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The crisis consists precisely in the fact
 that the old is dying and the new cannot
 be born; in this interregnum a great
 variety of morbid symptoms appears.


—ANTONIO GRAMSCI, Prison Notebooks
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JOHN FOWLES




The Harvest



But what’s wrong with that man?


All afternoon (yesterday the day before yesterday and today) he’s been sitting there staring at a flame


he bumped into me at evening as he went downstairs


he said to me:


“The body dies the water clouds the soul


hesitates


and the wind forgets always forgets


but the flame doesn’t change.”


He also said to me:


“You know I love a woman who’s gone away perhaps to the nether world; that’s not why I seem so deserted


I try to keep myself going with a flame


because it doesn’t change.”


Then he told me the story of his life.


—GEORGE SEFERIS, “Mr. Stratis Thalassinos Describes a Man”




WHOLE SIGHT; OR ALL THE REST IS DESOLATION.


The last of a hanger ran under the eastern ridge of the combe, where it had always been too steep and stony for the plough. It was now little more than a long spinney, mainly of beech. The field sloped from the wall of trees, westward, a gentle bosom, down to the open gate onto Fishacre Lane. The dark coats lay there in against the hedge, covering the cider-jar and the dinner-bundle, beside the two scythes that had been used to clear the still-dewed hedge swathe much earlier that morning. Now the wheat was half cut. Lewis sat perched behind the faded carmine reaper, craning into the sea of blond stems for stones, his hand on the mower-lever, always ready to lift the blades. Captain hardly needed the reins; so many years of plodding, just so, down the new stubble next to the still-standing ears. Only at the corners did Lewis cry, softly, coaxing the old horse round. Sally, the younger horse, who had helped on the steeper ground, stood tethered beneath a thorn not far from the gate, cropping the hedge, her tail intermittently swishing.


Bindweed ran up the stems of the corn; seeding thistles, red poppies; and lower, the little cornfield violets called heart’s-ease; with blue speedwell eyes and scarlet pimpernel, shepherd’s glass, herb of the second sight. The field’s name was the Old Batch—batch from bake, some ancient farm’s own annual bread was always grown here. The sky’s proleptic name was California; the imperial static blue of August.


There are four figures in the field, besides Lewis on the reaper-binder. Mr. Luscombe: red-faced and crooked-grinning, one eye with a cast behind his steel-rimmed spectacles, a collarless shirt with a thin gray stripe, darned, the cuffs worn, cord trousers with peaks at the back for the braces, but held up also by a thick leather belt. Bill, his younger son, nineteen, capped and massive, six inches taller than anyone else on the field, arms like hams, a slow giant, clumsy at all but his work… but see him scythe, dwarf the distort handle and the blade, the swaling drive and unstopping rhythm, pure and princely force of craft. Old Sam in breeches, braces, boots and gaiters, his face forgotten, though not his limp; a collarless shirt also, a straw hat with the crown detached on one side (“lets in th’ole air a bit, doan’ee see”) and a tuft of wilted heart’s-ease tucked in the black band. And finally a boy in his midteens, his clothes unsuited, a mere harvest helper: cotton trousers, an apple-green Aertex shirt, old gym-shoes.


They work in two teams, on opposite sides of the field, one clockwise, the other anti-clockwise, stooking. Clutching a sheaf in the right hand, just above the binder twine, never by the twine itself, then moving on to the next sheaf, picking that up in the same way in the left hand, then walking with the two sheaves to the nearest unfinished stook, a stook being four pairs of sheaves and a single “to close the door” at each end; then standing before the other sheaves propped against each other, lifting the two in each hand, then setting them, shocking down the butts into the stubble and simultaneously clashing the eared heads together. The simplest job in the world, it might seem to Queenie, back from her morning’s cleaning at the Vicarage, who stands there in the lane beside her bicycle a moment, watching in through the open gateway for the idle pleasure of it. The boy waves from the top end of the field and she waves back. When he looks again, a minute later, she is still there, the old beige summer hat with the band of white silk and the tired artificial rose in front, the drab brown dress, the heavy old bicycle with its fret of skirt-protective wires over the back wheel.


The boy sets the first two sheaves, the founders, of a new stook. They stand, then start to topple. He catches them before they fall, lifts them to set them firm again. But old Mr. Luscombe shocks his pair down six feet away, safe as houses. His founders never fall. He smiles lopsidedly with his bad teeth, a wink, the cast in his eye, the sun in his glasses. Bronze-red hands and old brown boots. The boy makes a grimace, then brings his sheaves and sets them against the farmer’s pair. The insides of his forearms are sore already, his fingers not being strong enough to carry the sheaves far by grasp. If the stook is some way off, he hoicks them up against his side, under his arms, against the thistles. But he likes the pain—a harvest pain, a part of the ritual; like the tired muscles the next morning, like sleep that night, so drowning, deep and swift to come.


The crackle of the stubble, the shock of the stood sheaves. The rattle of the reaper, the chatter of the mower blades, the windmill arms above them. Lewis’s voice at the corners: hoy then, hoy’ee, Cap’n, back, back, back, whoy, whoy. Then the click of the tongue: jik-jik, the onward rattle and chain and chatter. Thistledown floats southward across the field, in a light air from the north, mounting, a thermal, new stars for the empyrean.


And the day will endure like this, under the perfect azure sky, stooking and stooking the wheat. Again and again old Luscombe will shred an ear from its haulm and roll the grains between his heavy palms to husk them; cup his hand and blow the husks away; stare; then take a grain and bite it in half, the germ with its taste of earth and dust, and then spit it out; and carefully put the remaining grains in his trouser pocket, for the poultry, that evening. Three or four times the reaper’s noise will stop abruptly. The stookers will stand and see Lewis climb down from his fenestrated iron saddle and know what it is again: the knotter is choked. A spew of unbound wheat behind the machine; the toolbox open. Lewis is brown and shy, much smaller than his younger brother—the family mechanic, and taciturn. The nearest pair of stookers will come up and gather armfuls of the unbound wheat; take three strong stems and rope them, then lead them under the armful and rick the ends where they meet, one twist only, but tight, tucking the ears under the bind to hold it firm; leave Lewis to his labors over the knotter and walk back to where they left their uncompleted rows. In silence, apart, treading the crackling stubble.


At one Mr. Luscombe will pull out his old fob, then cry to the field and start rolling a cigarette. They will straggle to the hedge by the gate, sweating, Lewis last, having taken Captain from the shafts and tethered him in the shade beside Sally; stand around the coats. The cider-jar will be unbunged. The boy is offered the first drink, from a tin mug. Bill lifts the whole gallon jar, tips it into his mouth. Old Sam grins. And the boy feels the sour green swill down his gullet, down both gullets; last year’s brew, delicious as orchard shade in the sun and wheat-dust. Lewis sups cold tea from a wire-handled can.


Long and distant, over the uncut serried rods of wheat: the five men walk along the lane hedge to the shade of an ash. Old Sam stops to urinate against the bank. They sit beneath the ash, or sprawl; out of the dish-cloth, white with blue ends, a pile of great cartwheels of bread, the crusts burnt black; deep yellow butter, ham cut thick as a plate, plate of pink meat and white fat, both sides of the bread nearly an inch thick; the yellow butter pearled and marbled with whey, a week’s ration a slice.


Thic for thee, thic for thee, says doling Mr. Luscombe, and where’s my plum vidies to?


Ma says to eat up they, says Bill.


Beauty of Bath, crisp and amber-fleshed, with their little edge of piquant acid. Still Primavera’s, thinks the boy; and much better poems than bruised and woolly Pelham Widow. But who cares, teeth deep in white cartwheel, bread and sweet ham, all life to follow.


They talk a little, having eaten; the cider again, and nibbling apples. Lewis smokes Woodbines and stares at the reaper in the sun. The boy lies on his back, the stubble pricking, slightly drunk, bathed in the green pond of Devon voices, his Devon and England, quick and tortuous ancestral voices, debating next year’s function for this field; then other fields. A language so local, so phonetically condensed and permissive of slur that it is inseparable in his mind, and will always remain so, from its peculiar landscapes; its combes and bartons, leats and linhays. He is shy and ashamed of his own educated dialect of the tongue.


