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A NOTE ON THE NEW EDITION





We are haunted by intimations of happiness. Not of the sort that with any luck comes and goes in our everyday lives, as shifting, varied and unpredictable as spring sunshine, but of some perfect and permanent happiness, of a condition where all the conflicts and qualifications which hedge us about have been dissolved. It’s always just out of reach – beyond the high passes of the Himalayas, after the revolution, when we are grown up, when we are married, when we have retired. In twenty or thirty years’ time, as Tusenbach predicts in Three Sisters; in two or three hundred, as Vershinin in the same play expects. And, most constantly in human thought, beyond the most impenetrable barrier of all for each of us – our own death.


Sometimes the details of the happy land that we hope to enter after we have stopped breathing are left to the imagination. The psalmist ‘will dwell in the house of the Lord for ever’ – and the Lord’s company in itself will be bliss enough, as the beloved’s is in the first flush of earthly passion. But the most striking and touching thing in so many of these visions is the concrete practical details that they sometimes include. The boiled egg in Bruegel’s Land of Cockaigne that has already decapitated itself and is running on its little legs towards the dreaming peasants, eager to be eaten. The wooden legs of the cops and the rubber teeth of the bulldogs in that paradise of the American hobo, the Big Rock Candy Mountains.


The heaven most familiar to postulants brought up in the Christian tradition is the one described by St John the Divine in the Book of Revelation. The feature that everyone seems to notice when they read St John’s account is the building materials – ‘pure gold, like unto clear glass’ – which I suppose suggests some kind of one-way mirror, gold to stop envious outsiders looking in, transparent for the fortunate insiders looking out. These gold/glass walls are decorated with a very fully catalogued display of precious and semi-precious stones: jasper, sapphire, chalcedony, and emerald; beryl, topaz, jacinth, amethysts, and pearls; sardonyx and sardius; chrysolyte and chrysoprasus. Not even Las Vegas can match such bling.


It’s when it comes to the size of the place, though, that Las Vegas and all other earthly holiday destinations are left furthest behind. First the walls. It’s a gated community, explains St John, with twelve gates set in walls 144 cubits high, which is about 200 feet. Can anything in Florida match that? Then the ground plan of the city. It’s laid out as a square, 12,000 by 12,000 furlongs. Furlongs are units which are probably now familiar only to surveyors and jockeys, and it hadn’t occurred to me, until I wrote this and started thinking about it, quite what these dimensions are in ordinary miles. There are eight furlongs to the mile, so heaven is 1,500 miles by 1,500 miles. Which means that it covers an area of two-and-a-quarter million square miles – equivalent to the whole of the United States west of the Mississippi.


And it’s not just square – it’s cubical. It’s 1,500 miles high – about 27 times as high as Everest – projecting so far into space that it would interfere not just with air traffic but with a great many of the satellites circling the earth.




 





What the fortunate residents who have been selected for this vast housing project will actually be feeling St John doesn’t say. They will be happy, presumably – that’s the point of it all – but you can see why he ducked being more specific. There are so many different states that fall under the general heading of happiness, from quiet contentment through serenity to ecstasy, with branches in all directions into allied concepts such as drunken hilarity, pleasure from pain, and pleasure from other people’s. All of them are difficult to describe. As Montherlant famously said, ‘Happiness writes white.’ How can an account of anything that might constitute human life, though, whether on earth or in heaven, ever be complete without it? To describe even the most relentlessly wretched of lives you would still have to suggest some notion of what was missing.


Some of the greatest writers do manage the impossible. Tolstoy, for instance, writing about the Levins in Anna Karenina (in spite of the celebrated first sentence declaring that all happy families are the same). Or when he describes Nikolai Rostov, in War and Peace, listening to his sister Natasha singing:




And suddenly the whole world for him was concentrated in his anticipation of the next note … ‘Now then, Natasha! Now then, love! … How’s she going to get this top B? She’s got it! Glory be to God!’ And to reinforce that B he himself, without noticing he was singing, seconded her a third below the high note. ‘Oh God! How perfect! Was it really me that did that? How glorious!’ he thought.





