was surprising, really, how much of all this Helen was likely to believe. She had seemed suspicious when he’d explained about their ignorance of contraceptives, but he’d covered it quickly by saying that he thought Jennifer might be a Catholic, and everyone knew that that was how Catholic girls made men marry them. He’d wished afterwards that he hadn’t suggested it. The trouble with girls like Helen was that they were highly susceptible to obvious ideas. He had to be careful not to get carried away about the Calcotts, too, because one day Helen had been reduced as near to tears as he’d ever seen her and begged him to let her do something to help them. There’d had to be a great deal about old-fashioned pride then, and afterwards there was a curious gleam in Helen’s eye. He’d once caught her looking in the London telephone directory A–D, too. He’d mentioned later, quite casually, that the Calcotts of course couldn’t afford a phone.


By eleven he had the graph ready for Crocker who smiled genially at him and asked how he was getting on. Harold told him about the fire and Crocker said “I say!” once or twice, then asked him what he was doing for the week-end. Harold said he was going to spend Saturday afternoon and Sunday with his parents in Buckinghamshire, and this led to a discussion about local golf-courses about which Harold knew nothing except their names, and these only from having had the conversation with Crocker several times before. Then Crocker twisted about on his chair for a moment before saying, “Well, my boy, we’re very pleased with the way you’re doing, you know. Keep it up.”


“Thank you, sir.”


“Have a nice week-end.”


“Same to you, sir.”


Mr Crocker never came back to the office on Friday afternoons.


After lunch Harold idled. There was nothing for him to do, really, so people gave him tedious things they couldn’t be bothered with, saying, “I would be most awfully grateful if you could do this for me” and “Oh, thanks a lot, thanks awfully.” The telephones which rang all day, or flashed their lights, since the noise would have been impossible, were always sluggish on Friday afternoons, and Blackett spent most of his time fussing over everyone in a high-pitched voice, getting everything finished in time for the week-end. At about a quarter to four everyone began to snap and snarl, hurrying to get away early. Harold thought about the Macaroon, which wasn’t a tea-shop but an afternoon drinking-club in Soho. When the thought of beer had given way to gin and tonic and that in its turn to campari and soda, he got up from his desk, where he’d been doing the Evening Standard crossword, and left the office. He had practised leaving unnoticed since the afternoon early in his career with the firm on which Mr Blackett had given him both eyebrow-waggling and bifocal eye-switching when he had started to leave five minutes before the official time. Now he had a technique for desk-drifting till he reached the door, through which he could vanish in the back-swing from someone’s entry. Carrying a piece of paper on which he had typed the latest cricket scores and all the runners and prices for the two o’clock at Sandown, he moved surely from desk to desk, talking blandly, then, to his great triumph, used Blackett’s own slipstream to depart. Never risking the lift on the way down, he took the fire-stairs. The only danger at the bottom was an open stretch of country to the main door. One of the architect’s particularly malignant gestures had been to leave no pillars in the foyer of the building. The back door led only into a dreary warren of dustbins and coal-holes which eventually brought one out a quarter of a mile from where Harold left his Lambretta.


Assuming a serious business-like face, Harold strode meaningfully towards the door, then put on his bowler hat, pulling it down well over his face. In two minutes he was astride his Lambretta and in Cheapside, sliding through the gaps in the stalled traffic to emerge at the lights exactly as they changed from red to green.


Ten minutes later he was in the Macaroon, talking to Dennis Moreland who was already rather drunk. Moreland had been a contemporary of Harold’s at Oxford, and had since become a junior pundit on television and in the weeklies. He had read Law, as a matter of fact, but everyone assumed him to be a classical scholar, or at the very least a historian, since he gave his opinions with the air of a man who has read so much of the best literature that he can hardly bear to look at a book again. In fact he had read very little, and it was only because book-reviewing in the weeklies never extended beyond fifteen hundred words at most, and because one could get away with virtually anything on television provided one remained vague about details, that he had managed to remain undetected. Also, he was remarkably clever. Someone once described him as a machine for receiving other people’s ideas and turning them out to sound as though they were his own, but this was not quite the whole truth. He had a sort of originality that he was still exploring and testing, a way of seeing things which wasn’t quite like anyone else’s, and if what he saw was still what most other clever people saw, he described it in a vigorous yet clear style that was certainly his own. Without ever knowing quite enough of what he was talking about, he talked brilliantly and no one noticed the lacunae. And he thoroughly enjoyed cutting figures on the intellectual ice of his time, knowing better than anyone how thin it was. It was the knowledge that he was really something of a fraud that made him enjoy it so much, and his daring increased with the possibilities of detection.


