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HIS NOVEL WHICH was called The Meeting had come to a dead stop at the point where the novelist hero (middle-aged and alone) was to meet a girl of twenty-five or thereabouts whose entry into his world was to change his life.


The problem was that he did not know what would happen when his novelist hero met the girl. The novelist hero, apart from being middle-aged and alone and divorced, was also a bit of a cold fish owing to the fact of his difficulties with his previous wife who had been demanding and horrible and, in short, a bit of a bitch. He had one afternoon packed up and cleared off with his typewriter in order to continue his new novel which was set in the future and dealt with the White City and the attack on it by barbarians. He wanted his novelist hero to be resurrected from the detritus of his life and be given the last rites of happiness with trumpets, bugles, church bells, etcetera. In order for this to happen, his novelist hero (whom he called Drew Dixon) had to meet a young girl of twenty-five who would put him back on the rails again after “the mess he had made of his life”.


As for himself, Tom Spence, he wasn’t really a novelist at all. That is to say, he hadn’t published novels as Dixon had done: he was an embryo novelist only. He was one of those people who live hand-to-mouth on practically nothing at all, but with the determination to have a book, especially a novel, published. Not even a great novel, just a novel. It is true that he did live in a flat like Dixon but this flat was paid for not by mandarin novels created by a mind preoccupied solely with greatness but rather by sporadic incursions into the “real world”, for example by spells at labouring or any other job that came to hand. It is also true that, like Dixon, he lived in a city.


In fact he wasn’t a novelist at allowing to the fact that he had never even brought a novel to a successful conclusion (or any conclusion) though he had in big red notebooks a number of failed and unfinished novels as well as notes for others. He had, however, once published a poem in an obscure little magazine called Trauma and in lieu of money had received five copies which he still had in his flat, since he had no friends, because he believed that to be a good writer one had to be alone like Greta Garbo, uncorrupted by the need for “making allowances” which one had to do when one entered “society”.


Thus he didn’t have much “experience of life” though he often thought that the great novelists didn’t seem to need this. After all, what experience of life did Jane Austen have? Or for that matter Kafka, unless one were to take into account working in an office? In any case he had locked himself up in isolation spending most of the day writing, except that now and then he would take a long walk for the exercise.


He didn’t even know very much about the world of Dixon who, unlike himself, had been writing novels for a considerable period and living from their sale. Dixon was a successful novelist and had been reviewed in the quality Sunday papers. Dixon wrote interesting metaphysical novels, rather like those of Hesse, which were very arty and symbolic and beautifully composed and shaped. One novel was about a man who, like Gauguin, had gone off to live among primitive people, and the contrasts between the tribal simplicities and urban complexities had been carefully pointed. The new novel was about the struggle between the barbarians and the civilised people in the world of the future. He would have liked to write like Dixon but found it difficult, not to say impossible. Also Dixon had been “in love” with his wife and the parting had been a shattering one. He himself had never been in love. To be in love he considered odd and artificial and sentimental. Better would be to be in lust. There was something altogether too spiritual about being in love. And if one set out to write novels or to be an artist of any kind, one couldn’t afford that. The true novelist looked at the world coldly and inhumanly. He would get material even from the death of his dearest one. His eye was like that of a seagull, cold and belonging to the sea. Certainly he himself couldn’t afford marriage. And, anyway, everything he had ever read suggested that no writer could be happily married: there were examples of Tolstoy and Fitzgerald, to take only two. And of course he didn’t earn enough money to support a wife. And on this he had old-fashioned ideas. In fact most of his beliefs were old-fashioned. He would drink if he had money but otherwise he wouldn’t. In fact he was the kind of conservative who wished to write avant-garde books but found that there was a stiffness in his imagination such that he found this impossible.


He blamed this stiffness on his upbringing. After all, being Scottish, he could not have the malleable sort of imagination to which the world was plasticine. And his parents too had been old-fashioned and dull, so much so that he had taken the first opportunity to leave them. At school he had been a vague rebel, not passing enough examinations to allow him to get to training college or university. He pretended to look down on “education and all that” but at the same time he was often terrified and alone, and behind his laughter there was the grin of the skull. But then he must maintain his persona, mustn’t he? One teacher—who taught English—had told him that he had creative talent and featured him at length in the school magazine with poems written out of a fashionably youthful wretchedness—mostly about death—and this he had taken as a sign, since no other signs were available. After all you were a writer or you weren’t: education couldn’t make you a writer. How could education make a writer of Rimbaud? (He hadn’t read Rimbaud but knew about him.) Thus the phantom notion of writing as a generalised activity had been the banner which sustained him on dreary days when he couldn’t understand mathematics or statistics or most of the other subjects he took, and when he stared miserably out of the window at the city landscape.