Then there comes across the voices, from far off, five or six miles, the faint wail of a siren.


Torquay I reckon, says Bill.


The boy sits up, scanning the sky to the south. They are silent. The wail dies, changing pitch. A cock pheasant bells disyllabically up in the beeches above the field. Bill sharply raises his finger; and before it is fully up, a remote crump. Then another. Then the faint bass roll of a wing-cannon. Three seconds’ silence; then the cannon again. And once more the pheasant bells.


Caught-ey on the hop agen, says Mr. Luscombe.


One o’ they hit-and-runners, agrees Bill.


They stand out from the shade of the ash, watching south. But the sky is empty, blue, in peace. They shade their eyes, searching for a speck, a trail, a plume of smoke; nothing. But now an engine, at first very faint, then without warning louder, closer, abruptly welling. The five turn cautiously back beneath the ash. The long combe is flooded with the frantic approach, violent machinery at full stretch, screaming in an agony of vicious fear. The boy, who is already literary, knows he is about to die.


Then for a few world-cleaving seconds it is over them, over the upper half of the field, only two hundred feet or so high, camouflaged dark green and black; blue-bellied, Balkan-crossed; slim, enormous, a two-engined Heinkel, real, the war real, terror and fascination, pigeons breaking from the beeches in a panic, Sally rearing, Captain the same and tearing loose from his tether, a wild whinnying. He canters away, then subsides into a heavy lumbering trot across the field. But the giant botfly is gone, trailing its savage roar. Mr. Luscombe runs, almost as heavily as his horse, bawling. Whoy there, Captain. Easy, boy, easy. Then Bill running as well, overtaking his father. The old horse stops at the edge of the uncut wheat, trembling. Another whinny.


The boy turns to Lewis: I saw the pilot!


Was ’er one o’ they or one o’ us’s, asks Old Sam.


The boy shouts at him. German! It was German!


Lewis holds up a finger. Somewhere to the north they hear the Heinkel swing west.


Dartmouth, says Lewis quietly. He’ll go out along the river.


As if something about that great sear of machinery, the quickness and inhumanity of it, the power, has impressed him; sweating away with rotten old horses, saved from the army by the farm… old Celtic softness for metal Romans. In midfield his father pats Captain and leads him gently back toward the reaper. Bill looks down toward the three by the hedge; then mimes a shotgun, following the Heinkel’s flight, and points up the hill to where he would have had it fall. Even Lewis has a wry grin.


But then, though their ears stay cocked as they walk up into the field, no sound, no more war, no stuttering hammer of wing cannon, no crumps from the direction of Totnes or Dartmouth, no Hurricanes in pursuit. Only, as Lewis flicks the reins to start Captain on again and the stookers stoop to gather their first sheaves, a stertorous sound from the high azure. The boy looks up. Very high, four black specks, rolling, teasing, caramboling into one another as they fly westward. Two ravens and their young; the sky’s eternal sleeping voice, mocking man.


Mysteries: how the pheasant heard the bombs before the men. Who sent the ravens and that passage?


Our daily bread: sheaves and stooks, the afternoon wearing on, the light ash-shadow creeping over the stubble. Inexorably the reaper dwindles the wheat. The first rabbit runs, a cry from Lewis. It zigzags among the unstooked sheaves, leaps one like a hare, then takes cover inside a stook. Bill, who is nearest, picks up a stone and creeps close. But the rabbit is away, racing white scut, and the hurled stone flies harmlessly over its head.


Soon after three the field begins to fill with people, as if they had been secretly watching all the time and knew exactly when to appear. Two or three old men, a fat young woman with a pram, a tall gipsy with a lurcher at his heels: the saturnine “Babe” with his lantern jaw, man of darkness, constable’s horror, distiller, or so rumored, of apple-jack in Thorncombe Woods. Then the Fishacre hamlet children dribbling back from school, seven or eight of them, five small boys and two little girls and an older one. The open gate is like a mouth; it sucks in all who pass. Queenie and old Mrs. Hellyer, though they must have walked up especially; and others, adults and children. Then little Mrs. Luscombe of the dark eyebrows, humping the tea-baskets. Beside her, a gentle-faced woman in a gray-and-white dress, severe and even for then old-fashioned, with an incongruous Eton crop… the stooking boy’s aunt. And still more.


Now the wheat is six or seven swathes in breadth and some fifty yards long. Lewis cries at a corner to the nearest male bystanders.


Crawlin’ with the buggers!


They all gather round the last piece: stookers, children, old men, Babe and his lurcher: a black-and-liver dog with a cowed, much-beaten look, always crouched, neurotic, hyperalert and Argus-eyed, never a yard from his master’s heels. The young woman walks up on swollen ankles, carrying her baby son in her arms, the pram left by the gate. Some have sticks, others pile stones. A ring of excited faces, scrutinizing each tremor in the rectangle of corn: commands, the older men knowing, sternly cautious. Doan’ee fuss, lad, keep back. In the rectangle’s heart a stirring of ears, a ripple of shaken stems, like a troutwave in a stream. A hen pheasant explodes with a rattling whir, brown-speckled jack-in-the-box, down the hill and over Fishacre Lane. Laughter. A small girl screams. A tiny rabbit, not eight inches long, runs out from the upper border, stops bemused, then runs again. The boy who helped stook stands ten yards away, grinning as a wild band of children sprawl and tumble after the tiny animal, which doubles, stops, spurts, and finally runs back into the wheat.


Doan’ee ’ee dreadle the corn, bellows Mr. Luscombe at the eagerest boy. Young devil. Now Lewis whistles shrilly on the other side of the patch, pointing. This time it is a big rabbit, racing for the lane hedge, the lurcher’s side. The rabbit is through the human ring, jinking through the stones and sticks and stooks. The gipsy gives a low whistle, long-dying. The dog streaks away, using all its greyhound blood, its lethal dexterity. The rabbit escapes once by a last-second change of course. The lurcher flashes past, a little spurt of red dust from among the stubble as it twists back. It has everyone’s eyes; even Lewis has reined in. This time the dog makes no mistake. It has the rabbit by the neck, shakes it violently. Another whistle from the gipsy, and it runs swiftly to its master, bent low, the still-kicking animal locked in its long jaws. The gipsy takes the rabbit by its hind legs, lifts it away and up and chops down with his free hand, just once, on the neck. Everyone there knows how Babe came by the lurcher; it is a village joke, like his nickname. The Devil came to Thorncombe Woods one night to thank him for selling so much rotgut to all they Yanks back over the Camp; and brought him the lurcher as a present. But as they watch man and dog, they know he isn’t there because he needs the rabbits; he has every moonlit night and field for miles round for rabbits. But his is an ancient presence, and quasi-divine, of a time when men were hunters, not planters; he honors fields at cutting time.


Lewis starts the reaper off again. Now a rabbit springs every few yards, small and large; some terrified, others determined. Old men pounce, flail with their sticks, stumble, fall on their faces; and the children too. Guffaws, screams, curses, cries of triumph; the silent lurcher racing, twisting, snapping, merciless. The last swathe. Then a scream of pain, like a tiny child’s, from the hidden blades. Without stopping, Lewis points back. A rabbit drags away, its hind legs sliced off. The boy who stooked runs and lifts it: the red stumps. Little green balls of excrement fall from the anal fur. Convulsive jerking, another scream. He chops, then chops again; a third time; then casually turns and throws the corpse toward a pile of others. Doe-eyes glazing, whiskers, soft ears, snowy scuts. He moves closer and stares down at the pile, a good twenty now. And his heart turns, some strange premonitory turn, a day when in an empty field he shall weep for this.


He looks up and sees his aunt and Mrs. Luscombe, the only two people in the field who have not joined in the massacre. They stand by a tablecloth spread on the stubble beneath the ash-tree, talking and watching. Beside them there curls up a twist of blue smoke; an old black kettle perched on stones. The final rabbit, the one most certain, hemmed with hunters, runs straight between myopic Old Sam’s legs and outpaces all the boys who chase it. The lurcher tries to streak through them, loses balance and sight, at last permits himself a frustrated yelp, looks desperately around, so many shouting, pointing, urging bipeds; then sees the bobbing scut and sets off again. But the rabbit reaches the hedge a good few yards clear. The gipsy whistles. The dog lopes back, its tail down.