Flaubert, rather more surprisingly, pulls it off in L’Éducation sentimentale, in the wonderful chapter where he describes Frédéric’s idyll with his mistress Rosanette in the forest of Fontainebleau:




Near the inn, a girl in a straw hat was drawing buckets from a well; each time they came up, Frédéric listened to the creaking of the chain with inexpressible delight. He did not doubt that he would be happy until the end of his days, so natural did his happiness seem to him, so inherent in his life and in this woman’s person.





And on it goes, for page after perfect page. How marvellous. But, of course, Frédéric’s not going to be happy until the end of his days, any more than Natasha’s song is going to transport Nikolai much beyond the last note. These are moments of the fleeting happiness that we snatch on earth. The unmixed and everlasting bliss to which we aspire, and which we glimpse at moments like these, is something else.


Which is where the chalcedonies and sardonyxes come in.




*





Will the tenants really be happy, though, to find themselves living three thousand floors up in a tower block, even with all the jewels? Presumably there will be oxygen on tap on the higher floors, and express lifts. But will all these services be properly maintained? A gated community – very reassuring. Will there be guards on the gates, though? Gates with no security staff aren’t going to be much use when the damned break out of hell and come rampaging for jewels and revenge. And who’s going to clean all those one-way windows? I’d like to know quite a lot more about the staffing arrangements before I sign the lease.


On the whole I think I might prefer the much more modest establishment proposed in the Koran. There will be ‘jewelled couches’ to recline on here, but there is also some attention to the catering. The residents will be provided with fruit and any kind of fowl they like, washed down by non-alcoholic wine (‘that will neither pain their heads nor take away their reason’). The staffing question is also touched upon. The wine will be served by ‘immortal youths’, and there will be a great many virgins on hand – ‘bashful virgins whom neither man nor jinnee will have touched before them … virgins as fair as corals and rubies … virgins chaste and fair … dark-eyed virgins sheltered in their tents …’


Exactly what services the bashful virgins will provide is not explained, and I might well feel too bashful myself to ask them direct. Will they be as alluring to the women inmates as to the men? How were they allowed through the door in the first place? Will they be replaced if they cease to be virgins? What happens to them if they are?


Looking through the brochures for the various different heavens on offer I find most appealing of all the childish one described in the folk song (from the nineteenth-century German collection Des Knaben Wunderhorn) that Mahler sets as the soprano solo in the last movement of the fourth symphony. It not only goes into some detail on the catering arrangements but reassuringly names the various saints who will be in charge of the food and drink. There will be wine (nothing about it being non-alcoholic) and it won’t cost a farthing. And yes, there will be virgins, eleven thousand of them, but all fully occupied by dancing. What I like the sound of most, though, is the availability of fresh vegetables, with particular emphasis on asparagus and beans.




 





You can’t spend all your waking hours eating, though. What other entertainments are proposed by the various managements for passing the time? Skipping and dancing is on the programme at the Hotel Wunderhorn. Otherwise nothing, so far as I can see.


Which is what may have led Jonathan Edwards, the celebrated eighteenth-century divine (and president of what later became Princeton), to suggest keeping the righteous amused by arranging for them to look down from heaven and watch through all eternity the sufferings of the unrighteous in hell below:




The seeing of the calamities of others tends to heighten the sense of our own enjoyments. When the saints in glory, therefore, shall see the doleful state of the damned, how will this heighten their sense of the blessedness of their own state … When they shall see how miserable others of their fellow-creatures are … when they shall see the smoke of their torment … and hear their dolorous shrieks and cries, and consider that they in the mean time are in the most blissful state, and shall surely be in it to all eternity; how will they rejoice!





Will the delights of this spectacular live floor show keep us going through the whole of eternity, though? Even the Marquis de Sade might become a little jaded as the decades and the centuries go by.


One way or another, none of the traditional establishments, I felt, when I considered them, was quite suited to the discerning modern client. So I started to think if I could construct a paradise that might meet the case better. The novel that I subsequently wrote is, in effect, the brochure for my own enterprise.




