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Nothing is more dreadful than a woman … and so it is with certain men, except that a man who has killed off three or four wives will not be censured for taking another.


SAIKAKU


 


“Anny, while we are bodies, what is the use of pretending we are spirits?”


MINNY THACKERAY TO SISTER ANNE






















INTRODUCTION


The Case of David Stacton





Might David Stacton (1923–68) be the most unjustly neglected American novelist of the post-World War II era? There is a case to be made – beginning, perhaps, with a simple inductive process.


In its issue dated 1 February 1963 Time magazine offered an article that placed Stacton amid ten writers whom the magazine rated as the best to have emerged in American fiction during the previous decade: the others being Richard Condon, Ralph Ellison, Joseph Heller, H. L. Humes, John Knowles, Bernard Malamud, Walker Percy, Philip Roth, and John Updike. It would be fair to say that, over the intervening fifty years, seven of those ten authors have remained solidly in print and in high-level critical regard. As for the other three: the case of H. L. Humes is complex, since after 1963 he never added to the pair of novels he had already published; while John Knowles, though he continued to publish steadily, was always best known for A Separate Peace (1959), which was twice adapted for the screen.


By this accounting, then, I believe we can survey the Time list today and conclude that the stand-out figure is David Stacton – a hugely productive, prodigiously gifted, still regrettably little-known talent and, yes, arguably more deserving of revived attention than any US novelist since 1945.


Across a published career of fifteen years or so Stacton put out fourteen novels (under his name, that is – plus a further raft of pseudonymous genre fiction); many short stories; several collections of poetry; and three compendious works of non-fiction. He was first ‘discovered’ in England, and had to wait several years before making it into print in his homeland. Assessing Stacton’s career at the time of what proved to be his last published novel People of the Book (1965), Dennis Powers of the Oakland Tribune ruefully concluded that Stacton’s was very much ‘the old story of literary virtue unrewarded’. Three years later Stacton was dead.


The rest has been a prolonged silence punctuated by occasional tributes and testaments in learned journals, by fellow writers, and around the literary blogosphere. But in 2011 New York Review Books reissued Stacton’s The Judges of the Secret Court, his eleventh novel and the second in what he saw as a trilogy on American themes. (History, and sequences of titles, were Stacton’s abiding passions.) In 2012 Faber Finds began reissuing a selection of Stacton’s novels.


Readers new to the Stacton oeuvre will encounter a novelist of quite phenomenal ambition. The landscapes and epochs into which he transplanted his creative imagination spanned vast distances, and yet the finely wrought Stacton prose style remained fairly distinctive throughout. His deft and delicate gifts of physical description were those of a rare aesthete, but the cumulative effect is both vivid and foursquare. He was, perhaps, less committed to strong narrative through-lines than to erecting a sense of a spiritual universe around his characters; yet he undoubtedly had the power to carry the reader with him from page to page. His protagonists are quite often haunted – if not fixated – figures, temperamentally estranged from their societies. But whether or not we may find elements of Stacton himself within said protagonists, for sure his own presence is in the books – not least by dint of his incorrigible fondness for apercus, epigrams, pontifications of all kinds.


 


He was born Lionel Kingsley Evans on 27 May 1923, in San Francisco. (His parents had met and married in Dublin then emigrated after the war.) Undoubtedly Northern California shaped his aesthetic sense, though in later years he would disdain the place as an ‘overbuilt sump’, lamenting what he felt had been lost in tones of wistful conservatism. (‘We had founding families, and a few traditions and habits of our own … Above all we had our sensuous and then unspoilt landscape, whose loss has made my generation and sort of westerner a race of restless wanderers.’) Stacton was certainly an exile, but arguably he made himself so, even before California, in his estimation, went to the dogs. In any case his fiction would range far away from his place of birth, for all that his early novels were much informed by it.


Precociously bright, the young Lionel Evans was composing poetry and short stories by his mid-teens, and entered Stanford University in 1941, his studies interrupted by the war (during which he was a conscientious objector). Tall and good-looking, elegant in person as in prose, Evans had by 1942 begun to call himself David Stacton. Stanford was also the place where, as far as we know, he acknowledged his homosexuality – to himself and, to the degree possible in that time, to his peers. He would complete his tertiary education at UC Berkeley, where he met and moved in with a man who became his long-time companion, John Mann Rucker. By 1950 his stories had begun to appear in print, and he toured Europe (what he called ‘the standard year’s travel after college’).