Then the prize-giving. Old Mr. Luscombe stands by the assembled kill; a little embarrassed, unused to playing Solomon. One here, one there, a small one to a child, a fat brace to Babe, another to Old Sam. Then six to the boy who stooked.


Take ’en down to the ash-tree, Danny.


And “Danny,” whose preferred name is Dan, walks down the field, three pairs of hind legs in each hand, Nimrod, to the spread tea.


Little Mrs. Luscombe, with her eyebrows like commas, stands hands on hips by her twig fire, grinning at him.


You caught all they then, Danny?


I got two. One didn’t count actually. It was caught in the blades.


Poor thing, says his aunt.


Mrs. Luscombe is politely but firmly scornful.


You didden have a stone wall round your garden, m’ dear, you woulden feel sorry for they.


And his aunt smiles at him, maternally, as Mrs. Luscombe takes the rabbits, weighs them, approves, palping their haunches; picks a good couple.


There’s your supper, Danny.


Oh I say. Really? Thanks awfully, Mrs. Luscombe.


Are you absolutely sure? asks his aunt. Then: I don’t know what we’d do without you.


Where’s Father? asks the boy.


It seems the Rural Dean has called. About the porch.


He nods: nursing his solitude, his terrible Oedipal secret; already at the crossroads every son must pass.


He says, We’ll just finish the stooking.


And he walks back to where they have gone back to work, but there are many more hands now, as in a Breughel. The children vying to lug the farthest sheaves closer for the men; even Babe sets to for that last twenty minutes.


Then back under the ash-tree, as ritual as Holy Communion, the old pink-and-white check cloth, the bread, the quart bowl of cream, the pots of raspberry and black-currant jam, the chipped white mugs, the two teapots, a browny-black with yellow bands, the same brown as the cake with all its hoarded sultanas and currants. Best the illicit scalded cream, its deep yellow crust folded into the voluptuous white. No cream since time began could equal it; the harvest hunger, sun, the circle of watching children, the smell of sweat. Byre and meadow and breath of Red Devons. Ambrosia, death, sweet raspberry jam.


Did ’ee see ’un, ma? Did ’ee see ’un, Miz Martin? Us-all coulda touched ’un, coulden us, Danny?


Later.


He is alone among the highest beeches, over the stooked and now empty field, the marly combe; where he comes each spring to find the first moschatel, strange little transient four-faces, smelling of musk. Another mystery, his current flower and emblem, for reasons he cannot say. The sun in the extreme west, as he likes it best. Its slanting rays reveal the lands in a pasture-field on the other side of the valley, the parallel waves where an ox-plough once went many centuries before; and where he must pay a visit soon, childish, but another of his secret flowers, the little honeycomb-scented orchid Spiranthes spiralis, blooms on the old meadow there about now. He clings to his knowledges; signs of birds, locations of plants, fragments of Latin and folklore, since he lacks so much else. The leaves of the beeches are translucent in the westering sun. A wood-pigeon coos, a nuthatch whistles somewhere close above.


He sits with his back to a beech-trunk, staring down through foliage at the field. Without past or future, purged of tenses; collecting this day, pregnant with being. Unharvested, yet one with this land; and that was why he had been so afraid. It wasn’t death, the agony in the mower’s blades, the scream and red stumps… but dying, dying before the other wheat was ripe.


Inscrutable innocent, already in exile.


Down, half masked by leaves. Point of view of the hidden bird.


I feel in his pocket and bring out a clasp-knife; plunge the blade in the red earth to clean it of the filth from the two rabbits he has gutted; slit; liver, intestines, stench. He stands and turns and begins to carve his initials on the beech-tree. Deep incisions in the bark, peeling the gray skin away to the sappy green of the living stem. Adieu, my boyhood and my dream.


D. H. M.


And underneath: 21 Aug 42.



Games


“YOU DO.”


“No.”


“But you must do.”


He smiles in the darkness.


“Jenny, in writing there aren’t any musts.”


“Then can.”


He says parentally, “You ought to be asleep.”


But he stands unmoving, staring out of the window into the night; out of the dark room, over the palms and poinsettias and castor-oil plants in the garden, beyond the garden. Downtown, the endless plain of trivial jeweled light. He closes his eyes a long moment, shutting it out.


“All the ghosts here. They get you in the end.”


“Now you’re being phony romantic.”


“You mean I haven’t yet been seen sitting dead drunk in a corner of the commissary.”


“Oh Daniel. Come on.”


He says nothing. A silence. A flicker of lighter flame. On the glass of the window he catches her momentary face, the long hair, the amber shadows of the couch. A whiteness where the indigo kimono, unsashed, lies open. A nice angle; nicest because no lens, no stock, could ever get it. Mirrors. The dark room. Leaving the red point and sign of rebellion in the glass, one with the distant blue, diamond and garnet lake of sky-signs.


She murmurs, “Give a little.”


It is terrible, like a nausea at times like this, but an unkilled adolescent in him still prizes the thousand-times-seen view; remains excited, smug, achieved; mocks all he has known, learned, rationally valued.


He turns and crosses the room to a fake Biedermeier table by the door.


“Do you want anything?”


“Only you. And neat. Just for once.”


He adds water to his whisky, tastes it, adds some more; turns.


“I really ought to tuck you in. It’s so late.”


“For Christ’s sake come and sit down.” Her head twists, staring at him over the back of the couch. She says, “You’re making me act.”


“Sorry.”


“I have enough of that during the day. If you remember.” He goes and sits beside her; then leans forward and sips his whisky. “When did it begin?”


He divides conversation into two categories: when you speak, and when you listen to yourself speak. Of late, his has been too much the second. Narcissism: when one grows too old to believe in one’s uniqueness, one falls in love with one’s complexity—as if layers of lies could replace the green illusion; or the sophistries of failure, the stench of success.


“This afternoon. When you ran over. I went out and wandered round the lot. All those empty stages. Just a feeling of… wasted time. Effort. Something.”


“And having to wait for me.”


“It wasn’t your fault.”


“But it was that?” He shakes his head. “The star and her stud.”


“That’s just the old dialect. The myth.”


“But they still believe in it.”


“One must pay the natives something, Jenny.”


She sits with an arm crooked on the back of the couch, observing his face in profile.


“That’s what I hate about the Prick. He thinks he’s so cool, so this year, baby. Every time he sees you he gives me one of those looks. Those little old way-back looks. One day I’m going to ask him why he wears condoms in his eyes.”


“That should add zing to your scenes.”


She stands and wanders across to the window, stubs out her cigarette—yes, she is acting—in a pottery dish by the telephone; then stares out, as he had, at the infamous city’s artificial night.


“It’s the one thing I’ll never understand about this creepy town. How they’ve so totally managed to ban naturalness from it.” She turns and comes back, stands with folded arms, looking down at him. “I mean, why are they all so frightened of it? Why can’t they just accept we have our own private little English… oh Dan.” She sits, and makes him put his arm around her; takes the hand and kisses its back, then leads it to a bare breast and holds it there. “All right. So you walked round the lot. That doesn’t explain why… come on.”


He stares across the room.


“I suppose it was about reality. Failures to capture it. Those stages, the flats still standing there. Movies no one even remembers anymore. How all the king’s plays and all the king’s scripts… and nothing in your present can ever put you together again.”


“Tell me when to touch the tears from my eyes.”


There is a little rush of air down his nostrils; he gives the bare breast a gentle squeeze, then removes his arm.


“Proves my point.”


“Well someone’s fishing.”


“Not the smallest hook.”


“You don’t even… and you know it.”


“Only by local standards.”


“Balls.”


“Darling, when you’re—”


“Oh Gawd, here we go again.”


He is silent a moment. “When I was your age I could only look forward. At mine you…”


“Then you need your eyesight tested.”


“Not really. If you want to know what the shored fragments are worth, ask the ruin.”


