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The little swine had his head well down in the books when I went in, so it was clear Miss Vosper had forestalled me after all. I had been popping up and down half the day to peer through the frosted glass panel of his door, and she wouldn’t miss a thing like that.


He kept his head down religiously – usually he’d have a quick blink up to see who it was – and after a couple of minutes I shuffled my feet and coughed somewhat aggressively.


He looked up then, pretending his rather charming ‘tired’ double-take and said, ‘Yes, Nicolas?’ He kept his finger ostentatiously on the line.


‘I’d like a word with you if you’re not too busy.’ I’d promised myself I wouldn’t say the last bit, and to salve my pride added loudly, ‘It’s important.’


‘If it’s important it won’t wait,’ said the Little Swine humorously, and he carefully jotted down his last figure and pushed the ledger back an inch. ‘What can I do for you, Nicolas?’


‘It’s about money,’ I said, taking the seat he hadn’t offered. I used to sit in it as a little boy waiting for my father. The Little Swine had been junior partner then. ‘I just can’t manage on seven quid a week.’


The Little Swine stared at me disbelievingly. ‘A young man with no responsibilites can’t make seven pounds last seven days? What are you telling me, Nicolas? A postman with a family manages on very little more.’


‘Well, I can’t. When I’ve paid for my digs and fares I’ve got about fifty bob left. I’ve got to buy clothes and – and entertainment, taking a girl out occasionally . . .’


The Little Swine was shaking his head. ‘What new clothes, Nicolas? You got yourself a fine rig-out when you left the army. I myself buy a new suit only once in three years. It’s the car, Nicolas. At the time I told you – a certain liability, unjustifiable extravagance. Do I have a car?’


He waited for me to speak, smiling, knowing in his swinish little way that he’d cobbled me, and when I didn’t, said, ‘Nicolas, be a good boy and try just for once to follow my advice. You’re a boy of twenty-four – all right, a man then! When you’ve learned the business thoroughly you’ll take up your full duties as a partner. This talk of jobs and rises is undignified in your position. You’re getting spending money – a very handsome allowance – while you learn the business. Do you think you’re worth even seven pounds a week to the business at the moment?’


He paused again with his hands outstretched and a whimsical smile on his face. I knew he’d tell me all this and Maura had told me what to reply, but for the life of me I couldn’t sort the answers out. The Little Swine had known me all my life. His younger sister had been my nanny. He’d come into this room one day when I’d wet the chair. I even used to call him Uncle Karel – it still slipped out sometimes.


I said glumly, ‘All I know is I can’t manage. I’m borrowing all the time and I’m in debt.’


‘Debts? Who are you in debt to?’


There was a bill for £7 16s. outstanding at the garage for the past four months.


‘Various people,’ I said. ‘I even had to borrow a fiver from my mother a few weeks ago.’


‘You should not borrow from your mother,’ the Little Swine said reproachfully. ‘You know I would always lend you the money. It is too bad to worry her. How is the sweet lady?’


‘She’s all right.’ Maminka lived in Bournemouth, and I knew I had really borrowed the money from old Imre, who lived in the same private hotel; she would merely ask him for a loan until I had repaid it.


‘It is so long since I have seen her,’ the Little Swine said sadly. ‘With business so hard to find I have not had a moment for years to go and pay her a visit. Is she still so beautiful?’


‘Yes,’ I said truthfully. She was.


‘And Mr Gabriel? His lungs?’ The Little Swine inquired delicately.


‘Imre’s all right.’ There was nothing wrong with Imre’s lungs. He had been in love with my mother for years and his supposed enfeeblement gave him an excuse to live in Bournemouth, too. He ran a small stamp business from the hotel.


‘I must go down to see them. I will try next month after the audit.’


He looked as if he meant it, so I said hastily, ‘She lives in the past a great deal, you know.’ She had always treated the Little Swine in a very condescending manner (his first job had been sweeping the floor in her father’s glassworks) and had got it into her head that he was merely superintending the business until I wished to take it over.


The Little Swine took the point, but he said, ‘And what a past! You would hardly remember Prague, of course, but your mother was the uncrowned queen, I assure you. An enchanting lady. It is no wonder she prefers to think of those days.’


He sat there with a rather lingering smile on his face, no doubt well satisfied at the changes in their respective fortunes, until he recollected himself and drew the ledger back. ‘Well, Nicolas, we must not think of the past, but of the present and the future. There is a good one waiting for you as soon as you settle down and take an interest. Meanwhile, get rid of the car, my boy, and you will find you have money to spare.’


He gave me a little nod, and automatically I stood up. I was outside his office before I realised I’d got nothing out of him. Nothing at all. No promises. No half promises. Nothing I could tax him with, even in my own mind. I didn’t know what I was going to tell Maura.


My face must have been so glum that Miss Vosper, drawing her own conclusions, tried hard to suppress her hideous delight and began sticking stamps with her enormous gargoyle tongue.


‘I’ve stamped all yours,’ she said with her unique leprous smile, ‘and checked the stamp book. It was only out ninepence this week.’


‘Right.’ The single word must have sounded so bitter that she turned her head to conceal a smile. The suppression seemed to release a gust of her special odour, and a cloud of it wafted towards me. I blew my nose hard.


‘Is Mr Nimek free now?’ she asked, almost giggling.


‘Yes.’


She stood up with her notebook and paused over my desk for a moment so that I was almost choked and had to turn my head away. ‘He’s been a thorough tartar all the week.’


The idea of the Little Swine as a tartar was so singular that when she went I stared after her. Miss Vosper had been with him seventeen years; ample time to see him as he was. This new vision of him rivalled in lunacy only her demoniac hatred of me, the interloper, the young toff, the threat from the past.


My father had started this business, an Englishman who had worked for years in Prague where he had met and married my mother. He had set up the English end as a selling outlet for the Bohemian glassworks just before I was born, and had sent Karel Nimek, the Little Swine, over to look after it. The Germans took over the glassworks in 1938 and the London importing firm became the main business.