London (which Stacton considered ‘such a touching city’) was one of the favoured stops on his itinerary and there he made the acquaintance of Basil ‘Sholto’ Mackenzie, the second Baron Amulree, a Liberal peer and distinguished physician. In 1953 Amulree introduced Stacton to Charles Monteith, the brilliant Northern Irish-born editor and director at Faber and Faber. The impression made was clearly favourable, for in 1954 Faber published Dolores, Stacton’s first novel, which Time and Tide would describe as ‘a charming idyll, set in Hollywood, Paris and Rome’.


A Fox Inside followed in 1955, The Self-Enchanted in 1956: noir-inflected Californian tales about money, power and influence; and neurotic men and women locked into marriages made for many complex reasons other than love. In retrospect either novel could conceivably have been a Hollywood film in its day, directed by Nicholas Ray, say, or Douglas Sirk. Though neither book sold spectacularly, together they proved Stacton had a voice worth hearing. In their correspondence Charles Monteith urged Stacton to consider himself ‘a novelist of contemporary society’, and suggested he turn his hand to outright ‘thriller writing’. But Stacton had set upon a different course. ‘These are the last contemporary books I intend to write for several years’, he wrote to Monteith. ‘After them I shall dive into the historical …’


In 1956 Stacton made good on his intimation by delivering to Monteith a long-promised novel about Ludwig II of Bavaria, entitled Remember Me. Monteith had been excited by the prospect of the work, and he admired the ambition of the first draft, but considered it unpublishable at its initial extent. With considerable application Stacton winnowed Remember Me down to a polished form that Faber could work with. Monteith duly renewed his campaign to persuade Stacton toward present-day subject matter. There would be much talk of re-jigging and substituting one proposed book for another already-delivered manuscript, of strategies for ‘building a career’. Stacton was amenable (to a degree) at first, but in the end he made his position clear to Monteith:




I just flatly don’t intend to write any more contemporary books, for several reasons … [M]y talents are melodramatic and a mite grandiose, and this goes down better with historical sauce … I just can’t write about the present any more, that’s all. I haven’t the heart … [F]or those of conservative stamp, this age is the end of everything we have loved … There is nothing to do but hang up more lights. And for me the lights are all in the past.





Monteith, for all his efforts to direct Stacton’s oeuvre, could see he was dealing with an intractable talent; and in April 1957 he wrote to Stacton affirming Faber’s ‘deep and unshaken confidence in your own gift and in your future as a novelist’.


The two novels that followed hard upon Remember Me were highly impressive proofs of Stacton’s intent and accomplishment, which enhanced his reputation both inside Faber and in wider literary-critical circles. On a Balcony told of Akhenaten and Nefertiti in the Egypt of the Eighteenth Dynasty, and Segaki concerned a monk in fourteenth-century Japan. Stacton took the view that these two and the Ludwig novel were in fact a trilogy (‘concerned with various aspects of the religious experience’) which by 1958 he was calling ‘The Invincible Questions’.


And this was but the dawning of a theme: in the following years, as his body of work expanded, Stacton came to characterise it as ‘a series of novels in which history is used to explain the way we live now’ – a series with an ‘order’ and ‘pattern’, for all that each entry was ‘designed to stand independent of the others if need be’. (In 1964 he went so far as to tell Charles Monteith that his entire oeuvre was ‘really one book’.)


Readers discovering this work today might be less persuaded that the interrelation of the novels is as obviously coherent as Stacton contended. There’s an argument that Stacton’s claims say more for the way in which his brilliant mind was just temperamentally inclined toward bold patterns and designs. (A small but telling example of same: in 1954 at the very outset of his relationship with Faber Stacton sent the firm a logotype he had drawn, an artful entwining of his initials, and asked that it be included as standard in the prelims of his novels (‘Can I be humoured about my colophon as a regular practice?’). Faber did indeed oblige him.)