 





It seemed to me that for a start, in an age when consumer choice was paramount, heaven would have to be tailored to the needs and tastes of the individual. The particular individual I picked to try this out on was Howard Baker, a decent but unremarkable professional man – someone not entirely dissimilar to myself and a lot of other people of my acquaintance.


A man like Howard, I realised, would have to have scope for ambition and effort if he was really going to feel involved. He would probably appreciate a little free wine and asparagus, certainly, perhaps a virgin or two, though he’d probably prefer rather more experienced partners. But he couldn’t sit around doing nothing. He would need choices to make, difficulties and dangers to overcome, the possibility of change and development. There would have to be room for that most desirable of modern goals, personal growth. And there would have to be other people, not so fortunate as him, who needed his help, which would enable him to feel good about himself. He would have to have a project.


This, of course, is the kind of programme we aspire to in our everyday life on earth. Only here the results tend to be mixed. We sometimes overcome the difficulties we have been set – and sometimes don’t. Even our victories are apt to be clouded by guilt and sympathy for the defeated. However well we behave, we never manage to behave quite well enough. Our highs are followed, inevitably in the logic of experience, by lows. The people around us, indispensable as they are to our emotional life and even to our sense of self, have their own projects, which are often incompatible with ours.


To avoid the shadows that are inevitable here on earth and to sustain the permanent sunshine that we crave, it seemed to me that we should have to dissolve the normal realities of space and time. We should have to be able to move effortlessly from here to there and there to here, to be both here and there at the same time. To inhabit more than one body. To slip off the tedious bonds of causality. To repeal the repressive laws of logic.


This sounds like a tall order. It’s not, actually. It’s something we do all the time, even here on earth, effortlessly, over and over again. It happens when we close our eyes and our minds drift down into the world of dreams. Our experiences there are not always happy, but they do escape the limitations of the waking world. We can be effortlessly both here and there. We can overcome gravity, pass through walls, float free of disasters, meet long-dead friends. We find ourselves in a world that endlessly deliquesces around us.


We aren’t in control of our dreams, of course. Some force inside us (very difficult to say what!) takes over the narrative of our experience. There is one thing that we can do in the waking world, though, which is rather similar to dreaming – and that we can do consciously, while remaining at least as much in control of events as we ever are: we can tell a story. Stories can, if we like, be as bound by causality and logic as the world around us. But they don’t have to be.


So here’s one that’s not. A waking dream, a version of the happy life we aspire to. Heaven for ordinary folks like you and me.


MICHAEL FRAYN

















A man sits in his car at the traffic-lights





A man sits in his car at the traffic-lights, waiting for them to go green.


He is thirty-seven years old, with a high forehead, and thin hair that stands on end in the slightest breeze. His eyes are a little protuberant, and his lips are set in a faint smile, so that as he leans forward against the wheel, gazing straight ahead through the windscreen, he seems to be waiting for the green light with eagerness.


In fact the light has been green for some time already.


Howard Baker (this is his name) is sitting in front of a green light waiting for a green light because he is thinking. He is wondering:


– whether he is adequately insured;


– whether it’s Hornsey Lane he is about to enter on the other side of Highgate Hill, or whether he has confused Highgate Hill with Highgate West Hill once again;


– whether life might really be coming to an end, as ecologists say;


– whether he should kiss Rose, the wife of the man he is on his way to see, when she opens the front door to him;


– whether, conceptually, it would be helpful to try regarding the house as an extension of the car, rather than the other way about, and experimenting with an internal trim based upon black simulated leather, with built-in ashtrays;


– whether he will be invited to lunch with Rose and Phil, and if not, whether to get a sandwich in a pub, or go straight back to the office, send out for sandwiches, and catch up on the plans for the Manchester Marina scheme; and if so, whether to order egg and tomato sandwiches, or cheese and chutney, or some of each;


– whether the girl standing on the opposite side of Highgate Hill (or Highgate West Hill) with the long dark hair blowing forwards over her shoulder will turn so that he can see her face; and if so, whether the face will be the revelation that the long dark hair promises; and what a face would have to be like to be the revelation that one always expects …


Another car pulls up behind him, and hoots discreetly – pup-pup. He does not hear it.


The lights go yellow.