My father had died of cancer in 1941, having made over most of his shares to the Little Swine. He had not got much for them, for the main assets of the business consisted in a claim for compensation after the war. But he had left me thirty per cent, and had come to an agreement with the Little Swine that I was to be allowed to establish parity with him in our respective shareholdings when I left university and had received a grounding in the business. He had then bought my mother an annuity, settled a sum for my education, and had died confident the agreement would be honoured.


Why he expected the Little Swine to honour so vague an undertaking I had never known. In effect he had put the Little Swine on his honour. A chancy thing to do. Since coming out of the army nearly a year before, I had been the general dogsbody of the office. My shares meant nothing, since he had never distributed any profits. Seven quid a week.


It was just on five – another hour to go before the office closed. I didn’t think I could stand it a moment longer. I picked up my mac and the letters and walked out.


The liftman hated to come up two floors to take down-passengers, so I leaned on the bell till he did so. He came up white and shaking and silent with rage and, cheered a little by this, I rode down and walked out into the street and as far as the Princess May before realising I had forgotten to post the letters. I slipped them into my pocket and went into the saloon instead.


‘Bitter?’ Jack said.


I had been going to say Scotch, but thought better of it and nodded.


Jack pulled it. ‘What’s up with you?’ he said. ‘Lost your granny?’


I said, ‘Aa-ach,’ and took an enormous swallow of beer. ‘It’s a bloody life,’ I said.


He stood leaning against the bar, amused. ‘Got the sack?’


‘No such luck.’


‘Women?’


‘No.’


‘Car broke down again?’


‘It’s the only thing that hasn’t.’


‘Here,’ he said, ‘that reminds me.’ He groped in a cubby hole behind the till and brought out the back of a cigarette packet with markings on it. ‘A customer wants to buy an old MG. You thinking of selling?’


I started to say no, automatically, and changed my mind. ‘How much is he prepared to pay?’


‘He’d go up to two hundred for what he wants.’


‘Cash?’


Jack scrutinised the card. ‘He didn’t say. He looked as if he could afford it You interested?’


‘I might be. You’d better take my phone number in case he looks in again.’


I wrote it for him on the cigarette packet and he returned it to the cubby hole.


I couldn’t afford another, so I left, feeling more dolorous than ever at the idea of giving up the car.


I thought about the car all the way home. I thought I might as well pick it up from the lock-up in case the chap did want to come and see it over the weekend. This was not such a simple operation, for the rat-faced proprietor of the garage had been growing definitely old-fashioned towards me of recent weeks, demanding payment in full before I took the car out again. I still had the key however.


It was now just after six and the garage would be shut. I thought it was worth a try. My spirits rose a little when I saw the drive-in deserted, for the proprietor sometimes monkeyed around for half an hour at the front. They fell again when I turned in to the alley and the lock-ups. His daughter, a solitary child of ten or eleven, was dancing about in some hop-scotch squares. She ran off the moment she saw me.


I unlocked the door, pulled out the MG and was just relocking when Ratface appeared.


‘Good evening,’ I said.


‘Were you thinking of paying off your bill?’


‘I’m afraid I’ve not brought very much money out with me.’


‘Well, you can just push that car back and give me the key. I’m not interested in promises or excuses. There’s ten hours’ work gone into that car in addition to the petrol feed, the carburettor, and the gaskets. I don’t mind letting you run on a bit with your lock-up rent, but I’ve come to the end of my patience. Pay up or the car stays here.’


Silently I reached for my wallet and scrutinised the contents. Six pounds ten in notes; pay-day. ‘I could let you have a couple on account,’ I said.


‘I’ve told you. I want the lot.’


‘I’m very sorry, Mr Rickett. I just haven’t got it. I’ve been trying to get the money for you.’


‘Well, try a bit harder,’ he said. His face had gone pale with passion and his little pointed head was down dangerously as though he meant to savage me. ‘I don’t want to be hard,’ he said after a moment, relaxing a little, and no doubt realising that some was better than none. ‘You can take it if you pay half now and your word that I get the rest by the end of next week.’


Half was nearly four pounds. That meant no rent for Mrs Nolan. Or no lunches for me, and no dates with Maura. I suddenly remembered that I was supposed to be seeing her tonight. The thought momentarily distracted me so much that I gave him the four pounds. I made one last stand. ‘Would you mind shoving a couple of gallons in? I think I’m rather low.’


He looked at me and something that could have been a smile crossed his rat face. ‘Well, you’re cool, I must say,’ he said. But he seemed so taken with the coolness that he actually unlocked the pump and let me have a gallon. ‘There’s one,’ he said, ‘to get you off the premises.’


He stood and watched me with the same smile on his face as I backed down the alley, and this tribute to my coolness, added to the pleasure of taking over the wheel, raised my spirits instantly. I backed into the road, pulled her round in two cool, snappy movements, and actually waved to him as I shot up the road. He did not return the wave.
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This aged, red, strap-bound MG was my most important possession and if not, in fact, actually priceless, certainly represented to me more than it could possibly fetch. The week before I had bought it I had been unable to think of anything else. There were many things I should have thought of, like getting a flat and some furniture.


One of the troubles was that I had not known what I wanted to do. If the vague haven of the business had not been awaiting me for several years, maybe I would have exerted myself in some direction. As it was I was lazy, unable to project any alternative to Maminka’s vision of the glorious future that awaited me.


Maminka’s idea of the business was so grotesque that it embarrassed me to hear her talk about it. In my father’s day, certainly, it had been a little more attractive – the office had occupied the whole floor, and somewhere in the East End there had been a large warehouse. Since then the Czech glass imports had dried up and the Little Swine had gone in for sidelines. He was now running a rudimentary two-room organisation that suited him perfectly.


All through university and the army, on the infrequent trips I had made to see the Little Swine, the business had grown smaller and tattier, and his increasing joviality – ‘Well, Nicolas, we will soon be ordering your desk’ – had depressed me more and more. In the event he hadn’t even done that; I took over the desk of a clerk he sacked.