So, leaving the school, he had found himself with nothing at all he could do except odd jobs at labouring. At Christmas time he worked in the post office as a postman. And the rest of the time he wrote, isolated in his flat. This wasn’t really the sort of existence Dixon had led, though he had read on the blurbs of many novels long lists of jobs which had apparently prepared the writers concerned for immortality. He himself couldn’t say that he had learned very much from labouring. On the other hand, Dixon never had to do jobs like that: in fact, he wasn’t particularly sure what Dixon had done. People like Dixon simply emerged and were immediately recognised as significant. He imagined that Dixon would do most of his writing in a garden in the summer sitting in a deckchair, and in the winter in a large spacious study with lots of windows.


He didn’t really know very much about Dixon except that he was an ideal to which he tried to attain, a mandarin who had however been partially destroyed by his wife, and who was now entirely alone working furiously on his “great” novel.


And anyway he himself had now come to a dead stop on his own novel. It had started off well with an interesting idea, the idea that a man who tried to be perfect in art would find himself without knowing it in the middle of a situation which was steadily cracking up and which would eventually confront him with perhaps the breaking of his marriage and style. He couldn’t remember how the idea had come to him; it wasn’t even part of his experience. In fact he thought that an artist of any value should write objectively, and therefore about experiences not his own. In this, however, Dixon himself was an exception in so far as his present novel was concerned: previously he had written objectively enough about the rival claims of art and life. And even in his novel Dixon was trying to conceal autobiographical facts by means of a fable set in the future.


The problem of art, he was now beginning to realise, was simple enough: how do you learn enough about the “real” world if at the same time in the service of art you remain isolated? How do you get enough experience in such a situation, or at least give the reader the illusion that you have such experience? You couldn’t understand the world of the novelist from working in the post office.


Not that his own experience in the post office had been what one would call unalloyed. It wasn’t so much the vagaries of the weather that had troubled him, nor even the misaddressing of letters. Rather it had been one particular incident which had made him realise in what a world of airy inadequacy he lived. Every morning he had to go down to the railway station to get a bag of mail which he would then put on a wheelbarrow. Near the time that he wheeled this barrow across, a train was scheduled to pass, and he had been told about this by the stringy woman in charge of the branch office. One morning, however, he had forgotten about the train and his barrow had been struck by it and twisted into a mangled heap. The train had of course continued on its way and he himself, red-faced, had restored the ruined implement to the post-mistress with a feeling of utter despair. At the time he wished that he could have seen the humour of the incident—as of technology for instance smashing up a more primitive instrument—but there hid in him to his cost, as he well knew, a righteous inner being afraid of making a mistake and forever seeing him as a fly to the gods. Thus as he humped his mail from tenement to tenement he kept wondering what they would be saying about him at the office, what brilliant remarks they would have invented as they regarded the defunct barrow. He felt quite sure that Dixon would never have found himself in such a situation. In fact, perhaps that was why he had created Dixon as the ultimate aesthete, perched high above the battle, immune to the ravages of time and accident, obsessed with the beauties of art and the symmetries of the word. Perhaps also that was why he had avenged himself on Dixon by giving him a wife who would smash all that up quite senselessly and remind him that sex was above or below that sort of existence.


Now therefore he sat in his room and stared at his typewriter, having come to a dead stop. The room itself was not a large one. In one corner there was a white cooker beside the sink which was often full of unwashed dishes. Bronze-coloured curtains hung from the window. Beside the cooker and away from the sink was the TV set opposite which he so often sat in uncreative moments watching Dad’s Army and Softly Softly. In a corner beside his chair there was a heap of books and magazines through which he scrabbled vaguely when he had to find notepaper if he ever wanted to write a letter, which he rarely did. On the table were brown paper bags containing loaves and cheese on which he existed most of the time. One of those days he would have to buy a second-hand refrigerator. This world was certainly different from Dixon’s. Dixon of course lived in a “beautiful world”. He had a large study with all the latest books. He even had a paper knife for opening his mail, which came from all corners of the world. There were statuettes, a piano, sculptures and paintings, especially those of the Old Masters. He himself preferred surrealist paintings, ones which composed themselves out of the dream world and rubbish which cluttered the artists’ minds.