The girl is just about to turn. She is gazing up Highgate Hill (or Highgate West Hill), waiting for someone. At any moment she will turn round and check that her friend is not coming from the opposite direction.


The lights go red.


Howard Baker now recalls an unanalysed sound waiting in his memory for attention – a pup-pup, a sound of hooting. He looks quickly in his mirror, and sees the head of the man in the car behind move from side to side with sardonic patience. Smiling foolishly, he puts the car into gear, and violently accelerates away, taking one last look at the girl, just in case she turns.


And she does. She turns to look at him. Her face is astonished – blank with astonishment. An attractive face, with dark eyes and dark eyebrows, but no revelation. Just amazed, with the mouth a little open, as if preparing to formulate some cry.


So that’s one thing settled. The problem of lunch he doesn’t resolve, nor whether to kiss Rose, nor the question of internal trim in public housing. But he does find out whether it’s Hornsey Lane on the other side of Highgate Hill (or Highgate West Hill).


It’s not. It’s a ten-lane expressway, on a warm midsummer evening, with the sky clearing after a day of rain.


The expressway! Of course! How obvious everything is when once it’s happened.

















He drives with the windows down





He drives with the windows down, warm air streaming around him, swept along in a jewelled red river of tail-lights five lanes wide.


They are approaching some great metropolis. The express-way flies over quiet suburban streets with old-fashioned lamps coming on among the elms. A pagoda is silhouetted against the golden west, then a windmill with sails turning, picked out with coloured lights, then a floodlit château with pink pigs standing outside it on their hind legs, sharpening knives and holding up menus. Neon signs flash and shift, ghostly pale against the sunset, brilliant against the piled black clouds in the north. He recognises some of them – the Pan-Am symbol, Dagens Nyheter, the Seven Names of God. Electric characters announce the temperature and humidity, closing prices on the stock market, and the latest digits reached in the computation of the value of Π. There is a smell of coffee in the air. In the forecourt of a pancake house the gigantic figure of a woman revolves on top of a pylon, picked out by spotlights, standing on tiptoe, high-kicking. He cranes to catch sight of her face, and as she turns towards him he sees that it is St Julian of Norwich. ‘And all shall be well,’ she tells him softly, over the car radio, ‘and all manner of things shall be well.’


He knows that she is right; all manner of things will be well in this city he is entering. He is not at all tired, even though he has driven so far. A restless excitement stirs in him, a sense of being on the verge of deep and different things.


The expressway turns to cross water full of the redness of the sky, and there, floating on the horizon above the shining red water, are the clustered towers of the inner city, purple with distance, lights shining in a million windows – exactly as he has always known they would be. Now other freeways are converging upon his, passing above and beneath, wheeling and turning all round him. He follows the Downtown postings, up, round, through, and over; one of a thousand particles circling the orbits of a complex molecule.


When he emerges from this the towers are much closer. They rise straight up into the sky above him. He can see into some of the windows. In one room two people are dancing to music which only they can hear. In another a family is just sitting down to its evening meal. Faintly he can smell soup, and taste radishes and wine.


Now he is driving slowly along a straight street cut like a slot between the towers. It’s hot. People stroll in their shirtsleeves, and sit at sidewalk cafés. One man is just taking another by the arm as he passes, and laughing in surprise. Yellow taxicabs race past, swerving in front of him, braking violently at stop lights.


He drives on until he comes to an open square with people eating at tables under the trees. High up on the other side of the square is a sign on which words pass rapidly from right to left across a bank of lights.


‘Howard Baker?’ say the words on the sign as Howard gets out of the car. He looks up, surprised, then glances round to see if anyone else has noticed.


‘So here you are!’ forms the sign smoothly. ‘But don’t feel any sense of anticlimax, because everyone here wants to meet you, and all sorts of parties are being arranged, and several people are going to be calling you in the morning.’


He grins, embarrassed and pleased.


‘The silly buggers!’ he says.

















In your first few hours in a new place





In your first few hours in a new place, while you’re still dazed, before you can even really believe you’ve arrived, you see it more vividly and more clearly than you ever will again. Even after a few minutes – even while the porter is still showing him to his room – Howard feels that he has understood a great deal about this city. He could write a book about it.