But perhaps Stacton’s most convincing explanation for a connective tissue in his work – given in respect of those first three historical novels but, I think, more broadly applicable – was his admission that the three lives fascinated him on account of his identification with ‘their plight’:




Fellow-feeling would be the proper phrase. Such people are comforting, simply because they have gone before us down the same endless road … [T]hough these people have an answer for us, it is an answer we can discover only by leading parallel lives. Anyone with a taste for history has found himself doing this from time to time …





Perhaps we might say that – just as the celebrated and contemporaneous American acting teacher Lee Strasberg taught students a ‘Method’ to immerse themselves in the imagined emotional and physical lives of scripted characters – Stacton was engaged in a kind of ‘Method writing’ that immersed him by turn in the lives of some of recorded history’s rarest figures.


 


Stacton was nurtured as a writer by Faber and Faber, and he was glad of the firm’s and Charles Monteith’s efforts on his behalf, though his concerns were many, perhaps even more so than the usual novelist. Stacton understood he was a special case: not the model of a ‘smart popular writer’ for as long as he lacked prominent critical support and/or decent sales. He posed Faber other challenges, too – being such a peripatetic but extraordinarily productive writer, the business of submission, acquisition and scheduling of his work was a complicated, near-perpetual issue for Monteith. Stacton had the very common writer’s self-delusion that his next project would be relatively ‘short’ and delivered to schedule, but his ambitions simply didn’t tend that way. In January 1956 Monteith mentioned to Stacton’s agent Michael Horniman about his author’s ‘tendency to over-produce’. Faber did not declare an interest in the Western novels Stacton wrote as ‘Carse Boyd’ or in the somewhat lurid stories of aggressive youth (The Power Gods, D For Delinquent, Muscle Boy) for which his nom de plume was ‘Bud Clifton’. But amazingly, even in the midst of these purely commercial undertakings, Stacton always kept one or more grand and enthralling projects on his horizon simultaneously. (In 1963 he mentioned almost off-handedly to Monteith, ‘I thought recently it would be fun to take the Popes on whole, and do a big book about their personal eccentricities …’)


In 1960 Stacton was awarded a Guggenheim fellowship, which he used to travel to Europe before resettling in the US. In 1963 the Time magazine article mentioned above much improved the attention paid to him in his homeland. The books kept coming, each dazzlingly different to what came before, whatever inter-connection Stacton claimed: A Signal Victory, A Dancer in Darkness, The Judges of the Secret Court, Tom Fool, Old Acquaintance, The World on the Last Day, Kali-Yuga, People of the Book.


By the mid-1960s Stacton had begun what he may well have considered his potential magnum opus: Restless Sleep, a manuscript that grew to a million words, concerned in part with Samuel Pepys but above all with the life of Charles II from restoration to death. On paper the ‘Merrie Monarch’ did seem an even better subject for Stacton than the celebrated diarist: as a shrewd and lonely man of complicated emotions holding a seat of contested authority. But this work was never to be truly completed.


In 1966 Stacton’s life was beset by crisis. He was in Copenhagen, Denmark, when he discovered that he had colon cancer, and was hospitalised for several months, undergoing a number of gruelling procedures. (He wrote feelingly to Charles Monteith, ‘[A]fter 48 hours of it (and six weeks of it) I am tired of watching my own intestines on closed circuit TV.’) Recuperating, he returned to the US and moved in once more with John Mann Rucker, their relations having broken down in previous years. But he and Rucker were to break again, and in 1968 Stacton returned to Denmark – to Fredensborg, a town beloved of the Danish royal family – there renting a cottage from Helle Bruhn, a magistrate’s wife whom he had befriended in 1966. It was Mrs Bruhn who, on January 20 1968, called at Stacton’s cottage after she could get no answer from him by telephone, and there found him dead in his bed. The local medical examiner signed off the opinion that Stacton died of a heart attack – unquestionably young, at forty-four, though he had been a heavy smoker, was on medication to assist sleeping, and had been much debilitated by the treatment for his cancer. His body was cremated in Denmark, and the ashes sent to his mother in California, who had them interred in Woodlawn Cemetery, Colma.