I had never known if this was all part of some deep-rooted scheme of the Little Swine’s to make the future so unattractive that I would opt out of it, or if his affairs had not merely become with the years a more faithful expression of his personality; whatever it was, the prospect of settling in for life with him held no enchantment.


It was in this frame of mind that I first clapped eyes on the car, pointing her nose out of a second-hand lot. £130. Nippy. Snip, the whitewash said. I had £170. I was going to see a flat whose tenant wanted £120 for his furniture. I walked up to the corner and round it and stopped to light a cigarette, and then I walked slowly back.


A man in a dirty white coat nodded at me and smiled. ‘Saw you looking at her. Knew you’d be back. A beaut, ain’t she? Cock your leg over and sit in her.’


I cocked my leg over the low door and sat behind the wheel.


‘Grab hold. Tight as a drum.’


The steering was beautifully tight. (It did not, alas, remain so.)


‘There,’ he said. ‘Buzz off to China if you want now.’ He walked away and left me with the car, and I sat there looking along the bonnet, and I was hooked. That tremulous moment before I was committed, when I knew I could afford the car or the flat but not both, was the most poignant of my life. I saw myself travelling light, sun-dappled roads, sea glitter, free, free as a bird; no young man of affairs with a valise as Maminka saw me; no young chair-wetter to be schooled in a little, dreary, bloody business; quite a new vision I had never seen before; another, pleasanter, very agreeable identity.


‘She’s taxed to the end of the year,’ the man said, coming back. ‘Souped up, of course. Take a decko if you like.’ He opened up the bonnet. A lethal-looking supercharger winked in the sun. ‘Goes like a bomb and steady as a train.’


I walked back to Paddington in a trance without looking at the flat, and took the train to Bournemouth, and leaned out of the window seeing the car all the way.


I bought it a week later, sick with relief at finding it still there.


In terms of hard cash it might not have been the keenest bargain of my life; in all other terms it was certainly so. It was still the chink in the grimy barriers building up round me; still, in a way, my defence against Maura. The thought of selling it made me feel sick.


I slowed at the corner and tooled along to number seventy-four rather slowly, listening to a peculiar sort of rattle from the clutch every time I changed gear. This was something new. I wondered if Ratface had been tinkering with it, whether he’d been tinkering with it all along so that he’d have to repair it, but after a moment of viciousness dismissed the idea. He wasn’t a bad Ratface at heart; this last was only one of a series of bills he had let me run up. By the sound of the clutch – a fiver’s worth, I thought – I’d be owing him a bit more soon.


I drew into the kerb, let myself into the house, walked up the three flights. There was a note stuck under the plant on the plush tablecloth. It was in Mrs Nolan’s indelible pencil and read:


   




Mr Whistler. Your young lady phoned. She said she phoned your office at 5.30. Will you ring her at home when you get in. L. Nolan.





I thought Maura could wait a bit. I hung up my mac and went out to the bathroom for a wash and came back and smoked a cigarette, sitting on the divan with my feet up on the edge of the coverlet. I wondered what I was going to tell Maura.


I had known her only for six months, but already, it seemed, for a lifetime. She was Irish, red-headed, and she had digs in a square off Gloucester Road, not far away. It was Maura who had given the Little Swine his soubriquet, and she who had manoeuvred me into today’s confrontation. Maura said the position was ridiculous. She said I was either a partner or I wasn’t. She said anyone with thirty per cent of the firm’s shares should count for something. She said the business must be making some profits, and where were they?


I had not even got round to that one with the Little Swine.


Even worse than her constant preoccupation with the Little Swine was her mania about my Uncle Bela. Bela was my mother’s brother. He had emigrated to Canada several years before the war and now lived in Vancouver. He had never married and on a trip to England to see Maminka after we had arrived from Czechoslovakia, he had told her I would be his heir.


Any family such as mine with European connections and relatives who have emigrated have figures such as Bela. I had a hazy recollection of a large asthmatic man always supposed by my father to be excessively mean. It was a fact that he had never helped Maminka in any way, and the only present he had ever given her was a rather flashy zircon brooch which she never wore.


Bela’s name was seldom absent for long from my mother’s lips; she took it for granted that he would leave me at least a dollar millionaire, and her only hinted criticism was that he had not already settled the money on me.


It was probably because he had entered Maminka’s mythology more than anything else that made me regard Uncle Bela as a somewhat dubious prop. She wrote to him regularly and I knew that she managed to contrive some mention of me in every letter. As he seemed to take equal pains never to refer to me in his infrequent and curiously uninformative replies, it seemed obvious he had regretted his earlier impulse. He operated a cannery and the only reference he ever made to his financial affairs was his annual comment that the fruit was very poor and very expensive.


Although Maura had never met my mother, she seemed equally credulous about Bela, and infinitely more annoying. She, moreover, knew the true state of my affairs, and regarded my reluctance to solicit his help as the sheerest idiocy. In self-defence I had had to turn Uncle Bela into a joke – the ship that was going to come in, the treble chance that was going to turn up one day. I had built him up into such an unlikely shadow that, maddeningly, I was beginning to share their superstitious belief in him.


The cigarette burned down and I stubbed it out and reluctantly left the divan and went downstairs to the phone. Maura answered instantly.


‘It’s Nicolas,’ I said.


‘Well?’


‘Well, what?’ I said irritated.


She made a little kiss down the phone and said, ‘What happened this afternoon? Did you see him?’


‘Yes.’


‘You left early. I wondered if you’d had a row.’


‘No row.’ Mrs Nolan came out of her lair behind me, and I thought I might as well put across the same news item to both parties, so I said quickly, ‘Look, Maura, I’ve had to pay a bill on the car and I haven’t a sausage left this week. I can’t afford to buy a bottle for tonight.’


‘Oh, Nicolas. You can bring a bottle of beer. They brought one to my party—’


‘I can’t even afford a bottle of beer,’ I said loudly. ‘I’m flat broke. I’ll have to do without lunches for a couple of days. I’d better not come tonight.’