“ ‘Why then I’ll fit you. Hieronymo’s mad again.’ ” She sits away and grins at him in the night, raises a reproving finger. “You’d forgotten that was the next line. Right? You shouldn’t get literary with actresses. We may be cows, but we can always cap you.”


“Stage point. Not a real one.”


She looks down. “You’re such a lousy casting.”


“Inverted vanity. Looking back at my immortal oeuvre.”


“Oy veh. So we aren’t Shakespeare.”


He murmurs, “I think I’d better go.”


But she makes him sit back, once more put an arm round her, and lies with her face against his shoulder.


“I’m being flip.”


“With reason.”


She kisses his skin through his shirt; then buries her forehead against him. “I know you’re in ruins somewhere. It’s just I hate having to feel I’m making them worse.”


He holds her a little tighter. “You’re one of the very few fragments that make sense.”


“If only I…”


“We’ve settled all that.”


She takes one of his hands. “Tell me about this afternoon. What really happened.”


“It was on the old Camelot set. It suddenly hit me. How well I matched it. The betrayal of myths. As if I was totally in exile from what I ought to have been.” He added, “Done.”


“And what’s that?”


“Good question.”


“Try.”


“Something to do with the artifice of the medium.”


“And?”


“That if I could ever hope to describe it, it would have to be beyond staging or filming. They’d just… betray the real thing again.”


“What’s ‘it’?”


“God knows, Jenny. The real history of what I am? This is all disgustingly solipsistic.”


“As you once convinced me all art was.”


He waits, staring across the room.


“I’ve spent most of my adult life learning how to use the least possible words, how to get scenes crisp. How you pack your meaning in between the lines. How you create other people. Always other people.” He pauses again. “As if I’d been taken over by someone else. Years ago.”


“What kind of someone else?”


“Some kind of fink.”


“Rubbish. But go on.”


He strokes the side of her hair. “It’s such a soft option. You write, Interior, medium shot, girl and man on a couch, night. Then you walk out. Let someone else be Jenny and Dan. Someone else tell them what to do. Photograph them. You never really stake yourself. Let it be no one else. Just you.” He stops stroking, pats her hair. “That’s all, Jenny. I don’t really want to start a new career. Just a way of saying I’m sick of screenplays.”


“And Hollywood. And me.”


“Not you.”


“But you wish you could go home.”


“Not literally. Metaphorically.”


“Then where we began. Memoirs.”


“I’ve invented quite enough paper people without adding myself to the list.” He added, “Anyway, libel. I couldn’t make reality honest.”


“Then write a novel.” He sniffs. “Why not?”


“I wouldn’t know where to begin.”


“Here.”


“Idiot.”


She sits away on her knees, contemplating him.


“Seriously.”


He smiles. “With the ravings of the male menopause and a naked film-star in Harold-Robbins Land?”


She closes her kimono. “That’s a filthy thing to say. About both of us.”


“Sated with sex and trying to remember his Aristotle, he outlined his theory of—”


“I’m not a film-star. I’m your Jenny.”


“Who’s being much too indulgent.”


“You’ve got the money, you could make the time.”


“Too many dead fish on my conscience.”


“What does that mean?”


“That I’ve gutted too many of the damn things to create a living one.”


“Then you know the traps. I don’t see what you’ve got to lose.”


“My last.”


“Your last what?”


“The thing cobblers are meant to stick to.”


She is silent, scrutinizing.


“Is all this to do with the new script?”


He shakes his head. “It bores me into the ground, but I can do scenario in my sleep. Like a computer.” He stands and goes to the window again. She twists round on the couch and watches his back. After a moment, he goes on, but in a quieter voice. “If you run away, Jenny, you can’t find your way back. That’s all I meant. Trying to… it’s only a pipe dream. Trying to crawl back inside the womb. Turn the clock back.” He turns and smiles across at her. “Late-night maundering.”


“You’re so defeatist. All you have to do is put down exactly what we’ve just said.”


“That’s the last chapter. What I’ve become.”


She looks down, a little pause; a “beat,” in the jargon.


“Bill was on about you the other day. Why you’ve never directed.”


“And?”


“I told him what you told me.”


“And what did he say?”


“Something rather perceptive. How being a perfectionist and being scared are often the same thing.”


“That was sweet of him.”


“And right of him?”


He smiles through the darkness at her accusing face. “Calling me yellow will get you nowhere.”


She waits a moment, then stands and walks to him, and kisses him quickly on the mouth; pushes him back so that he has to sit in an armchair by the picture window; kneels on the carpet and rests her forearms on his knees. A faint light from the city sky outside.


“Positive thinking.”


“Yes, Jenny.”


“My Highland great-grandmother had the second sight.”


“As you told me.”


“This is the first chapter.”


“And the next?”


“Something will happen. Like a window opening. No, a door. Like a door in a wall.” She kneels back, arms folded over her breasts, biting her lips, playing sibyl.


“And through it?”


“Your story. Your real history of you.”


He has a tired grin. “When?”


“Before you have your way and we… go our separate ones.” His grin dies. “You can reconstitute this conversation? It’s very important. You must remember it.”


“I only want out because I’m in love with you. You realize that?”


“Answer my question.”


“I shouldn’t think so.”


“Then I’ll try and write some of it down for you. Tomorrow. Between takes. Just the gist.”


“And my question?”


“Or a version of it, anyway.”


And they stare at each other. In the end he says quietly, “God, how I loathe your generation.”


And she smiles up at him, like a praised child, so overcome that in the end she has to bow her head. He reaches forward and ruffles her hair, then makes to stand. But she stops him.


“Wait a minute. I haven’t finished with you yet.”


“This is mad. You must get your sleep.”


She turns to the telephone table behind her; kneels there, switches on the lamp; pulls the Los Angeles directory out on the carpet, stares at its cover a moment, then gives him a little speculating look back. He sits perched forward, ready to go.


“Jenny.”


She stares down again. “Something solitary. Devious.” Then she opens the directory, crouches to read its small print. “Oh God, there aren’t any English names.”


“Tell me what you’re doing.”


But she says nothing. Suddenly she turns toward the back, riffs pages quickly; halts, cranes, finds something; flashes a grin back at him.


“Eureka. Wolfe.”


“Wolf?”


“As in lone. But with an e.” She is back to running her finger down a list of names. “That’s it. S. You can’t get more wriggly than that. Altadena Drive, wherever that is.”


“Behind Pasadena. And if you—”


“Shut up. Stanley J. That’s no good.” She closes the directory, examines him like a coper before a doubtful horse, then suddenly points. “Simon.” She folds her arms. “Since you’re so simple, too. You may drop the J.”


He looks down at the carpet. “How long is it since you were spanked?”


“But you can’t use your own name in a novel. Anyway, it’s so square. Who’d ever go for a character called Daniel Martin?”


He says, since they are used to back-references, sudden conversational jumps in either direction, but gently, “I really do, sometimes.”


She folds her hands on her lap, playing demure innocence now. “She’s only trying to make sure she gets the dedication.”


He stands. “If she isn’t in bed in one minute, she’s going to get what she really deserves. A massive flea in the ear for coming on set with bags under her eyes.”


Stridently, making them both start, the telephone on the table just behind her rings. Jenny grins, still on her knees, delighted.


“Shall I speak to Mr. Wolfe, or will you?”


He turns to go. “I should leave it. Probably some nut.”


But she says his name, not teasing; a tiny trace of fear at his suggestion. He stops, stands half-turned, looking at her indigo back as she twists and lifts the ivory receiver. He waits, then hears her say in her cool public voice, “Yes, he’s here. I’ll get him.” And she holds out the receiver, biting her lips again.


“Long-distance. From home. They transferred the call.”


“Who is it?”


“The operator didn’t say.”


He draws a breath and walks back to where she now stands; almost snatches the receiver from her hand. She turns away to the window. He confirms his name, and is asked to hold the line. He eyes the girl’s profiled face. She raises her hands and shakes her hair loose, knowing he is watching; as if she has just woken from sleep. She cannot press the smile out of her lips.


“I shouldn’t get excited. A hundred to one it’s just some moronic Fleet Street tattle-monger short of a paragraph.”