He sat at the typewriter and stared at a yellow bottle of Parozone which stood on the floor beside the cooker. The yellow was bright and almost sunny but the liquid inside the bottle was acid and harsh. Perhaps that was what art was like. Some day, he thought, I will write about a bottle of Parozone. I shall write about it as if it were a respectable theme like daffodils. I shall see it as an object in itself, uncorrupted and pure, the acid juice which turns a sunny face on the world. I shall make the bottle sing. And he thought for the hundredth time that he wished he could paint. Painting was much easier than writing. Painting was a gesture in itself, it did not have to survive against heavy odds among the sharkish adjectives and nouns of the common sea. Painting could be utterly pure and bright and naive. Writing couldn’t be.


Oh Christ, he thought, I can’t do any more just now. He got up and took his coat down from the nail behind the door, for the day was cold. He went out, slamming the door behind him, making sure that he had the key. That bloody woman on the same landing was out, thank Christ. She did insist on knocking at the door and handing in newly baked scones and jars of preserves. He skipped hastily downstairs as if he were about to be pursued and walked briskly along the street, in his tight khaki trousers and long khaki coat whose collar he turned up against the cold wind. And at the back of his mind Dixon continually cruised in his self-sufficient world. It was a good thing he had been banished from it: he would have to find his own way about from now on. Let him see what art was all about. Let him see what he would do if he was confronted by twisted wheelbarrows in a surrealist dream of thin post-mistresses with thin necklaces and thin grey jerseys and whiffs of antiseptic deodorant. Let the bugger work out his own salvation. Let him see if he could find his new found land.









2


Drew Dixon, attenuated, tall, a smoker of endless cigarettes, stared out of the window at the snow which covered Glandon. He didn’t like the cold. The cold made him feel more fragile than usual. Behind him in his study were the copies of the works of Henry James whom his wife detested, preferring to read romance stories or books about Mary Queen of Scots and Marie Antoinette, historical novels such as she would find on tables at cocktail parties, and which she would glance at in the passing, while adjusting her hair in front of the mirror.


As he stared out at the snow he was thinking of the ending of one of James Joyce’s stories. There was something wrong with these closing sentences, he was sure, there was something wrong with the sound, with the number of syllables. Drew Dixon was wearing a pink cravat; he liked pink and lilac, they were his favourite colours. On the wall behind him was hanging a Victorian painting of an autumn scene. He liked Victorian paintings.


As he looked out he saw his wife coming in from the snow-covered scene. She was wearing a butterscotch-coloured coat with muffs. He often thought how amazingly lovely she was. But he considered her as a work of art. She reminded him of a picture he had once seen on a stamp issued by the post office — some autocratic fine-boned monarch, whose name he had forgotten. Not that he was the kind of person who often thought about the post office. His only remark about it had been, “The post office is an institution that prevents communication. In this it is like language.” He thought of himself as a kind of Oscar Wilde. Except that while Wilde was a very good dramatist he was a very good novelist. Everyone admitted that, even the Observer and the foreign papers. His works had been translated into French and German.


He had very long thin fingers but even in cold weather he wouldn’t wear gloves. He refused to do this, though he had been in the habit of doing so. On this particular day he knew that his wife was in a bad temper. The reasons for this were complex but one of them was that she was the sort of person who was often in a bad temper. He turned back to his typewriter. He had been writing a story about a barbarian who had just caught a young woman, the daughter of a professor, in a post-nuclear world. The event happened in the brush outside the city of the Civilised Ones, the White City. He worked like Flaubert, a page or less a day, sometimes, on good days, two pages. He was very particular about fining his prose down to a minimum. He knew the exact sounds and flavours of words, like his Master. His only trouble was that he didn’t bother about morality: reviewers had commented on this, but in a famous interview given to a school-girlish lady from a magazine, he had defended himself: “In the twentieth century morality is not possible.” He had made a joke about some work of his which had once appeared in a school magazine and about an English teacher who had said that he would make a name for himself in the future.