Maura seemed to latch on that this was intended for another, for she said without concern, ‘Do you want me to leave five bob at the off-licence?’


‘No.’


‘All right. I’ll see you there. What did he say?’


‘All right, then. Goodbye.’ I hung up quickly. You had to be quick.


Mrs Nolan was standing behind me, listening.


‘I wonder that young lady wants to go out with you the way you treat her so sharply on the phone,’ she said.


I smiled at her wanly. ‘I’m worried about money, Mrs Nolan.’


‘No rent for me this week, I suppose,’ she said with her own curious tone of winsome aggressiveness.


I said stoutly, ‘You know I wouldn’t dream of letting you down with the rent, Mrs Nolan. I’ll just have to borrow it elsewhere.’


‘Oh, I don’t mind you, ducky,’ she said. ‘It’s the others. Don’t you mention it or they’ll all be going off to buy cars.’ She gave my arm a little push to show she meant no harm. ‘And you go off to that party tonight or someone else’ll be after your young lady, and then we shall be sad. I’ve got a bottle of port you can take.’


I followed her into the kitchen and accepted the bottle of British port she handed me from the fridge. She always kept one in this curious place.


‘Don’t you run off now,’ she said. ‘Dinner’s in ten minutes. A nice bit of fish for Friday, same as your mother’d give you.’


She said this every Friday. I had never understood what she meant by it.
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I walked to the party to save petrol, still wondering what to tell Maura. I was twenty-four and she twenty-one; we had no claim on each other but increasingly in recent weeks the feeling had grown that if only I exerted myself with the Little Swine, or with Bela, or with the economic world at large – in a word began to make something of myself – we could have some claim on each other.


This had induced a feeling of profound inadequacy. To make up for it I pressed home my somewhat decorous and well-signalled advances with great desperation. I seemed to be making some progress here.


I heard the gramophone thumping out and turned in at the gate. The chap who was giving the party opened the door to me and cried, ‘It’s Nicky. Come in, you terror of the City.’ Nobody else called me Nicky, and I disliked it and him. His name was Val and he worked in a film publicity business and lived with an ageing model girl called Audrey. It always embarrassed me to be with them.


‘What’s this?’ he said, breaking into laughter as he examined the bottle I had been clutching grimly. ‘Port type wine, for God’s sake. You City barons! Can’t let it alone, can you? Bung it in the bowl, there’s a good lad. It’ll help out with the cup. In the kitchen,’ he said as the doorbell rang again.


I did as he bade and returned to the drawing room as he was introducing the two newcomers. He stopped to call attention to me. ‘And this type slipped in while I wasn’t looking. Cheer up, Nicky. Boris Karloff will kick the bucket soon.’ He always called Uncle Bela by this name, and it was always good for a laugh. I had encouraged this, and did so now by crying in a cracked voice, ‘You’ll be glad you knew me yet.’


I could see Maura frowning at the other end of the room – she did not care for jokes about Uncle Bela – and I kept out of her way. By judicious shifting of position I was able to do so for most of the evening, and when we at last stood in the hall making our farewells she seemed needled.


Her lips were tight as I took her arm and cut through the dark squares to her digs.


‘So you didn’t get the rise?’ she said at last.


‘I’m seeing him again next week.’


‘That seems satisfactory to you, does it?’


The dark seat under the tree where, all being well, I should make continued progress, was fifty yards away. I said sombrely, ‘He wants to consider it. He agrees I’m in a special position. You’ve got to admit the prospects are good.’


‘Did you mention about the profits?’


‘Yes,’ I said doggedly.


The pale blur of her face turned to me in the dark, but she said nothing.


We were at the seat now. ‘Like to take the weight off?’ I said heavily.


‘Do you mind if we don’t, Nicolas. I’m terribly tired tonight.’


‘Oh.’


‘I’ve had rather a headache all day – worrying about you. You don’t mind if I just go to bed?’


‘No. Yes,’ I said dully.


Her hand touched my face for a moment. ‘I’ll sit and smoke a cigarette with you if you like.’


‘No, you’d better go off to bed. I thought you were looking a bit washed out,’ I said.


‘Well, I am,’ she said tartly.


‘Right. I’ll see you to the gate.’


We walked the rest of the way in silence.


‘Good night, Nicolas,’ she said, when we got there.


‘Good night.’


‘On Sunday, then.’


‘Yes.’ If you’re lucky, I thought bravely, walking off right away. But I knew I’d be seeing her on Sunday.


I shoved the covers over the car when I got back and let myself in and went up the three flights and undressed and crawled in, more inadequate than I’d felt for weeks. I tried to imagine myself at the wheel of the car, sun-dappled roads, sea glitter, free as a bird, but it seemed to be a different person I was watching.


Uncle Bela, I mouthed silently at the ceiling. Why don’t you just quietly die? And presently he died on the ceiling in his big bed in Vancouver. The noisy asthmatic room grew silent, the smooth white sheets were still over the dome of his stomach. I bent over Uncle Bela and his pale jowl was slack in the moonlight, the mouth open like the fish on the draining board because it was Friday, and on Friday I had to see the Little Swine. The Little Swine’s face was calm on the pillow in the moonlight, but always dangerous and now pallid and rat-like as he said I couldn’t have it unless I paid half. So I paid him half, and there were thousands more in the wallet because I’d filled it from the dome, and I sat in the seat and backed down the alley and turned in two cool and snappy movements and then I was there, there in long-breathing rhythmical movements, there on the sun-dappled road, caressing the wheel, so warm and smooth, so warm and smooth where the stocking ended.


When I awoke in the morning the first thing I thought of was how I’d willed Uncle Bela to die and I lay there, slightly sick. Not much lower now, I thought. I’d have to do something about myself; frittering away the weeks and the months and the years. I rolled out of bed and into a dressing gown and into the bathroom.