Harold liked him, without being quite sure why. Dennis was short and round, with a fat-cheeked face and light blue eyes under heavy black eyebrows, with thick black hair swept straight back to the nape of his neck. He treated Harold with a mixture of genial contempt and malicious friendliness, using him sometimes as a stooge and sometimes as an intimate companion. He had been married and divorced already, which at twenty-seven Harold considered unnecessarily sophisticated, and he was always accompanied by some exotic creature he’d found at the studios or met the night before at a party. Somehow, though, it was never the same exotic creature twice running, and Harold wondered whether his boasts of sexual prowess weren’t more fantasy than fact. At Oxford he had been deliberately Byronic, and the Don Juan attitude was still there in emergencies. An enemy had once told him to his face that he needed more buckle and less swash.


“I’ve been telling the public about free love this afternoon,” he said, plonking his drink on the table. “On tape, of course. I bet they cut it out. I did a marvellous spiel about Sweden and adolescent lust and adult suicide. No one will have the slightest idea which side I’m on.”


“Have you ever been to Sweden?” said Harold.


“Sweden! Country of lakes and naked bathing! Modern architecture and ancient valour! No, of course not. But I’ve seen enough Bergman films to have a perfectly good idea.”


“I went there once, for a day,” said Harold. “It was just like Denmark.”


“And what was Denmark like?”


“I can’t really remember. It was just after the war and all I can recall is the Tivoli Gardens.”


“It certainly doesn’t sound very interesting,” said Dennis.


Harold stared at the bar, which was short and narrow, so narrow that the barmaid, who was well-built and liked to show it, bulged continually towards the customers. That was why he always sat at a table. Behind her, on a specially constructed shelf, stood a collection of miniature liqueurs, now going brown round the labels. It was appalling to think how many such collections there must be in the country, all of them browning round the labels, the liqueurs probably evaporated by now, the pride of barmen and barmaids from Dover to Dundee.


“Why do fads happen?” he said to Dennis.


“Fads? What sort of fads?”


“Well, collecting miniature liqueurs, for instance.”


“Someone has a brilliant idea that miniature liqueurs will be a splendid advertisement for big liqueurs, and so everyone makes them, and then miniature men are sent round the country trying to sell them to the big fat men who own pubs, and then every pub-keeper gets terribly tickled by the idea, and then everyone has a collection. It’s quite simple, really.”


“But why do all the pub-keepers get terribly tickled?”


“Because if you sat behind a bar all day, you’d be tickled if you had a heart attack. You’d be bored out of your mind.”


“I’m bored by my job, but I don’t go round collecting anything.”


“Well, you’re probably a Don’t-Know by instinct. What’s wrong with your job, by the way? Don’t you make lots of money?”


“Not yet. I will, though. It’s a boring job because it’s too easy. Don’t you ever feel you would like to do something that really occupied you full time, which used all your capabilities?”


“I have a series of jobs like that now.”


“Oh, come off it, Dennis. You can’t enjoy reading all those dreary books and seeing all those tedious plays and films.”


“That’s not the part which occupies me. I spend my time trying to be one step ahead of the people who read what I say. They all know as much, if not more, than I do about what I write. So I have somehow to outwit them. That’s a full-time job which also amuses me very much. Now I won’t review novels, because there it’s too easy—after all, it’s just a matter of opinion. But a book about, say, Voltaire, about whom I know next to nothing, there’s a real challenge.”


“Well, the only person I have to outwit is Blackett, the chief clerk, and that’s only to get away early.”


“It sounds to me, Harold, as though you’re one of the new young men. Not angry, that’s all over. But discontented. Wanting adventure. Fed up with the limits of a welfare state.”


“I thought those people were invented when the Labour Party got in in 1945.”


“Well, let’s bring you up to date a bit. You’re the sort of conscientious man who would have gone out and tamed a couple of colonies before breakfast in the old days, steadfast in duty, believing in what you were doing. But there aren’t any colonies left, and you have all that public spirit going begging.”


“I don’t think that’s quite right either.”