On the other hand, Dixon had devoted his life to the word. No one could take that away from him. He had refused to do any work other than writing. He hadn’t even been a labourer or a dishwasher, however useful these jobs might appear to the creation of a great novel. He had said, “A great writer doesn’t need experience.” And his wife was in a bad temper. It is difficult to say why she was in a bad temper any more than usual. Most things put her in a bad temper. Today she started a quarrel for no reason at all almost as soon as she entered the house. She went on about her life, about his life, about the existence he led. Why didn’t he ever meet her friends, she demanded. Why did she always have to go out alone? Why did he think himself so superior? Outside, the snow fell, obliterating old prints. He thought she looked very lovely.


It wasn’t until a very long time had passed, while he was thinking about the professor’s daughter and how frigid she really was and whether the barbarian ought to be given a sophisticated language, that he began really to listen to her. “I am leaving you,” she was saying and her face was twisted with hate, or envy. His own face was impassive. All those years of writing had made him cultivate a style, expressionless and animated. She looked exactly like a spitting cat, one of those wild cats that one sees in pictures standing on rocks in the Highlands. He suddenly thought, I don’t really like her. And he was surprised by the thought because he hadn’t considered her so remotely and dispassionately before. He didn’t know where the thought had come from. The snow was still falling remorselessly. He looked out at it and he thought, The snow doesn’t write very well. If he could choose some flakes like words … But the idea faded into the ghastly whiteness. He suddenly heard himself say, “Go to hell.”


She had been going on and on about his being a punk writer and an impossible egotist, and he had said, “Go to hell.” One thing about him, he didn’t have illusions. He knew that he was not yet a great writer but he would perhaps become a great writer, though not with her. He knew that clearly now. He simply didn’t like her. She was always interrupting him, she was always needing attention. She was always going on about things, trivial little things, stupid things. He needed someone else, someone younger, he needed someone who would give him peace. He needed someone who wasn’t always competing with him. He thought, what a stupid bitch she really is.


There was snow on her coat and it was melting in the heat of the electric fire. He needed a fire all the time and the two bars were on. On the floor were little balls of discarded paper, rolled up pages. He looked at his typewriter. It was old and battered. He didn’t like new things. He thought, I have never compromised in anything, certainly not in my writing. I should never have married this one.


Now she was saying something about his unsatisfactory sex life. He was thinking quite coldly, how much money have I got in the bank? He knew that he had ten thousand pounds or so, most of it from a film which had been made of one of his books, called Double Vision though the title of the book was Doppelganger. He was wondering, can I leave this apartment? She can have it. I’ve had enough. Thank God we don’t have any children. That moment was the decisive moment of his life. She had stopped talking as if she knew this. She was looking at him with parted lips. He thought, she has become becalmed. He thought, I shall smash her beautiful face. I shall go out into the storm. An orphan of the storm. He smiled grimly. He was quite handsome when he smiled like that. He said, “I’m leaving.” And at that moment he knew he must go, this was his last chance. If he didn’t go now he would never go. He took the paper out of his typewriter, closed the lid, and putting on a heavy warm coat left the house while all the time she gazed at him in astonishment, in complete silence. He walked across the snow knowing that she was watching him from the window. He was always conscious of other people watching him. He didn’t wave, he didn’t look back. He wasn’t at all angry, only resolved. He thought of the scene as something he might use in a future book. He caught a bus because he didn’t have a car. He didn’t know where he was going but he thought that he ought to get some peace somewhere. He deserved it. He deserved some happiness, he thought to himself. I shall send for some of my books, he thought, when she isn’t in. And he calmly and quite objectively considered what he had done, feeling quite cold, having come out of the warmth. He felt the cold intensely. As if he had left a cocoon. And yet he looked forward to being alone. Perhaps he could finish the book if he was left alone. Perhaps.
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AS TOM WALKED along the street he was wondering how Dixon was getting on in his flat. Better to give him a slum—he himself had once lived in a slum—but a slum wouldn’t suit Dixon at all. When he himself had lived in a slum (now demolished) there lived above him a Protestant who, in the intervals of working as a fitter, would go out and shout insults at any Catholic he could find. Every Friday and Saturday night he would stagger home with blue stains under his eyes, beat up his wife (so that he, Tom, couldn’t get to sleep for the noise of crashing chairs) and on the Sunday morning would emerge airily in his blue suit to go and buy the papers and read up on the sport. Also in the same tenement there lived a woman originally from Donegal who had pictures of the Virgin Mary on the walls as well as one of someone called Emmett. Every summer she would set off with her asthmatic husband to Ireland where the grass was very green and people still rode about in carts and they would return punctually after a fortnight for him to go to work in the distillery again. On her mantelpiece she had a painted cardboard structure showing Christ with a crown of thorns mocked by squat Jews who had the well-fed air of prosperous Protestants.