I couldn’t get it out of my head, however, about Uncle Bela, and my haunted look in the mirror frightened me. I had never been to Vancouver. I had never seen anyone die. And yet the details were horribly clear; the sudden cessation of the asthmatic breathing, the shape of the white sheets draped round his stomach; an entity of stillness and death. My eyes stared back at me superstitiously, and to banish the vision I began to scrub and towel with great vigour.


Saturday was eggs, and by saying ‘Eggs, eggs!’ to myself in varying tones of wonder as I dressed I was able to cry, ‘Ready, Mrs Nolan!’ with a fair counterfeit of enthusiasm as I filed briskly into the dining room.


I nodded briefly to the three others already eating, sorted out my newspaper and mail from the pile on the sideboard and took my seat, which was just as well.


The moment I clapped eyes on the long white envelope, a pang went through me. The postmark was SW1. I turned it this way and that, extraordinarily reluctant to open it. I had a desire to run with it into the kitchen and stuff it unopened in Mrs Nolan’s boiler.


All in all, such a course might have saved me a great deal of trouble. No night for me then on the Vaclavske Namesti; no dalliance by the terraces of Barrandov; no knowledge of the poor morals of Vlasta Simenova, the girl with the bomb-shaped breasts.


Some current of pre-knowledge must have vibrated through my frame. But I suppressed the urge to run to Mrs Nolan’s boiler. I opened the envelope and read the letter and watched my hands begin to tremble.


It was a short letter and I read it four times. It said:




Dear Sir,


With regard to the estate of the late Mr Bela Janda, I should be glad if you would telephone this office to arrange an early appointment.


Yours faithfully


Stephen Cunliffe



















Chapter Two





1


‘Two for you ’cos you sound hungry,’ Mrs Nolan said, coming in with the eggs at this moment. She gazed at me and began shuffling about with her wig in some confusion. ‘Something the matter with me?’


I must have been gaping at her with rigid eyes, and now hastily averted them.


‘Bad news?’ Mrs Nolan asked.


I licked my lips.


‘Is it your mother?’


‘No, no.’


‘Lost your job?’


‘It’s my late uncle. He’s dead.’


Mrs Nolan pulled out a chair and sat down beside me. To prevent her embarrassing condolences I quickly handed her the letter, which she read at a distance.


‘I’m very sorry indeed, Mr Whistler. This’ll be from the solicitor, I suppose?’


I looked at the letter again. The stationery was severely plain with the name Cunliffe & Co. in small black type in the left hand corner. ‘I suppose so.’


‘Did you know him very well?’


‘I hardly knew him at all. He lived in Canada.’


‘Well,’ said Mrs Nolan sensibly, after a pause, ‘it’s a bit upsetting all the same, I suppose. I’ll get you a cup of strong tea.’


She did so and I took the scalding draught down in one enormous mouthful that brought tears streaming down my cheeks. Mrs Nolan blew her nose and asked the others who had been gazing at me with religious respect to leave the room. They trooped out with embarrassed alacrity muttering furtive condolences.


The moment they had gone, unable to contain myself, I sprang up and executed a brief, lunatic dance of joy around the table. Bad news? Bad news? Even Mrs Nolan, that splendid creature, who could read between the lines of a lawyer’s letter like anybody, had felt compelled to treat it with sad respect.


I dropped into a chair and read the letter again, very soberly. There was something so exactly right about the ‘late Mr Bela Janda’ that I was surprised I had not thought of him in this way before. The late Mr Bela Janda was all right; he had spent the long years well and prudently, consolidating his assets and preparing to be late, and I told him so now, in a low mutter, nodding to his name on the letter.


Mrs Nolan popped her head in as I sat muttering to the letter and quickly popped out again, and presently I ate my two eggs, taking only the yolks and leaving the whites with luxurious abandon.


This state of controlled hysteria lasted till I was up in my room again. There I could only bounce up and down on the divan, smoking one cigarette after another and waiting until it was time to phone this Stephen Cunliffe.
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It was an address in Francis Street, Victoria, and I went bounding up the steep and narrow stairs like the long-lost heir coming to claim his inheritance, a proper way to bound in the circumstances.


I had spoken to Cunliffe’s secretary on the phone and had learnt he would not be in till half past eleven. Mrs Nolan had lent me another bottle of British port to while away the time and had seemed to find my request perfectly in order.


There had been some difficulty in starting the car, for in addition to its other ills, the battery had gone flat; but by almost kicking it to pieces in my excitement I had found a spark of life.


Cunliffe’s secretary, a rather severe-sounding female with a slight foreign accent, had asked me to bring along the letter and my birth certificate, passport and any other documents to establish identity, and I had these in my hand as I knocked on the frosted glass door marked Inquiries and went in.


It was a small, very tidy room with a big ticking clock on the mantelpiece, a desk and a few files. Nobody was in the room. I closed the door behind me and shuffled my feet. An inner door opened a few inches and a woman whose middle-parting gave her face the appearance of a hot cross bun said severely, ‘In just one moment.’ She left the door open and I heard a mutter of voices for half a minute before she came out.


‘My name is Nicolas Whistler. Mr Cunliffe—’


‘Yes, yes. I spoke to you on the telephone. You have the letter and other papers?’


I handed them over and she glanced at the letter before disappearing in the other room again. ‘Please sit down one moment, Mr Whistler,’ she said over her shoulder. ‘Mr Cunliffe will see you right away.’


If not a damned sight quicker, I thought, somewhat irritated by this middle-parting popping in and out, and suppressing a gust of gaseous British port. Bunface, it seemed to me, was treating the young master in far too officious a manner. A little servile bowing and scraping would have been perfectly in order here.


I was still brooding over this when a chair scraped in the next room and Bunface came out, her face now wearing something like a smile. ‘It was necessary to establish . . .’ she murmured before I was in the room and facing Cunliffe.


I had to look twice to see if he was not hiding himself somewhere, for the Cunliffe I had imagined was a huge, lantern-jawed, gimlet-eyed character who might or might not have worn his hanging-judge wig during our interview. This one was practically a midget, a little dolly of a man who walked forward with quick, perfect miniature steps to take my hand in his two.