From our vantage today, just as many years have passed since Stacton’s untimely death as he enjoyed of life. It is a moment, surely, for a reappraisal that is worthy of the size, scope and attainment of his work. I asked the American novelist, poet and translator David Slavitt – an avowed admirer of Stacton’s – how he would evaluate the legacy, and he wrote to me with the following:




David Stacton is a prime candidate for prominent space in the Tomb of the Unknown Writers. His witty and accomplished novels failed to find an audience even in England, where readers are not put off by dazzle. Had he been British and had he been part of the London literary scene, he might have won some attention for himself and his work in an environment that is more centralised and more coherent than that of the US where it is even easier to fall through the cracks and where success is much more haphazard. I am delighted by these flickers of attention to the wonderful flora of his hothouse talents.





Richard T. Kelly


Editor, Faber Finds


April 2014
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FOREWORD





My editor has asked me to write a short note explanatory of this book. That means to say a word about them all.


I write books in triptychs, perhaps because most things have a beginning, middle, end; statement of the problem, acting out, conclusion, if any, resolution, if not. In this case it was a matter of end, middle, beginning, for the volumes were written in reverse order, though Kaliyuga is the statement, to Sir William’s acting out, to the rather sad conclusion of Old Acquaintance. These three books form an intermezzo, the subject of which is the comedy of male and female.


But apart from obvious definitions, what are, or rather is, male and female? The best, and indeed the only all embracing cosmogonic myth of the matter, is the Hindu legend of the relations between Kali and Siva.


Just how the clash between two primitive peoples, the Aryan and Dravidian, some 2,500 and more years ago, could produce a philosophical and religious system capable of embracing those world views which are to be found in the Pre-Socratics, but which we pride ourselves have arisen only since the Industrial Revolution and its aftermath remains a mystery. But produce it these two peoples did, possibly because they saw phenomena not as identity, but as a series of relations emanating from an indefinable primal stuff.


Be this as it may, as they refined their myths, they began to see male and female not as identities, or sexualities, but as two opposed but often interchangeable things, whose interactions not so much made being possible, as were being itself.


Thus there arose—the relation of mysticism to eroticism is well known, the relation of eroticism to mysticism has been less stressed—various love cults, religious practices, Tantra, Shakti-Shakta, forms of Yoga, Taoist exercises, even, at a very far stretch, Amida Buddhism, and certainly one or two cults of what might be called Sexual Zen, designed not so much to achieve insight through eroticism, as to experience the nature of being thereby, both as an explanation of one’s own life, and as an experience in parallel of those processes by which What Is sustains its isness.


All of which is both abstruse, and could be quarrelled about endlessly. Walter Bagehot once said, “reconcile what you have to say with green peas, for only green peas are certain”. He had a point; he usually did.


The point is, that all of us have had the experience that this has happened to us before, if not to us, to someone like us, that it is something other than what it seems to be. We have our racial memories. The Jungian consciousness does exist. And though no person of English descent can contemplate sexual relations without laughing, or anyhow sounding laughable, this familiar if eerie sensation is apt to come upon us in our relations with men, women, and bed.


The Indian mentality sees such matters not only as a relation between this man and this woman, but also as a process beyond the bounds of identity, an interaction between plus and minus, ♂ and ♀, equally applicable to history, to geography, to cosmogony, to anything. This philosophy we know best, under its genteel, but even more abstract and realist at once, form of Yang and Yin.


It is for such reasons I have chosen to write about this myth. For my novels are based upon the assumption that though reincarnation does not exist for us, nevertheless the same types of people are born over and over again, modified by time and environment, but to all intents and purposes, new examples of the same person; and that, since we have memories, and human experience is accumulative, in order to understand ourselves doing what we are doing now, we must, and we have access to them if we wish it, consult our previous examples, and the examples of those with whom we come in contact, at those various layers of time past and time future, where these people and these things have happened before and will happen again. It is as though all history, past, future, and to come, known, unknown, animal, vegetable, and mineral, were one complete unique synchronous event, a little like fourth-dimensional chess, perhaps.


It is not necessary to be a mystagogue, to hold such views. I remember once coming across a portrait of William Hazlitt as a young man, and thinking, My God, so that’s why, of a friend of mine whom it resembled, and who had killed himself recently. Everyone has taken similar enlightenment from similar accidental encounters with the past or with people in it. As we get older we recapitulate, even if we never met them, the gestures and movements of our older relatives. It is natural enough. It has physiological, biochemical, process explanations. The fact of recapitulation, though recognized in the foetus, is denied in the world. I suppose people find it depressing. Yet in such times as we live in now, Hardy’s evolutionary ameliorism is better than no hope at all. Personally, I see no reason why we need even that. Progress is a morally irresponsible doctrine, and since change and la circulation des classes is a fact, an unnecessary one.