No, such an environment would be unsuitable for Dixon. Better would be a large, airy flat which would have large windows looking on to a lake of swans so that he would think of Yeats. In the evening he would stroll gently there, talking to nice people who owned dogs and lawnmowers and watched a lot of TV.


But the problem still remained. How was Dixon to meet his new love, the one who would save him from himself and allow him the peace and silence necessary for the completion of his “great work”? Tom thought of this as he walked along, at the same time taking in his surroundings which weren’t at all pretty. There were walls of tenements with worn ads stripped away, there were closes with flaked paint (usually green), there were men going past with paper bags which presumably contained cans of beer and bottles of whisky. There were little shops where they sold pornography and second-hand detective stories side by side with dairies which sold rotten-looking vegetables in open window boxes. How did these places survive, all these little dingy shops that blossomed briefly and faded, and were eventually transferred to other hopeful newcomers who stayed up all night doing the accounts and making sure that the tomatoes and oranges and Victory V’s had come in? A living illustration of Darwin, shopkeepers; puny and dull, fighting each other to death in a warren of underground shops. He passed a window which advertised the most interesting range of sexual positions, and oral sex. A boy was standing at one corner selling newspapers, now and again clapping his hands and whistling through his teeth.


The Art Gallery, naturally. That was where Dixon might meet such a girl. Or a select poetry reading. No, that would be no good. Poetry readings were ridiculous. He couldn’t bring himself to attend one of them even for the sake of his novel, all these little concrete poems read by hairy illiterate people with massive egos. Good God, imagine it. Once there had been a Homer and now there existed a being who had written a book called The Pink Aquarium or edited a magazine called Squeeze. How could the classical sun have descended so low in the sky? No, an Art Gallery was the best place surely. There one might meet such a person, a girl who was lonely and who yet had a respect for Art, who was not odd or ludicrous but who had not yet met the person she might love. Yes, surely the Art Gallery. And he knew for a fact that Dixon was exactly the sort of person who would visit an Art Gallery, never, however, the cinema. Dixon despised the cinema and TV. Tom himself didn’t. He loved the cinema, and remembered those poky ones down side streets which he used to visit many years ago, where old men paraded up and down shushing the children at the matinees and spraying disinfectant impartially over the old and the young, the clean and the unclean. Ah, those stiff-lipped prepackaged English lieutenants, eternal boys of the imperial sunlight, saying Bung Ho and things like that, before they raced up to their planes whose propellers were turning on small airfields: adjusting their goggles before ascending into the blue to save their mothers, uncles, aunts from a fate worse than death, protecting the English seaside and the fat women in large red bloomers: saying goodbye to their sweethearts in a corona of blue lamps, and saying Sir to their fathers who were often professors or ex-colonels.


The Art Gallery, that was it. Dixon would go to the Art Gallery because in those canvases everything was fixed, art gave the illusion of permanence and privacy, it did not flash off and on like neon lighting and was not seen in the half-formed names of shops or on the backs of cornflake packets and soup tins. Yes, the Art Gallery would be an idea. He would surely meet her there, strolling about, peering at her catalogue, standing back and studying as if with an invisible lorgnette those pictures framed in permanence, sitting now and again on the sofa provided, tired out by the reds and greens and blues.


He turned on his heel and began walking away from the rotten tenements and steadily as he walked he approached the better part of the city. The brown stone was replaced by grey, the windows bulged outwards and weren’t cracked, there were lawns and gardens where there had been nothing but pavements, the streets widened and there were trees. Surely Dixon would like this part of the city. Indubitably. He wouldn’t live in the tenements—their noise and heat and glare and intimacy—but here he could live. There would be space for him, space for his imagination to expand in an orderly manner. Here he could find something Georgian in the architecture, a fineness and neatness and solidity and spaciousness that he wouldn’t find in the city centre. Here he would be able to breathe. Here there would be tenements with clean well-lighted stairs and rooms with high ceilings. Here there would be children’s bedrooms with toys and fairy stories and books ranging from Enid Blyton to Emily Brontë. Here the children would sleep long with their dolls and teddy bears clutched safely in their hands, knowing that their parents would come when they called, that the light was still burning, that the giants on the stairs could not survive parental disapproval.