‘Mr Whistler?’ he said, in a voice so deep and gravelly that I looked down at him in astonishment. ‘I am pleased to make your acquaintance. Take a seat.’


I sat down, still unable to take my eyes off him.


‘Cigarette?’


I took one from his full-sized gold case and watched with fascination as he lit one for himself and blew out a stream of smoke. There was an extra-large emphatic quality in every gesture and for a moment I had the uncanny feeling I was watching a performance by some master ventriloquist who would shortly reveal himself.


‘I should like to express my condolences on your bereavement,’ he said. ‘You didn’t know your uncle very well, I understand?’


‘No. I only met him once, actually.’ I was suddenly aware of his foreign accent; the shock of his appearance and voice hadn’t made it register.


‘I knew him very well indeed. A fine man. He had a heart attack on Wednesday afternoon and died the same evening.’


‘I never knew.’


‘No,’ he said dryly, and blinked. ‘You couldn’t have.’ The eyes when you looked at them were exceptionally grey and large and intelligent. ‘You are the first member of the family I have informed. I believe he was very close to your mother? Perhaps there is some older person you would wish to break the news to her . . .’


‘Yes, there’s a Mr Gabriel who lives in the same hotel in Bournemouth. He’s a great friend. That’s a good idea,’ I said, ashamed that I had not thought of this aspect.


‘Yes,’ Cunliffe said, and fiddled with some papers on his desk, and in the pause I could hear my heart going. ‘You know, I suppose,’ he said at length, ‘that you figure prominently in Mr Janda’s will?’


I licked my lips. ‘I’d heard he was thinking of leaving me something.’


‘He has. The lot,’ said Cunliffe, the skin crinkling round his eyes.


He sat smiling at me, the little mannikin, in a rather worldly wise, sardonic manner, while the British port rose gaseously in my throat.


‘Apparently he has made no alterations to the will in the possession of my Canadian associates which is the one I drew up for him in 1938. I am not able to give you a complete figure, of course, but I can give you a general idea of the size of the estate if you would like?’


Correctly interpreting my semi-paralytic jerk as an affirmative, he went on, ‘In cash and securities – the lesser part of the estate, it is thought that he left something in the region of fifty thousand dollars – about seventeen or eighteen thousand pounds. The greater part of the estate consists of the cannery, transport and so forth, together with a fair-sized fruit farm which he bought in 1952 and which is, I understand, quite a valuable property.’


‘Supposing – supposing I wanted to dispose of it. Is that possible?’


‘Certainly. You are the absolute legatee.’ He looked down at his papers again. ‘The last valuation was taken in 1951 before he bought the fruit farm. It is surmise only but I would say the whole estate now would realise roughly four hundred thousand dollars. Of course it is subject to death duties—’


‘Four hundred thousand—’


‘About a hundred and forty thousand pounds,’ he said. He blew his nose and began sniffing quickly.


He nipped off his chair. He seemed to be picking up a cigarette that was burning a hole in the carpet. I was staring rather closely at the back of his neck. I remember only leaning over with a sense of gratitude to kiss this little neck, and then I was in his chair sipping a glass of water and a woman was whispering, ‘He has had too much to drink. I smelt the brandy on his breath. Perhaps you should not have told him just now—’


‘Better now?’ Cunliffe asked, smiling. ‘The news was too much for you.’


‘I’m afraid it was. What was that figure again?’


‘A hundred and forty thousand pounds. Thank you, Miss Vogler,’ he said to Bunface who was hovering, and waited till she had gone.


In the next few minutes he gave me a brief, smiling lecture on the best way to hang on to a legacy, and himself proposed that I might like a little on account. I had been wondering how to frame this question and accepted eagerly.


‘A hundred or two, perhaps?’


‘Two hundred would do fine.’


‘I expect you would like to take cash now,’ he said, looking at his watch. ‘I had better ask Miss Vogler to slip out for you. The banks will be shut in just five minutes. Five-pound notes?’


Bunface returned at length with the money and Cunliffe produced two documents which he folded over for me to sign. ‘I had a suspicion you might like something on account,’ he said, smiling wryly. ‘They are already prepared. Just sign your name here and here. You see, I have filled in the exact amount – it is intuition.’


I signed jerkily, moved by the impressive words ‘two hundred pounds’ spelt on each form and slightly hypnotised by the fivers fluttering around me as he counted. The efficient Bunface whipped away the papers with two sheets of blotting paper and I watched as Cunliffe came to his final ‘Thirty-eight, thirty-nine, forty.’


‘There. Are you satisfied with my count?’


‘Perfectly.’ I could hardly keep my hands off them.


A couple of minutes later he was telling me that he would communicate with me as soon as he had more news, and was taking my hand in his two again.


‘Think,’ he said, his large, intelligent eyes twinkling. ‘Mr Janda left certain funds with me. But think before you spend. A little splash would be understandable, but don’t throw it all away.’


I don’t remember going down the stairs. I found myself in the MG wondering what I should do first. For some reason, despite the British port, I felt wonderfully clear-headed for the first time that day, perhaps for the first time that week, possibly for the first time in my life.


There was a clear necessity to take myself swiftly off to some place of solitude with this miraculous two hundred quid and work out a few first principles. With this thought in mind I pressed the starter, and at once fell to swearing with great power and obscenity and leapt out like a madman with the starting handle. There was something that would have to come even before first principles and I drove round to the squalid enterprise of Ratface Rickett, pulling up in the forecourt with a scream of brakes.


Ratface was not about his usual task of gloating over his petrol pumps, and I walked round to the back to find him at work in a pit inspecting the underside of a lorry with a wandering lamp.


‘Mr Rickett.’