However, why should recapitulation not be true of history, and of us, certainly in a general, sometimes in an incredibly precise, way.


At any rate, for anyone with such notions, the myth of Kali and Siva, which unlike Christian or Greek myth, presents people not in static situations, at a given immutable historic moment, but the relations between the sexes as these evolve and alter with the ageing process, was irresistible.


In the novel Kaliyuga my hero and heroine are having a common domestic spat. It is not an essential spat. It is just enough to keep the side dishes warm. But it is repetitious.


Charlie thinks, why can’t we be gods, why do we have to do the same things over and over again. His eye is caught by a statue of Siva, so in his fantasy he acts out the life of Siva. Unfortunately, for Hindu mythology is both practical and human, the gods do the same things over and over again, too, and make the same mistakes doing so. Worse than that, they act us out.


Charlie and Denise become the gods. The gods become Charlie and Denise, in all their different aspects. And since they are men and women, and the stuff of history is also men and women, they also act out the relatively immutable processes (events are another matter) of history as well, not merely of human history, but the self-renewing courses of process itself. It is a cosmogonic myth. At least I hope so. I would not defend it as a fact. But it is a tenable position: any theory is tenable, so long as you hold it firmly from one end and use it to get things down with.


This is more explanation that any writer has the right to fling at his reader. Rather wistfully, despite it, I would like to think the book is self-contained.


It remains to add two things. The book is written as a barrelhouse burletta, as a musical (scratch any American writer, no matter how harsh, and you will find that what he really wants to do is write a musical. It is the national art form), because it would be unbearably portentous any way else; indeed I am told it is rather portentous the way it is; and because I have never been able to break myself of the notion that good humour is the best form of reverence, a limitation, no doubt, in the eyes of those who prefer the ribs and terrors of the whale, but there it is. It cannot be helped.


I would also like to believe that somewhere in the North Sea, say on the Stack Skerries, or perhaps at Longyearbyen, there is a demented, foolish, desperate shipwrecked man, who having seen no printed page and heard no human voice for fifty years, might conceivably find a passage here and there worth laughing at.


But perhaps not, for there is also that phenomenon, the congruent development of dissimilar species.


Elephant Butte


February 1964



















I





They were in Switzerland, having a quarrel, as  was their custom at this time of year. They went away and then they circled back. And always, just before they went away, they had a quarrel. It was their physics, and gave them the impetus both to go and to return, for they lived elliptical lives by preference, being unable to lead any other. There was nothing odd about that. And yet, thought Charlie, women or boys, which are worse, their drawbacks are the same as their advantages. What we cannot find in the one sex, we look for in the other, though we never find it. What could be more natural? I have married my sister, which is strange, when you consider I had no sister, and I have been a good brother to her, which is what she wants, so why quarrel? For being an only child, he forgot that a little friction proves us to be still breathing. It could not be denied: there was a family resemblance. Together they were more striking than either was apart. The charade of this gave them both pleasure, for it resembled life.


So he had no desire to divorce her. She was too various. Besides, since they had used up everybody else, it was just as well they had each other. Therefore, though he was secretly fond of her, Charlie looked at his fourth and he hoped last wife (he was tired of change) with grateful loathing.


Denise glowered right back at him. She was that scarce kind of woman other women don’t care for and men have trouble with, a good tempered rangy horse, sad sometimes with an animal sadness, but always the first to come over when someone likely came to the lower pasture gate, nuzzle for sugar, and be glad to see you. She wasn’t beautiful, she was something better, she was stunning, and knew it with some complacency. Like all women, she had her pathos and knew what to do with it, but she really doted on men, went to bed with them, forgot to make the obligatory statements regarding martyrdom, and laughed at them, not like a woman, which would have been forgiven at once, but like a small, delighted child. Needless to say, her female friends did not like her.