“Or my Highland great-grandmother.”


And she contemplates the midnight infinities of Los Angeles, insufferably English and amused. He reaches out, catches her arm, pulls her brutally toward him; and tries to kiss her with anger, but she is laughing too much.


In his ear, distances.


Then a voice; and unbelievably, as in a fiction, the door in the wall opens.



The Woman in the Reeds


THE WIND BLOWS THE INDOLENT ARMS OF THE WILLOWS SIDEWAYS and ruffles the water of the long reach. The distant wooded hills to the west and the intervening meadowlands are stained with summery cloud-shadow. On the far side of the Cherwell a young man, an undergraduate, poles a punt upstream. In the bow seat, facing him, a girl wearing sun-glasses reclines. She trails the fingers of her right hand through the water. He is twenty-three years old, and reading English; she is two years younger, and reading French. He wears army-surplus denim trousers and a navy-blue polo-necked sweater; she is in a dirndl peasant skirt, a dark green busily embroidered white and red; a white blouse and red Paisley headscarf. By her bare feet lie a rush basket, sandals and a strew of books.


The young man would pass, even today; all except his short hair would pass. But even then her full and folksy mid-calf skirt, the puffs in the short sleeves of the blouse, are dated; the colors too bravura, too eager to escape the accusation of bluestocking… and faintly irritating, because such a plea is unnecessary. She is, to use a student cliché of the time, very nubile; has both a sexuality and a distinction, a kind of warm elegance and consciousness of it that is almost an indifference. Her younger sister, for instance, dresses much better; wouldn’t be seen dead in a tatty old peasant skirt. But the girl in the punt takes greater risks, perhaps because she is engaged (though not to today’s gondolier), perhaps because she knows her standing, her reputation, is safely beyond the odd gaucheness, showiness, affectation. Only that previous winter, in fishnet tights and a long auburn wig and a student’s gown, she had brought the house down in an ETC revue sketch. If Rita read Greats… the Rita’s other name being Hayworth. And it hadn’t been all the clever cracks about Aspasia and hetairai or the climactic song (composed by the young man poling): Symposia were cosier when I wore my negligée; but the decided and visible oomph of the mimesis.


She has fine pronounced eyebrows, very clear, direct brown eyes complementing a hair that is almost black in certain lights; a classical nose, a wide and always faintly smiling mouth, even in repose; even now, as she watches her own fingers in the water; as if she is always remembering something amusing told her an hour before. She and her sister have a nickname all through the men’s colleges. They are known as the Heavenly Twins, although they are not twins, but a year, both in age and study, and in many other things, apart. In their respective second and first years they sometimes dressed alike, and so a false parallel was drawn. Now their mark is made, and they have decided to be themselves.


They descended on Oxford with one other slight difference. They had lived abroad a lot, for their father had been an ambassador. He had died the year the war started; and their mother had remarried a year later—to yet another diplomat, though this time he was an American. The two girls had spent the war in the United States, and an aura of that culture still clung about them… a frankness, a trace of the accent (then, it later disappeared), a certain freedom other English girl students of their age, brought up amid rationing cards and the wail of sirens, lacked. They also had, though they were not ostentatious in that way, wealth. Their English parents had not been poor; and their American stepfather, though he too had children from a previous marriage, was reputedly far from poor. They were privileged in so many ways; and to have good brains and good looks on top of everything else seemed almost unfair. Neither had close female friends at the university.


The girl looks up to the young man at work.


“My offer’s still open.”


“I enjoy it. Honestly. I need the exercise. Revising like a maniac these last three days.” He pushes on the pole, recovers it, stabs it forward till he feels the soundless thump on the river-bottom, waits till the onward motion of the punt brings it vertical, thrusts down, makes a little adjustment to the direction by using the trailing pole as a rudder. He grimaces down at the girl.


“I’m going to plough. I feel it in my bones.”


“Sez you. I bet you get a first.”


“I’m leaving that for Anthony.”


“He’s worried about ancient history. He thinks he may only get an alpha minus.” She lowers her glasses professorially, guys gloom. “I’m vulnerable on Thucydides.”


He grins. She turns and watches the river ahead. Another punt comes downstream, with four other students in it, sophomores, a girl and three men. They look across at the pair in the upstream punt. One of the young men turns and says something to the girl; and all four look again, idly, casually, as would-be sophisticated passers glance again at local celebrities, Zuleikas and princes of the senior year. The cynosures make no comment; they are used to this.


A few hundred yards later the young man lets the pole trail longer than usual and wipes his forehead with the back of his hand.


“I say, Jane, I’m getting hellish shagged. And starving. I don’t think the Victoria’s on.”


The girl sits up, solicitous.


“Well let’s tie up here. I don’t mind.”


“There’s a cut just ahead. We could go up there a bit. Be out of the wind.”


“Fine.”


In a minute they come in sight of the cut, an old drainage dike at right angles east from the river and running between two willow-hedged leys. The public footpath is on the other bank. At the mouth of the cut is an old peeling notice-board: Private. Landing forbidden. By order. But, as they discover when they head in to the mouth, another punt lies moored there. Two undergraduates sprawl at opposite ends of it, reading, an open bottle of champagne between them. The gold-foiled neck of another bottle pokes up, suspended by string, from the cooling green water beside the stern-seat. The taller student of the two, with a mop of blond hair and a faintly flushed face, glances up at the intrusion. He has strange vacuous eyes, a glaucous gray-green.


“Good God. Jane darling. Daniel. Don’t one’s friends ever leave one in peace?”


Daniel slows his punt, grins down at the blond head, the textbook in hand.


“You bloody sham, Andrew. You’re reading.”


“Well not quite really, dear boy. Rotten old governor. Bet me a hundred I won’t get through.”


Jane grins. “How sickmaking. You poor thing.”


“Rather fascinating stuff, actually, some of it. Isn’t it, Mark?” The other student, an older man, grunts in dissent. “I say, do have a mouthful of fizz.”


Jane smiles again. “Unlike you, we really have come to work.”


“How revoltingly plebby of you both.”


They grin. Daniel waves and poles on. After a few yards Jane bites her lips.


“Now it’ll be all round Oxford we’re having an affair.”


“Bet you it won’t. He’ll be too scared it’ll be all round the Bullingdon we saw him swotting.”


“Poor Andrew.”


“Rich Andrew.”


“I always wonder what really goes on in that tiny head.”


“He’s not such a fool as he sounds.”


“Just a flawless imitation?”


He laughs, as he steers the punt through the encroaching paddles of water lilies, the flowering sheets of water dropwort. The wind shakes a little shower of white petals from a thorn-tree on the bank. The girl lifts a skein of dropwort and holds it up, so that a chain of drips slide beside the punt. Then she lets it fall.


“Won’t this do?”


“There’s a sort of pond a bit further up. Or there was last year. Nell and I used to come here.” She gives him a studied look over the tops of her dark glasses. He shrugs and smiles. “Just for a quiet alfresco snog.”


“How revoltingly pastoral of you both.”


He smirks. A sedge-warbler chatters ahead in the reeds, he swings the punt round a first projecting screen. Beyond, a much denser curtain of reeds and bulrushes stretches across the water.


“Damn. It’s got overgrown. I’ll just have one bash.”


He sinks the pole and thrusts with all his weight at where there seems most water between the barring stems. The girl gives a little scream as they crash into the first green barrier, bows her head protectively in her hands. The flat prow pushes, some three yards in, then hits a soft obstruction, rises slightly, stops.


“Bugger.”


Jane turns and looks forward over the side. And then—as he tries to extract his pole from the mud—her head flashes round, her mouth open, incredulous, horror-struck.


“Daniel!”


She buries her face in her hands.


“Jane?”


“Go back, go back.”


“What’s up?”


She twists away to the far side of the punt, her hand over her nose and mouth.


“Oh I can smell it. Please go back.”


But he leaves the pole, steps forward over the slatted seatback, cranes beside her; and sees.


Just beneath the surface of the water, pushed down by the punt’s nose, a naked human buttock, grayish-white. There is an opening in the reeds where the back and head must lie. The bottoms of the legs are in the water, invisible beneath the punt.