From his crouched position he looked round quickly and turned away without speaking. This familiar and expected action filled me with such pleasurable fury that I crouched like a frog, inserted my head carefully between the two front wheels and, inflating my lungs, roared: ‘Rickett! Rickett! Rickett!’ like some maniac baritone on a cracked record. Ratface straightened up as though shot, catching his head a stupefying blow, and began a sub-human, wordless moaning as he clutched his head. One word of apology would have had him swarming at me with a six-inch spanner and so, suppressing a desire to run and pretending not to notice what had happened, I called urgently, ‘Come on, Rickett, surely you can finish that later – I’m in a hurry, man!’


This attitude so surprised him that he actually crawled out after a moment or two, but his eyes were still so bloodshot and murderous that I said loudly, ‘Damn it, I’ve been yelling my head off. Didn’t you hear me down there? I’m in a hell of a hurry and I want a new battery and to settle my bill.’


I had meant to play with him a little over the question of payment, but since the encounter had provided such reasonable value and there was, anyway, the matter of getting off the premises without his savaging me, I reluctantly paid up and took off in triumph at the first touch on the starter.


I drove to Henley, and by a quarter past one was sitting slowly sipping a pint of beer and watching the swans.


The young master had come into his own with a vengeance. I could almost feel the gigantic sack of loot on my shoulder like some unimaginably heavy piece of nuclear material darkly awaiting conversion into other and more useful forms. Millions of miles of dappled roads, a big house for Maminka to queen it in, an island, a pub, a boat, a small group of harlots. Or one could acquire and slowly pulverise the entire affairs of the Little Swine, selling Miss Vosper into white slavery.


The swelling wonder of these reflections occupied the first pint, and it was as I was sipping the second that I approached cautiously the problem of Maura. I had been aware all morning of a strong resistance to the idea of reasoned thinking on this subject. I hadn’t wanted to tell her about the letter. I didn’t want to tell her just yet about the money. There was bound to be a reason for this, I thought, nodding sagely to a swan who had come to stare at me.


It was not a difficult one to find. The presence of the money meant (a) that it was time for positive action with regard to our relationship, and (b) that Maura would have ideas on what should be done with the money. Take a certain line with regard to (a) and (b) as a personal problem would cease to exist. And yet it went deeper than this. So long as I hadn’t been in a position to marry the girl she had seemed, no doubt about it, a very desirable one. Desiring her had indeed been a major preoccupation for these past months. But there had been many months before Maura, and there would be many months after her. Was this, in short, the girl for me?


I blew out my cheeks and considered. Marriage, it was a fact, was a serious business, and Maura had many defects. She was too damned bossy for one thing. She looked on me as something less than heroic for another.


All in all, it seemed to me, I needed to give this more thought; which, in its turn, meant keeping the news to myself for a while. For the time being I had two hundred pounds to spend, less Ratface’s bite, and all the time in the world to decide what should be done with the remainder.


It was now getting on for two o’clock and people were strolling out to enjoy the river after their luncheon. I could not be bothered to eat and instead stayed slowly disposing of two further pints before the bar closed and I tooled gently back to town, listening with only mild interest to the noise from the gearbox. I thought I might buy Maminka a present, might run down to Bournemouth with it this evening; might even run down now.


At this point I recalled Cunliffe’s advice to pass the tidings through Imre, and pulled up at the first phone box to put through a call.


He came to the phone right away, and I said, ‘Hello, Uncle, it’s Nicolas. How are you?’ grinning to think of him standing there big and shapeless in his alpaca jacket, with the hairs of his nose waving in his powerful breath. He was a gentle, flabby, elephantine man.


‘Nicolas,’ he said breathily. ‘It is good to hear from you, my boy. How are things with you?’ His voice sounded a shade muted, as if he had just undersold another stamp. Well, there’d be enough for Imre, too, I thought with a wave of regard for the old boy, and I said cheerfully:


‘Couldn’t be better. I’ll tell you all about it. But first how’s Maminka?’


This was a mistake, but it had to be gone through. There was never anything wrong with Maminka, but the old hypochondriac could usually find something; it gave him an added reason for living with her.


‘Well, my boy, I will tell you,’ he said confidentially, with a return to something like his usual form, ‘she is not so well today. There is a touch of fibrositis in the shoulder and I think she is starting a cold. I am keeping her in bed today.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that, Uncle. How is your own health?’ I said, blowing out my cheeks and nodding to the phone.


‘Me, me – you know how it is with me, Nicolas,’ he said, pleased, giving his little deprecatory laugh. ‘I need a new pair of lungs. Things are never quite right with me.’


‘I was thinking of running down to see you. I’ve got great news. Uncle Bela has died and left me all his money.’ This could have been expressed in other ways, and I was thinking of the words, when he said:


‘What is this? What is this you say? Just a minute, Nicolas. The door is open. I cannot hear very . . .’ He put the phone down and came back in a moment. ‘You say Bela . . .’ he said breathily. ‘What is this, Nicolas?’


‘I’m afraid Uncle Bela has died,’ I said. ‘He died on Wednesday after a heart attack. I heard from the lawyer today.’


‘Oh, this is bad,’ he said. I heard his noisy breathing for a few seconds. ‘It will distress her terribly.’


‘Yes,’ I said, somewhat irritably. ‘Not too good, is it? But I saw the lawyer today. It seems he left a considerable fortune. He left it to me.’


‘Well, this we knew he would do,’ he said. ‘It is no surprise. I do not know how to – I can’t tell her today, Nicolas. She is not well enough for such news today.’


‘Well, that’s rather the point. I hoped you would break the news to her before I got down.’


He breathed into the phone for a while. ‘Nicolas,’ he said at last, ‘I think it would be better if you didn’t come down this weekend. You understand, a shock like this, her only brother . . . I wouldn’t like to say . . .’


‘All right,’ I said, a little put out. ‘Uncle Bela left quite a lot of money.’


‘Of course. He was a rich man. You will tell me about it later. I must think what I should say.’


‘I hope Maminka’s not too upset about it.’


‘She is bound to be upset. She will be terribly distressed. I can’t prevent it.’