“You might wait to see that woman, until my back was turned,” she said, looking at herself in the mirror with complacent wonder, closed her compact, and gave the contented sigh of work well done. She so clearly believed scorn, like the other forms of justice, to be impartial, that there was never any ill humour in her rages. But she was jealous of Lotte, an actress friend of his who was staying up the mountain, though perhaps only because he had never allowed the two of them to meet, fearing they might like each other, and so exclude him.


Denise had the devil of a temper when crossed, and the worst of it was the high good humour with which she delivered it, enticingly wrapped, like a gift. He liked no scene he had not himself written; but here she was, like an ageing actress, making her own part better and the play much worse, with the inveterate smoothness of an instinctive stellar skill. Our lives should be acted out by others, not by us. That way there is some hope of their amusing, even when they are bad. Whereas to do the nasty work oneself is not only amateur, but involves feeling. He did not like Denise in her serious parts. They got on together so well, that it seemed foolish to spoil what was a pleasure for both of them by a show of emotion, at this late date. Lotte managed these things better.


And what was it all about, anyhow? Whether he should go to Bürgenstock tonight or tomorrow. Bleakly he looked over Denise’s shoulder at the cause of the quarrel, not a molehill, but in this case, the authentic mountain. He did not enjoy quarrelling. Quarrelling is a female business. The only acceptable masculine form of contention is the word no, and if that does not work, strike him dead, for stone dead hath no fellow.


It was August, so the french windows were open. The house was at Weggis, on the Vierwaldsee, and built to the camber of the road. The drawing-room ran through the building, with windows also open to the narrow garden and the lake beyond. It was a formal garden, with pollarded plane trees. It was a formal house.


On the other side of the road was an exposed rockface, down which films of water gravely overlapped each other as they poured across the mottled limestone, through swaying ferns, to an invisible culvert below. There was no sound but the occasional swoosh of a car and the quiet, inevitable flow of the water. Earlier there had been buttercups on the ledges; later, there would be wax berries; and besides, that self-contained cosmos out there could be watched from the comfort of an armchair, so that participation in it required no effort. Sometimes he turned out the light, while he sat there, in order to have the added leisure of a still room.


If you faced the other way, you could see over the lopped trees the velvet of black water, and beyond, the Alps, on which, as it became night, the lights of Bürgenstock began to glitter, like jewelled lice, which was appropriate, for Bürgenstock is the resort of privilege, of the altesse of the last regime but one, of the entertainer of good family, the better bred financier, the man without morals (he’s rich), and that’s all these people are, really, lice on the body politic, stuck with sequins in the manner of what were once called conversation starters, as though the conversation had ever stopped. The conversation is endless.


“You’re self-centred,” snapped Denise.


“Ah well, it’s like a man with his dog. I’ve nobody else,” said Charlie equably. “Poor beast, it hasn’t much choice. Who ever heard of a dog leaving home?”


He was used to this kind of chatter, for the endless conversation, that amiable debate among equals which we hold with God, with our several selves, and with our betters, given we can find any, is never done. It is the cocktail party of the world. Nobody likes them, but everybody goes, for it is pleasant to drop in and pick up the threads again, and even pleasant  to drop out. We are waiting for God. He will never come. He is too busy. But the party is held in His honour, and makes the best of excuses for the usual men and women to foregather again, in the usual way. They are sick of it, but what else is there to do?


“And by God, I am sick of it,” thought Charlie. “Why doesn’t the old devil have the manners to show up, once in a while? He’s not that important. Or why can’t we be gods ourselves, and stay away?”


But here was Denise, showing her temper, like a glimpse of white ankle under a ball dress, whereas he was trying to conceal his, tucking it, like a receipted bill, into the blotter, while he did the month’s accounts.


Solemnly, from the paddy at the bottom of the garden, where the creek emerged from its culvert into the lake, a bullfrog burped. Overhead, the stars began to come out, like diamonds of inferior quality, too small, tinted the wrong colours, too good for industrial purposes, not good enough for a woman’s throat, but studded at the friction points of the universe they kept the stresses of the Cosmic Opera House in trembling trim.