“Christ.”


“I think I’m going to be sick.”


He turns hastily, forces her head forward, down to her knees; then scrambles back to the rear of the punt, frantically jerks the pole out of the mud, nearly overbalances, recovers, begins levering back. The punt hesitates, then slides back free of the reeds. He sees the hideous, obscure shape bob slowly to the surface.


“Jane, are you all right?”


She stays with her head down, but gives a faint nod. He maneuvers the punt awkwardly around, then thrusts it violently away back toward the river, around the first stand of reeds, then alongside the bank, jamming it secure with the pole. He kneels beside the girl.


“Are you all right?”


She nods, then slowly looks up at him, and in a strange gesture takes off her dark glasses, and stares at him.


“Oh Dan.”


“How bloody horrible.”


“It…”


“I know.”


For a moment they stare at each other’s death-riven incomprehension; their shattered morning world. He presses her hands, then looks back toward the mouth of the cut. “I’d better tell Andrew.”


“Yes, okay. I’m all right now.”


He stares at her anxiously a moment more, then stands and jumps ashore. He runs through the long grass toward the river; looks back once. The girl sits with her head bowed on her drawn-up knees, as if to shut out sight.


“Andrew! Andrew!”


Their two faces through the willow-leaves; he stands on the bank above them.


“We’ve just found a body in the water.”


“A what!”


“A body. A dead body. I think it’s a woman. In the reeds.”


“Good God.”


The student called Mark, who is several years older than the other two, tanned, a moustache, clear gray eyes, known only to Daniel as some obscure crony of Andrew Randall, who has obscure cronies everywhere, stands and steps ashore.


“You’re sure?”


“Absolutely. We ran right into it. Over it.”


Andrew comes beside them. “Where’s Jane?”


“Just back there. She’s okay. Just shocked.”


Mark says, “We’d better go and see.”


“Hang on, dear boy.” Andrew scrambles back into the punt, rummages in a coat, comes out with a silver and leather flask. The three stride quickly back along the bank. Jane looks up. Andrew goes down beside her, uncapping the flask.


“Try a drop of this, Jane.”


“It’s all right now.”


“Orders. Just a sippington.”


She takes the flask, swallows, chokes momentarily. Mark glances at Daniel.


“You’d better show me where it is.”


“It’s a bloody awful sight.”


The gray eyes are dry. “I landed at Anzio, old man. And have you ever seen a long-drowned sheep?”


“For Christ’s sake, we were right on top of the—”


“Yes. Well let’s make sure.”


Daniel hesitates, then follows him down the bank to where the reeds stretch across the water.


“About there.” He points. “In the middle.”


Mark kicks off his shoes and climbs down into the reeds, parts them, then takes a cautious step forward. His leg sinks. He feels for footing farther out. Daniel looks round. Jane is standing now in the long grass, watching from forty yards away. Andrew walks toward him, holding out the flask. Daniel shakes his head. The reeds close behind Mark, half-masking him, as he sinks above his knees. Daniel stares at a tuft of purple hyssop on the bank. Two shimmering blue demoiselle dragonflies with ink-stained wings flutter over the flowers, then drift away. Somewhere farther up the cut a moorhen croaks. All he can see now is little interstitial glimpses of Mark’s blue shirt between the dense green stems that have closed behind his passage; the susurrus, the squelches and splashes.


Beside him Andrew murmurs, “Bet you a fiver she’s a tart. Our gallant American allies again.” Then he says, “Mark?”


“Roger. I’ve found it.”


But Mark says nothing more. He seems to spend an inexplicable time hidden there in the reeds, silent; occasionally a reed-head bends sideways. In the end he comes heavily back, then clambers up on the grass, wet to the loins, his feet cased in black mud, a stench of stagnancy; and something sweeter in the air, hideous. He grimaces at the two others, glances back toward where Jane is, speaks in a low voice.


“She’s been dead some time. Stocking round her neck. Her hair’s full of maggots.” He reaches down and tears off a handful of grass and brushes the worst of the mud away. “We’d better steam on up to the Victoria. Get the constabulary.”


“I say, what a bore. I was just getting into silage. To say nothing of the champers.”


Daniel looks down, unamused. He senses in them both a contempt for him… the bohemian, the effete middle-class aesthete. It is as if he is being cheated of his own discovery. But he did not land at Anzio; or indeed see any action at all during his two years’ wasted time in the army. They walk back toward Jane. Mark takes command.


“You two’d better wait here till the coppers turn up. I should take our mooring. And for God’s sake keep everyone away. They won’t want anyone else trampling around. Come on, Andrew.”


Andrew smiles at Daniel. “You owe me a fiver, old chap.”


“I didn’t take the bet.”


And Daniel gets a momentary amused stare, the age-old quiz of the aristocrat. The flask is held out.


“Sure you won’t have a nip? Look a bit pale round the gills.”


Daniel curtly shakes his head. Andrew blows a light kiss to Jane, then sets out after his friend.


Daniel mutters, “My God, I believe they’re actually enjoying it.”


“Who’s the other man?”


“Christ knows. Some war hero.”


Jane takes a deep breath, gives Daniel a faint smile.


“Well. We’re in the news again.”


“I’m terribly sorry.”


“I suggested it.”


Mark shouts back and points to the bank where he stands. Daniel waves. “You walk down, Jane. I’ll bring the punt.”


When he reaches the mouth of the cut, she is standing there between the willows. At her feet stands the unopened bottle of champagne. She pulls a face.


“Sir Andrew Ague-prick’s parting gift.”


He glances back and sees the other punt already a hundred yards away, heading for the far bank to gain protection from the breeze. He tethers his own, then climbs up beside Jane, lighting a cigarette. They sit down facing the main river, their backs to the horror a hundred yards behind; stare out over the water. Another punt comes down opposite them, five or six people, a girl poling inexpertly, a scream, laughter as she nearly loses the pole.


“Did he say how old she was?”


“No.”


She reaches and takes the cigarette from his fingers, takes a puff, then passes it back.


He says, “When I was a kid, helping with the harvest during the war, a rabbit got caught in the mower blades of the reaper.” But he doesn’t go on.


She stares out over the river. “I know what you mean. Like things in dreams.”


“It’s all I can remember about that day now. The whole summer.”


She leans back against the willow-stem beside her, turned a little toward him, her head tilted back. She has left her dark glasses in the punt. After a moment she closes her eyes. He glances at her face, those eyelashes, that mouth, the grave girl under the sometimes outrageous one. She murmurs, “On the banks of the gentle stream.”


“I know.”


And silence falls between them. Two more punts pass on their way downstream back toward Oxford. The clouds are thickening, a steep, opaque rain-mountain coming from the west, over the Cumnor Hills. The sunlight disappears. He looks up at the sky.


“Are you cold?”


She shakes her head, without opening her eyes. Overhead a huge American bomber, a Flying Fortress, roars slowly down westward below the clouds on its way to land at Brize Norton. Perhaps Andrew is right, it carries the murderer: he chews gum, in a baseball hat, watching a panel of instruments, up there. The thing is two miles away, a mere speck, when she speaks.


“Maybe it’s right. That we should have found it.”


He turns, to see her eyes open, watching him.


“How do you mean?”


“Just… the way we’ve all lived these last three years. And reality.”


“It’s been the most marvelous three years of my life.”


“And mine.”


“Meeting Nell… and you. Anthony.” He stares at his feet. “All that.”


“But has it been real?”


He leans back on an elbow, tears off a grass-stalk, bites its end. “I thought you and Anthony were very real.”


She is silent a moment.


“I was revising Rabelais last night. Fais ce que voudras.”


“Since when was that a sin?”


“Perhaps what we want isn’t what is. Or ever could be.”


“But we’ve done what we want. At least part of it.”


“Inside something which is… literary? Like the Abbaie de Thélème. Not anything real at all.”


He cocks a thumb back. “If you’re saying that’s reality… honest to God, some Carfax tart who got picked up by—”


“Like your rabbit in the reaper?”


“But that’s not us.”


“Are you sure?”


“Of course I’m sure.” He grins drily up. “Anthony would be deeply shocked if he heard you talking like this.”