As a matter of fact Tom himself did sometimes visit the Art Gallery, especially on a Sunday when there was nothing else that one could visit and he didn’t have enough money to drink. He didn’t, however, care much for Art Galleries though he believed that Dixon did: he believed that Dixon loved Art Galleries with a pure love that knew no fatigue, he believed that Dixon listened with ravishment to the Third Programme, and he believed that it was right of Dixon so to do. After all, surely it was better to love Beethoven than to love Bob Dylan (there really did seem so much difference between them): it proved that you did have a finer mind, that you were in touch with a great culture, that you were a more complex and worthwhile being. He felt that this was absolutely true, he felt that his own fatigue when he listened to classical music was a flaw in himself and not in the music, he did genuinely feel this. He felt that the world was full of better people than himself, who would listen to music like that or study paintings with minds as clear as windows.


But he didn’t like Art Galleries. He found them dull and monstrous vaults, his body ached after he had been walking about them for a while, there were too many paintings and they were too different, and he didn’t know what to look for in them. He felt that he ought to like them but he didn’t. He felt that they might be trying to say something to him, but he didn’t know what, and this angered him as one might be angered eventually by a long argument with someone who did not see what one was getting at. He felt that the sculptures—the Davids and the rest—were momentous and monumental and weighty, but they usually left him cold and stony and he disliked himself for that. He felt he ought to like Michelangelo and da Vinci but he didn’t, they were too huge, too distant, too weird. They seemed to be speaking to beings who had long since passed away, who had lived noble, dignified lives, aristocratic people, edged and spiked with hauteur.


He stood at the door for a moment looking up at the steps, and was reminded of Eisenstein, a profile of whom he had recently seen on TV. Now there was somebody: he could identify with him. He climbed the steps slowly. Sitting at a table in the foyer or hall or whatever, there was a woman with a mouth like the opening in a Barnardo’s box, unsmiling and dour. He didn’t buy a catalogue but walked in. The woman had looked at his khaki coat disapprovingly as if she thought he were some kind of refugee from Central Europe who ought not to be allowed into her calm halls. She had probably thought he was some kind of tramp. He hated her for this because she was such a stupid woman (he was convinced of this; otherwise why should she be there doing such a silly boring job?). He hated her because clearly she was easily deceived by appearances. She had dismissed him, he felt, without knowing what he was really like.


He climbed some more steps and stood in the main body of the hall. He glanced at a tall thin spindly structure to his left. He didn’t have a clue what it was meant to be and toyed with some titles such as “Match in Urinal” or “Fasting Rocket”. He stalked around it, wondering whether the bit at the top was supposed to be an attenuated head or a stone berry. Perhaps the whole thing was a stone tree, something heavily symbolic anyway. Dixon wouldn’t have liked it. He didn’t like it himself for different reasons. He passed it and studied an owl constructed out of a rusty piece of wood. Two youths with wire limbs embraced each other. On the wall there was another painting which showed a lilac room and sitting on the floor in front of a long mirror either a chimpanzee or an ape. One picture in particular fascinated him. It showed a small shadow in the foreground and another larger one behind it as if it were tracking it and were about to devour it. The shadows both had jagged outlines like black stars. He looked past the larger one to see if there was another one but there wasn’t and this made him uneasy if not disappointed. The pursuing shadow was menacing and smug at the same time: he wondered if the smaller shadow was meant to be aware of the existence of the larger one, but couldn’t make up his mind whether it was or not. He looked at an assortment of other paintings—one which showed a man standing with a book in his hand while behind him there brooded an image which appeared to represent Death—but always he came back to the shadows.


There was no one in the room except himself and a young man with a wispy beard who was sitting staring at a painting of velvety reds and greens: it looked like a MacTaggart, there was a deep dazzling shine about it such as one gets in stained glass windows. For the rest, there were the usual boats and hills and seas and professors and ministers and the artist’s daughter and/or wife and/or dog.


After a while he left the room he was in and took a stroll round the museum which was also part of the gallery. There were replicas of ships and steam engines and boilers: there were ships becalmed in bottles, their tiny sails set for whatever stationary destinations they were headed for.


And in one section there were glass fossils, old stones, fish and coins. He studied some of the shellfish and read what was written below them, he had a look at the coins, some small and beaten and grey. And it was then that he saw her.