‘There’s something in the air in this place!’ he tells the porter. ‘I really feel alive here!’


‘Sure,’ says the porter. ‘You’re really going to have yourself a good time.’


He’s got brown eyes and a smiling face – the sort of man who knows his way around, and who’ll fix anything for you. Howard takes to him. He feels he can talk seriously with him.


‘What’s happening here?’ he asks him seriously. ‘What’s the political situation at the moment? When are the elections coming up? Are you free? What do you have to pay for a pair of men’s shoes, for example? Have you been hit by inflation?’


‘Don’t worry,’ says the porter. ‘It’s okay here. You don’t have to worry.’


He leads Howard across little courtyards full of hibiscus, where you can hear fountains playing, and people laughing softly; along candlelit cloisters; straight across lawns with metal labels stuck in them saying ‘Fellows only’.


Howard feels a great need to talk in Spanish.


‘Quale sono le questione politiche le piu importante in questo momento?’ he asked effortlessly. ‘But this is fantastic! I’ve never been able to speak Spanish before, apart from a few odd phrases like spaghetti bolognese and virtuosi di Roma! And here I am just doing it, like that!’


‘You can do anything here,’ says the porter. ‘You want to sing? Then sing! You want to dance? So dance! This is the golden land of opportunity. If I wanted to be a doctor or a lawyer, I could be one tomorrow. Just like that. Just by snapping my fingers. I could have one of the finest practices in the city. Sometimes I’ve thought of going into business. I could do that. No trouble. I could buy up this hotel tomorrow. I could buy up the whole block. Ride up and down in a chauffeur-driven limousine, smoking big cigars. Only one thing stops me.’


‘What’s that?’ asks Howard.


‘I don’t want to. I’m happy the way I am. Why fool around with money, or taking teeth out, when I might not enjoy it as much? This is what I’m used to – carrying gentlemen’s bags up, turning on the lights and the air-conditioner, taking a look round to make sure everything’s just so. This is the way I am, and I figure why be different? But you, you could do anything. You’ve got ambition, you’ve got drive, you’re open to new experience. Have you ever thought of becoming a hotel porter, for instance?’


‘No?’ says Howard, astonished.


‘Because remember – in this place anything’s possible. Look, make a little experiment.’


He stops, and puts down Howard’s bags. They are in a lobby surrounded by staircases and landings.


‘Bend your knees slightly,’ he tells Howard.


‘What?’


‘Look, like this. Now, up on tiptoe. Then – push off’


Howard pushes off. He drifts slowly up into the air.


‘This is fantastic!’ he says.


He drifts back towards the floor.


‘Now, bounce!’ cries the porter. ‘Kick out hard! Time it right!’


This time Howard goes shooting right past the chandelier, up to the level of the first floor.


‘I knew it was possible!’ he calls back to the porter. ‘But before I could never do it! I knew it was just a matter of getting the knack!’


‘Push off from the banisters. Do frog-kicks. Force the air away underneath you with your hands.’


Howard is enchanted by the slowness with which he can move, and the smallness of the gestures which are needed to change course and height. He steers himself into the current of warm air rising above the chandelier, and is carried effortlessly upwards, past floors where people are sitting at little tables and eating ice-cream out of metal goblets. Some of them smile at him, and wave.


‘This is fantastic!’ he shouts back at the porter, now several floors below him. ‘This is staggering! It’s amazing! It’s … well, it’s fantastic!’


‘Mind your head on the ceiling,’ shouts the porter.


‘Why don’t you take off and come up here, too?’


The porter shrugs.


‘Why should I?’ he says. ‘I’m happy where I am.’


‘But it’s fantastic up here!’


‘It’s fantastic down here.’


Howard laughs. A ridiculous thought has just occurred to him. He glides downwards, vertiginously, holding his breath at the emptiness beneath him.


‘I’m sorry,’ he says, as he sets foot to floor. ‘That wasn’t Spanish I was talking to you in. That was Italian.’


‘Italian – Spanish,’ shrugs the porter. ‘Who cares? Here you speak any language you please, and they’ll all come running.’
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