“Perhaps that’s a fault in Anthony.”


“I shall tell him every word you said.”


She smiles gently, then bends forward, buries her head against her clasped knees, speaks into the peasant skirt.


“I’m just scared that these will have turned out to be the happiest years of our lives. For all four of us. Because we’ve been in love, we’ve grown up, we’ve had such fun. No responsibilities. Play-acting. Games.”


“We’ve still had the fun.”


Now she props her chin on her hands, and surveys him. Then without warning she stands and walks back to the champagne bottle and picks it up by the golden neck. She brings it beside him, then once again without warning swings her arm and tosses the bottle out into the river. It splashes, sinks, bobs back to the surface a moment, then sinks again, and for good.


He stares up at her. “Why did you do that?”


Looking at the river, at the place where the bottle sank, she says, “Are you and Nell going to marry, Dan?”


He searches her oblique face.


“Why on earth do you ask that?”


She kneels beside him, avoiding his eyes. “I just wondered.”


“Has Nell said we aren’t?”


She shakes her head. “You both seem so secretive about it.”


“Do you realize you’re the first girl I’ve been out alone with, apart from Nell, for at least eighteen months?” He pushes her arm lightly. “Oh Jane, come on, love, for Christ’s sake… you may be transatlantic orphans, but you don’t have to play the heavy sister. I mean why else should I be so desperately looking for a job here next year?”


She slips him a little oblique smile. “I’m sorry.”


“Nell feels marriage and final years don’t go together. So do I. And getting formally engaged is—” He breaks off, covers his eyes. “Oh Christ. A brick. The man has dropped a brick.”


“So vieux jeu?”


“Oh God.”


“No. Be honest.”


“You know what I meant.”


“We’re freaks?”


“Of course not. Just that… well, you’re not Nell. And Anthony’s not me.”


She bows her head in acceptance. “I see.”


He eyes her, then sits up. “Jane, is this why we’re out together?”


“In a sort of way.”


“You absurd old thing.”


“Mother hen.”


“Anthony knows?”


“He suggested it.”


He gives a sniff of amusement toward the hills.


“I get it. When he comes back tomorrow, he’s going to sneak off alone with Nell. It’s a bloody conspiracy.”


“Converting the heathens.”


“I suppose he can’t help it. I must say I thought better of you.” She smiles. He adds, “I wonder where they’ll find their corpse.”


“Idiot.”


He leaves a pause. “On the matter of secrets… are you going to let him convert you?”


“I haven’t made up my mind yet, Dan.”


“You ought to have met my father. That would have put you off the whole shoot for life.”


“Should one judge faith by people?”


“I still hope Anthony doesn’t succeed.”


“Why’s that?”


He stares across the river at the clouded west. “You don’t know what it’s like. Not even Anthony. Living in the shadow of a church. It forces you to hide so much, you can’t imagine if you haven’t been through it. The unreality of it. Like what you were saying about Oxford. Only far worse. Not even the fun.” He stares across the river at the dark hills. “I could become a thousand things, but I’ll never be a Christian again as long as I live.”


“Spoken like a true Oedipus complex.”


Their eyes meet, and they smile, then both look down, with that acute self-consciousness of young adults, ever sensing new situations, new knowledges, new awarenesses; drowned in self-interest, blind to all but each new moment’s tendrils. He looks at his watch.


“They should have got through by now. I’ll go and look.”


He walks back into the field a few yards out from the willows, scanning eastward for dark figures. After a moment she comes beside him, searching also. She speaks without looking at him.


“I think Nell’s very lucky, Dan. That was something else I wanted to say.”


“No luckier than Anthony.”


She whispers, “All these lucky living people.” And then, before he can decide what a certain wistful dryness in her voice can have meant, she speaks more normally and points. “There!”


At the far end of the field, farther to the south than they had expected, five figures appear from the willows: two in uniform, three in civilian clothes. The two uniformed men carry waders slung over their shoulders. Another man carries a rolled-up stretcher. Another has a black box slung over his shoulder. Daniel waves, and one of the uniformed men gravely raises an arm in acknowledgment.


Watching them walk through the sea of buttercups, he says, “Why did you throw that champagne in the river?”


He glances at her beside him. She looks down into the grass at their feet.


“It just felt right.”


He puts an arm round her shoulders and kisses the side of her head. She remains staring at the grass.


“Why did you do that?”


He smiles. “For the same reason.”



An Unbiased View


THIS ISN’T WHAT I PROMISED TO WRITE, JUST BEFORE YOU RAN away. But it’s still pure fiction. Of course.


About Mr. Wolfe. Not you.


It was at Claridges. A first-floor suite full of Louis-something furniture. Not too bad, perhaps the three of them canceled one another out and for once there was at least a pretense they were looking for actress rather than lay potential. I knew Dan was slightly drunk and I wasn’t impressed. Or I was disappointed. After the script. He hardly said a word, not even when we were introduced. A kind of bored leer (he must have been drunk, he normally never puts on like that with total strangers). Bill and the man Gold did the chat. I sensed Dan was trying to dissociate himself. So why was he there? I think I thought he was rather pathetic, really. Like some character out of Hemingway. Or the man in Under the Volcano. You can see I’m tough and wise and sensitive and virile and literary and lost and totally above all this because I’m drunk.


Terribly dated.


At one point I mentioned I’d been in one of his plays. We’d done it for two weeks in Birmingham as a run-in for the main season, a little pretense of honesty before the crap started. I said how much I’d liked it. Actually I hadn’t, it’s one of his weakest (I now know, having read and re-read them all), but I wanted to say something. I knew Dan couldn’t be for much in the decision, that he must be there mainly out of courtesy. Perhaps I was already sorry for him.


He said, Good.


It was the only time I found him interesting. He said “good” like: you stupid, pretentious bitch. As if I were some Chelsea nithead.


I said, trying to remind him I was a cut above mere drama school, And my tutor at Sussex was an admirer of yours. (Well, he had once mentioned Dan’s name.)


He slid his eyes at the other two.


He said, I think the girl really wants the part.


They grinned, and I had to smile. That left him not smiling, and carefully avoiding my eyes, the mean bastard.


He once said to me later, You know why I spend so much time paring dialogue? Because I loathe actors. Those were always two things about him. He wasn’t a playwright, a dramatist turned scriptwriter. All he did, I write dialogue. Once he put it: I’m a dialogue installer and repairman. Another time: At least most screen-actors never learn to act. That was my sin, that day.


They’d run the two previous parts—already picked me, it seems. It wasn’t much more than a formality. He claimed he was very drunk at Claridges, not slightly drunk, and couldn’t remember anything. So he’d better not alter this.


A bit more than medium height, graying a little at the fringes. The hair cut more American than British. Trend-conscious American executive. Bill’s wild locks and Mexican moustache made Dan look very passé. He always had that faint air, very much that male type physically, of the Duke of Windsor when he was still young. Rather a sullen-shy face, but the body not gone to fat. A good mouth, his best feature. His eyes too fixed and pale, I never really went for them, despite their occasional sexiness. A sort of challenge, they always stared a little. When he was bored, he used it consciously, as if he was somewhere else, and wished you were. It was a rudeness I rather got to like, probably because I learnt how to control it. If it was aimed at me, I knew how to kid him out of it. And useful, if it was aimed at someone who bored me as well. As they often did, obviously. Agreeing on what’s a bore is a main reason the thing happens.


I’ve just re-read that last paragraph and it’s too based on that first meeting. I make him too stony, too static. And he wasn’t a heavy drinker at all. He moved lightly, he was never physically clumsy. Sometimes I wished he was, it was as if he’d studied not being clumsy, how to be deft. Contradicting what he felt about acting. So usually he’d come on a shade too urbane (this is in public). The much-traveled man of the world and all that. On the other hand (as he knows) I hate men who can’t handle hotels, restaurants, waiters—success life, if you have to lead it. I suppose doing it well inevitably means role-playing.


A good escort, as publicity would say.