She was standing by a glass case staring down at one of the stones, a large grey stone such as one might find down at the seashore. And for a moment as he stood there—she was unaware of him—he imagined a timeless shore on which she was standing looking out over the briny water as if fixed in another time, far earlier than the present. Her face was quite pale and thin, she wore a brown coat with a brown hood drawn over her head. She was quite slim and she seemed to have been standing there for a long time. She wasn’t beautiful at all, she merely looked thoughtful and distant and vulnerable. It was difficult to say what she was thinking of as she stared at the stone. Slung over her arm was a brown handbag the colour of her coat. Her eyes he couldn’t see but he imagined that they were also brown. She looked about twenty-six but her figure was girlish and exquisitely defenceless.


“They’re quite old,” he said casually as he stood beside her.


“Yes,” she said in a slightly startled way as if she were emerging out of a dream. “Yes, they’re old and beautiful.”


He wondered what Dixon would have said at that particular moment to retain her interest and keep her talking.


He said, “They look quite blank.”


“Yes,” she said with some animation, “that is exactly how they look, quite blank.”


“Do you visit museums often?” he said carefully. “I must say that I find them interesting myself. Lots of people don’t bother.” He thought his voice sounded priggish, a bit like Dixon, with the implication that he himself was slightly superior to other people. He found it hard to say anything that didn’t sound artificial, as if the words would hang in the air after he had spoken them.


“Sometimes,” she said. “Sometimes on a Sunday. But I must be …” She looked quickly at a very small silvery wristwatch and turned away. He could not think of anything at all to say which would hold her there. It was galling to see her go when his book needed her but he wasn’t quick-thinking enough to make smart or chatty conversation.


Dixon needed her: why couldn’t he think of something to say? Dixon might show off his knowledge of stones (Dixon had read such a lot) but neither Dixon nor he could think of anything. He stood there tongue-tied watching her go out the door.


“Goodbye,” she said in a fluttery manner. He noticed that the ringlets of hair below the hood were brown and that the inside of the hood was of some whitish stuff, probably angora.


“Bugger it,” he thought, as he saw her leaving. “Dixon’s on his own now.” His first attempt hadn’t been very successful. But then Dixon was a bit inhibited: that was why he had left his wife, or his wife had left him. He wondered if Dixon would believe in fate, in the stars, and decided that he wouldn’t. Well, Dixon would have to stay for a bit longer in his flat and do without her; perhaps someone else would turn up. He went down the steps staring at the woman with hatred. There was no sign of the girl. Perhaps she had a car, though he couldn’t remember hearing one leave. He felt suddenly desolated and angry with Dixon for being so stupid. Now he wouldn’t be able to proceed with his book.


He walked along the street between the trees as if he expected the girl to appear at the end of the avenue like Garbo departing to a discreet music at the end of a film. “Damn, damn, damn,” he muttered. He looked up at the windows as if he could see Dixon waiting there. Perhaps Dixon was blaming him for not getting the girl. He could imagine Dixon turning away from his book and lighting another cigarette. It would be a boring evening for him as well. He felt in a strange way responsible for Dixon. He turned into a pub and ordered a lager. He would have to be careful as he didn’t want to spend too much of his saved money. He reckoned he had enough to live on for about three months. Gathering the long skirts of his khaki coat about him he sat down in a corner by himself and watched dispiritedly the antics of a third-rate comedian on the coloured TV. The colours seemed garish and vulgar after the paintings he had seen, and he was reminded that Dixon wouldn’t possibly come to such a pub to drink: he wondered if in fact there was any pub in the area which Dixon would patronise, outside the lounges of hotels. Damn him, anyway, why hadn’t he been able to say anything interesting to the girl? For some reason her thin pale face rising out of the collar of the brown coat and surmounted by the hood haunted him. He might even have taken her to the pictures if it had been up to him.


He couldn’t hear a word of what was being said on the TV owing to the roar of conversation around him, two men in particular with their arms lovingly around each other singing Auld Lang Syne. How natural they were! How the tears sprang unbidden to their eyes as they dreamed of some lost world which they had once inhabited, probably some slum in the city. At any rate they were lost in the moment, surrendered to it; poured into it as water into a vase, swaying together, arms round each other, their unshaven faces lit by a distant romantic glow. Damn you, Dixon, he thought, why don’t you leave me alone? Why don’t you go back to your study?
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