‘Well, I’ll call you in a couple of days.’


‘In two or three days, yes. Goodbye, Nicolas.’ He put the phone down before I did.


I got back into the car with a feeling of let-down. It seemed there was nobody I could tell about the money. The weight of the hundred and forty thousand pounds was suddenly heavy on me. The beer had left a sour taste.


I drove slowly back home, aware I shouldn’t be driving at all. By a stroke of luck, Mrs Nolan was not prowling in the hall. I went up to my room and fell on to the divan and was asleep immediately.







*





Only one other thing of note happened that day. I awoke at half past eight in the evening. Mrs Nolan had gone to the pictures and one of the lodgers was knocking on the door to call me to the phone. I took myself frowstily down the three flights. It was the man Jack had mentioned who was interested in buying the car. I told him rather shortly that it was not for sale, and hung up.


I didn’t take his name or number.
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I called for Maura next morning, and watched her in my new role of scale-weigher. What I saw went solidly on the plus side. Nothing wrong there, I thought, as she hopped nimbly into the car. Her red hair was cut short. She was wearing a gaily coloured cotton frock and a shoulder bag. Her lopsided smile could take your breath away in that sedate Sunday-morning square.


She said, ‘Nicolas, I was so mean the other night. I’ve been depressed about it.’


I said, ‘Well,’ with a tremendous lift. ‘I’ve not been feeling so hot, either.’


‘Then let’s forget it and have a wonderful day. I’ve got something to tell you.’


‘What is it?’


Her lopsided smile came on briefly. ‘I’ll tell you later. Can we afford a run in the country?’


‘I’ve got a secret, too,’ I said, and dug into my wallet for the twenty-five pounds I had brought with me. ‘Look. I won it.’


‘Nicolas, you never did!’


‘At the dogs.’ I’d rehearsed this in the bathroom mirror, but it was coming out a bit too quickly.


‘Was this last night?’


‘Yes.’


‘You never told me you were going. You’ve never been before, Nicolas, you’re fibbing . . .’ A thought struck her and she looked at me, blinking quickly. ‘There wasn’t anything more about the Little Swine? You weren’t keeping anything back?’


‘No,’ I said irritably. It had started to go a bit funny.


‘Well, it’s wonderful anyway,’ she said. It didn’t sound so wonderful now. ‘Let’s have a picnic. We can buy food. I was dreaming about the country. I was dreaming about Ireland.’


So that seemed all right again, and I shoved in the clutch and took off like a jet through Chiswick, through Datchet, through Taplow, and we sang like little larks, not knowing what would befall.


That was a perfect July day, the best of that wild summer.







*





We ate in a clearing in the woods beyond Cliveden and afterwards lay back and smoked. Maura said, ‘Nicolas.’


‘What?’


‘I’ve been thinking of going back to Ireland.’


‘I know. In August.’


‘I mean for good.’


I sat up and stared at her. ‘Why, for God’s sake?’


Her eyes, which had been closed, now opened, grey-green, and regarded me mournfully. ‘You know why, Nicolas.’


This could only be an obscure reference to the Little Swine, it seemed to me, and I bent to kiss her to obliterate the thought. She twisted away, lifting her fingertips to my face.


‘All my family are in Ireland,’ she said mournfully. ‘I’ve got nobody here.’


‘How about me?’


‘How about you?’


‘You know how I feel about you, Maura.’


‘I know you want to go to bed with me.’


‘Damn it,’ I said with fright. It was the first time she had said anything like that. ‘There’s more to it than that, Maura.’


‘What?’


‘I love you,’ I said, awkwardly. The scale-weighing, it seemed to me, was not going too scientifically.


‘I love you, too, Nicolas,’ she said. ‘But there doesn’t seem much chance of our ever being able to do much about it, does there? Oh, I can see,’ she said mournfully, beginning to enjoy it, ‘I can see it’s not going to be any use. You’ll be a lifelong poor relative. The Little Swine won’t do a thing unless you push him, and your uncle in Canada won’t either because you don’t show a spark of interest. I’ve tried hard to believe some miracle will happen to change you . . .’


‘Well, try a bit harder,’ I said, echoing Ratface, and suddenly invigorated by the recollection, took her head firmly in my hands. ‘Look, Maura, I’ve had more than enough of this conversation. The time has come to settle a few simple points. (a) My formative years are long past and nothing now is going to alter my character. (b) Changes of circumstance, of which there could be many, should not affect our relationship, viewed as a long-term proposition. If in your mind they do, well, you’re perfectly right – it’s no go. And now,’ I said, ‘let’s forget it.’


She wriggled her head round fast before I could get down to her. ‘Nicolas, what’s happened to you?’


‘You’ve happened to me,’ I said. She returned my kiss with enthusiasm. Her eyes were lively and alert and sparkling when we drew apart.


‘If you knew how worried I’ve been,’ she said. ‘Is everything going to be all right now, Nicolas?’


‘Yes,’ I said reluctantly.


‘He agreed to your becoming a full partner?’


My mental defences had shaken themselves wearily into life like a big tired bulldog. ‘Well, it’s difficult to explain.’


‘All right,’ she said, lightly. ‘I’ve got no right to know.’


‘Maura, you have. I’m just not able to tell you at the moment. Believe me, Maura,’ I said, with a desperate attempt at her own line of dramatics, ‘I’ve thought about this and thought about it, and I know you’ve got a right to be told, but you’ve just got to trust me.’


‘No right at all,’ she said, but only the words were cold. Her eyes were warm and curious. ‘When will you be able to tell me?’


‘Soon,’ I said, wondering how the hell I’d placed myself in this insane position. The idea had been merely to keep from her for the moment the fact that there was now no bar or impediment to marrying her. She now understood (a) that I could, and (b) that her prompting to approach the Little Swine had paid off. The fact that the latter was untrue was not only irrelevant. It was damned inconvenient. My firm intention had been to see the Little Swine for just one further and rewarding session. I would now have to create a detailed day-to-day fantasy for her.
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