Why can’t we be in the Cosmic Opera House? Why are quarrels petty? thought Charlie, staring out at the Delectable Mountains across the way, and for that matter, at their jewelled lice, and feeling unChristian. It just so happens I like women, though it’s damn difficult to tell which sex they are once the heavy breathing starts, particularly among Americans, whose differentation, though vociferous, is for that reason apt to be almost entirely verbal. They’ve been told so often it’s naughty to be both, that they forget it’s natural, and so they wind up being neither, which is dull.


Denise, however, was French, and therefore raised no doubts. Whatever she did or with whom, she was a woman still. She is only play acting, he thought comfortably, forgetting that it is to the theatre we must go, if we be civilized enough to wish to feel emotion again in the only place where it is any longer available to us for so long as three hours at a stretch. He stretched.


The drawing-room was cluttered with part of Charlie’s art collection, his other, better, and perhaps real self, a series of mirrors, all signed, for when in doubt, we consult the mirror, which at least tells us that though we are not perhaps here, we are definitely there, wherever there may be. Really uncertain people collect mirrors. There was one for Denise in every room. But Charlie was less interested in himself, than in those places in which he could have lived. It was the world he had doubts about, not himself.


Such mirrors are windows in time. The current is so swift out there as to seem a motionless blur. A vampire cannot see himself in the mirror, because he is neither living nor dead. We who are both are not so lucky. We are always aware of what we were flowing towards what we will be, neither of which we can see, they are beyond the edges of the frame; we can only stand before our own present; we block the view.


Since she was making no dint in what he was, Denise took up the attack on what he could have been, seized a small statue by Kolbe, a posthumous cast from the maquette of Der Gottesstreiter (it was a good choice: Charlie’s last name was Messerschmidt: if we are to strike God, we will need a weapon), and flung it out the lakeside windows.


It was his second dearest possession. They waited for the splash, which seemed a long time coming. There was a roll of thunder from Bürgenstock, like the trumpets of a small German court, travelling. And then: splash. The ripples spread rapidly and then more slowly from their epicentre, like hysterics.


“My God, aren’t you going to do anything?” demanded Denise, who was abashed.


“I am not your God,” said Charlie, as lazy as a patient after an extraction.


“Charlie Messerschmidt, it is impossible to get at you,” she told him, giving the beast its full name.


This was not true. Aware that he had been got at at last, Charlie did nothing. As Aristotle says, the comic mask is ugly and distorted but not painful. And what is the use of pleasure without pain? So he assumed himself to be pleased.


Denise ran for the garden stairs, stripping off her shoes, and shortly there was another splash. It seemed to him she was churning up a good deal of ice water out there. For there was a nip in the air, and the smell of snow, though of course no snow as yet. He felt immortal longings in him (he had seen a beach boy that morning he had liked, dwindling into the distance, the last of the season, brown as an autumn leaf, but Denise had been along, with that talent women have for intercepting messages, cutting telephone wires with garden shears, and in other ways keeping up appearances, which are so seldom worth the upkeep really, but then women are better than we are at hiding the real coin, in order to protect the value of the counterfeit. Alas, in time one learns not to follow strangers).


My God, it is a charade, he thought. It is not the thing itself. It is only the thing acted out. And there we are, both stuck with it, and therefore acting it out, over and over again. If one has tried everything, what possible hope can there be of variation?


Glancing once more round the room, his eye was caught, as it usually was, by his third most prized surrogate self, a dancing Siva, surrounded by a bronze nimbus of leaping flames.


So he wished he was in India. It is better to be various, it is more instructive, therefore more nourishing, they managed things better there. “I should make no comment. Like Brahma, I should be content to breathe the world in and out, and recreate the cosmos whenever I was tired of it, for novelty, exactly the way it was before. As the Douay Bible informs us (though Catholic, it is the only Bible written in English), ‘the singular diligence of the artificer serves to set forward the ignorant’, but it also runs admiratively over the thing done, and that’s what living is. I should like that. In India we are allowed to live plural lives, until we tire even of that, and so are permitted to achieve nullity, boredom being, after all, as close to sainthood as most of us are ever apt to get.


“Instead of changing one’s company, which is always a wrench, one could change one’s self at will, and so never lose a friend. Therefore I shall not intrude in any way, I shall consent merely to utter. Like Brahma, I shall bring forth the charade; when it is over, snuff it out; exhale it when I want it again; and never be touched by it at all.”
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