“Oh, I can see a whole article about people like you. No, it would go better on television. Chaps don’t have enough to do these days, they’re complaining about the drabness of Britain, and they’re right. They want to have a ball.”


“You sound like an editorial in the Daily Mirror.”


“What else do you think TV personalities are but popular journalists?”


“Good God, are you a TV personality already?”


“Not yet, no. But I will be in a year or two. Then buy a set.”


“Let’s have another drink,” said Harold. He didn’t like the idea of knowing a TV personality. Art and life were better kept apart, he felt. He got up to get more drinks.


“You don’t know anyone who would like to go to America for a few months, do you?” said Dennis, when Harold got back from the bar.


“Paid or unpaid?”


“Oh, very well paid indeed. The trouble is that all young people these days are vaguely liberal, and being vaguely liberal means being rather stridently anti-American. It’s what I am going to call the Compensation for Colonial Guilt one day, if I ever get around to it.”


“If you make one more journalistic generalization this afternoon I shall leave,” said Harold. “Tell me about the American trip.”


“I have this uncle,” said Dennis. “More of an aunt, really. She married him, you see. Anyway, he’s called Dangerfield, and he’s very rich, and wants someone to go to America and buy back the family portraits that one of his hard-up ancestors sold to Duveen or someone. You wouldn’t be interested, by any chance?”


“If you think I’m going to leave Fenway’s now,” said Harold, “after slaving away there for all these years, you’re off your head. Why don’t you go yourself?”


“I would, if I were still young,” said Dennis. “I’d go like a shot.”


“But you are young.”


“Oh, I know I am. But I can’t afford to go on being young. It would ruin me. I almost have a reputation to keep up, you know. If one doesn’t build on one’s own foundations, no one else will.”


“We are both hamstrung by our futures already,” said Harold theatrically. “Shades of the prison house round the growing middle-aged man.”


“You’re still young, though,” said Dennis, looking at Harold in a calculating way. “I mean, you can still afford to be thought young, can’t you?”


“I’m not sure.”


“I think the job is just what you need before you settle down.”


“You’re wrong,” said Harold. “But if you tell me what it is I may be able to suggest someone suitable.”


“Ah. You have contacts?”


“I have a younger brother.”


Dennis began to explain. His uncle’s family had become somewhat impoverished about the turn of the century, largely because of a hereditary lack of restraint. Granville Dangerfield, the then head of the family, had twelve siblings, eight of whom were girls, to say nothing of eleven children of his own. He also had a passion for the turf, which made him a popular figure in the circle of the Prince of Wales. All eight of his sisters had managed to marry, with sizeable portions, and Granville’s own seven daughters were approaching marriageable age. Being a man of honour, he wished to give his daughters respectable portions, too, but the continual drain of so much fertility on the family finances made this difficult. To add to the difficulties, the sons all inherited attractive sums on their twenty-fifth birthdays under the terms of a trust set up by Granville’s grandfather.


(“The whole story illustrates the decline of the gentry,” said Dennis. “The incontinent inevitably end up insolvent.”)


In an attempt to meet all his obligations, Dangerfield trusted intemperately to luck, and in particular to a filly called Canteloupe which had thrown her jockey at the start of a race at Epsom. It was a considerable expense in postage alone to summon the family from all over England, but Granville felt there was nothing else he could do. To the assembled Dangerfields, he announced the catastrophic news. They took it quite calmly, telling him to sell some of the family heirlooms, making speeches about rash speculation and the judgment of God, and then went home.


In the negotiations which followed with a well-known transatlantic entrepreneur, Dangerfield found himself being offered more than he expected for the things he least wished to part with, notably the family portraits and a collection of snuff-boxes which his father had spent nearly fifty years assembling. The things he would gladly have got rid of, such as his grandfather’s collection of china and some regency silver that had been in the bank since it had been given to him as a wedding-present by one of his numerous aunts, were praised by the dealer as remarkable of their kind, but he added that at current market prices Dangerfield would be best advised to hang on to them. So, with considerable reluctance, he sold the snuff-boxes, and when they didn’t yield enough for his purpose, he yielded and allowed the family portraits to go. He then shut up his house and went to live in London, saying that if a man couldn’t dine with his ancestors around him he had better dine at his club, which he did for the rest of his life. His daughters all married suitably, and his sons respectably, but when he died, in 1907, it seemed as if the family portraits would never be returned.
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