I still can’t define his essence. Something in transit, hardly ever altogether with you. I used to think it was the age thing, but it was much more than that, not just those moments when he slipped on his father, his uncle face, like the time he first talked marriage, up in the Mojave. When I explained why not, he went young again. Absurd. He got the faces in exactly the wrong order. If he’d asked me young, it might have been so different. I was falling in love with him (or the idea of him) then, on the brink of losing my cool, I knew it would come up and I knew the answer would come from way beyond a prepared decision, if he chose the right moment. Out of instinct, the time and the place and the mood. He’d never have muffed it so badly in a script.


Not just in transit. Self-contained. Very planned and compact, like his handwriting. Like a good leather suitcase in an airport lounge, neatly locked, waiting to be taken somewhere else, with a destination label you can’t quite read. Or when you could go closer and did read, it was just the name and the airport the other end, and you hadn’t heard of either. To begin with I found this very attractive. Not quite being able to read him, which also meant knowing it couldn’t last, he was passing. Realizing he was (and not just in the literal sense) deeply divorced. Homeless, permanently mid-Atlantic—and in spite of the way he clung to his Englishness in accent and idiom, the kind of parenthesis he always let you see round his Americanisms, and his queer old patriotism—what I thought of sometimes as his Visit-Britain self, chatting with picturesque old gaffers in an oak-beamed country pub and quaffing your tankard of ale (that kind of phony vision of what is really trendy week-enders swilling vodka below walls covered with Hong Kong horse-brasses). I used to get mean about that, a nasty little Seventies bird: if he loved it so much, why was he here?


That was a place we didn’t meet. I’ve never been a country girl (thank Christ, says she). It shocked him that I didn’t despise Los Angeles on sight. Or want to go back to the boring old Mojave desert.


And Tsankawi. Oh God. But I can’t deal with that now.


I remember the day, early on, it was night actually, he first came out about his country retreat at home. All the time he was describing it, the landscape, Devon, the wild life, his childhood—as if all that was why it meant so much to him, I sensed something else. What he really needed was not the place, but an excuse to talk about it. He hardly ever lives there, it’s really just a hobby, something he’s acquired on the way to what he actually is. Which of course he knows—or rather, since he’s as scared of not seeming to see his own paradoxes as a good chess-player of exposing his queen, he thinks he knows. He said it once, when we were talking about Citizen Kane (he may alter this if I’ve got it wrong): how the great master-stroke was the Rosebud symbolism, how the worst corruption of the corrupt practitioners of a corrupt art was the notion that you could buy back innocence. Like a Mafia contribution to the local priest—as if that would save you if there really were a Heaven and it truly judged. I didn’t tell him I couldn’t see why being objective about his pseudo-farm let him out, either.


But I didn’t dislike him for it. He never realized he wasn’t ugly when he was fallible.


And his father being a vicar (I hadn’t then realized The Empty Church was autobiographical). I laughed, I just couldn’t believe it. I didn’t really believe it till the day we were out driving down to Marineland and got into a freeway crawl, and he started singing hymns. Guying them, all their Christian nonsense. But he’d remembered so many. That was another moment I loved him. He was fun to be with sometimes.


So the self-contained thing was really just a symptom of his inability to relate to anything but a place where he didn’t have to relate, except verbally, and after a few Dettols. I never got far beyond even that secret. To his real ones, like Caroline. I hated the way he used to talk (before I had it out with him) about her, by implication so dismissively, contemptuously, as if she were some useless secretary he was stuck with at home, instead of his own daughter. All right, so her mother’s screwed her up and given her values he despises. But it was transparent that in fact he was just hurt, resentful… and not only about the past, having lost her, but also about having got hooked on me, the incest bit (but what did he think he sometimes was for me?), and hating it and loving it.


Then all the murk behind his broken marriage. I gave up trying to penetrate that. And his other women, his quite grotesque evasiveness about that, if I got nosy. As if I might be offended, as if that kind of past ever made a man less attractive. I shouldn’t call him a smart leather suitcase. He’s really an old split parcel, done up with fifty thousand clumsy knots. He outrages all my Scottishness.


All this was summed up on that weird last evening (the second-sight thing was nonsense, but it was strange, Dan, I did feel something was going to happen to us). When you, I mean he, talked of chasms. And I told him he meant barricades. I hope he’ll think very hard about that, if he ever reads this.


I’m running and running him down, but all this actually made us more equal. I never realized so clearly before that “old” minds are also young minds in old bodies. (Unkind, I mean nice no-longer-young bodies.) There were increasingly times when I felt older. I was older. When that extraordinary call came, he was like a child, a small boy who is frightened and excited and trying to hide both by being “mature.” Somebody truly, actually, for God’s sake really wanted him. He felt set free, I could feel it. I was very angry, which I hid. Not that he decided to go, but had the nerve to drag me in as a pretext. I don’t know why I should sometimes have been worried about using him. At least I’ve been open about it.


I look back now and I see that its all happening, something like it, was inevitable. After Tim and I broke up and I ran wild, it was kind of in the air. It had to be someone like Dan, in the end. This was an element I brought in from the first (though it wasn’t calculated, I’m really saying he’s also taught me to be more honest). It had had to happen, it had a kind of dialectical inevitability, therefore it must one day change to something else. That “therefore” was always around. Made it a stage, in both senses.


It was Harold, in the Birmingham days, who gave me the clue. He said: All good actresses are whores. Because on top of the normal need to experience, we have a professional duty to experience. I was conscious of that long before Dan. I was very conscious of it when I split with Timothy. Even at the worst of it, our fighting and screaming, a secret little Jenny-doll sat in my brain licking cream. That first screen part was full of the cream she’d been licking, if I’m frank.


Dan came to the airport to meet me at Los Angeles. With the studio publicity woman and her photographer and roses in cellophane. He claimed it was because Bill couldn’t make it, he was just standing in. Which spoilt it. A little. But he wasn’t drunk, he was dry and rather paternal, a different person from Claridges. And when we were at last in the limo away into the land of the fries and the burgers he described his own first arrival years before, unmet. The feeling totally alien and lost. He saw me look at one of the monopod hoardings, with some absurd giantess of a drum-majorette slowly spiraling on top. He said, You have to decide one thing here—which is real, you or Los Angeles. Right?


I said, Right.


I turned that into a mantra. It was the nicest, the best thing he ever gave me. “Los Angeles” means anywhere.


I was in flakes and they made me go straight to bed when we got to the hotel. I was to have a free day before the publicity grind and fitting and the rest. There was a list of flats, apartments, to look at. I’d decided that somehow living in an apartment would mean like being in digs in rep. A tin of coffee, a box of detergent, a kettle to boil. I might need that. The publicity woman had planned to take me looking, but Dan offered to combine it with a drive round the sights. I think he saw something in my face, she wasn’t my cup of tea at all. Frightened me with all that career-woman processed-cheesecake charm.


He picked me up at ten the next morning. I hadn’t been able to sleep well, I kept on getting up and staring out of the window. So this is America, this is the place, that’s Sunset Boulevard down there. Nine tenths of me was still in London, dear little Belsize Park. I was scared, I was glad Dan was going to be there to shepherd me in the morning. He was in the Polo Lounge, drinking coffee and reading the day before’s London Times. Very reassuring. And I even felt excited for a while, just a tourist. But it got too much, we saw too many places too far apart and I began to get in a panic again, going all instinctive instead of practical. He was patient and neutral. Like an estate agent, bored but hiding it, with a rich client. And then I began to think he was secretly watching me, trying to make up his mind whether I really was right for the part and I felt annoyed that he wasn’t sure. He said later he liked what he called my being choosy. He’d just been curious, “anthropological.” I didn’t think of him in a bed way at all. No. I did once, in a ghastly bedroom we were both standing in. And dismissed him at once. He tried to put me off the place I finally said yes to. But I fell for the view. I’d realized by then that I’d never find room-shapes and furniture I could happily live with. So I hired the view. We had a late lunch back at the hotel. He offered to drive me round some more, but by then I wanted to get rid of him. I went and slept.


That same day’s evening Bill had flown back from New York and he and his wife and Dan took me out to dinner. It was for me to meet Steve as well, but he hadn’t turned up, though he’d been supposed to make the same flight as Bill. Who brought profuse apologies. Steve was busy laying, of course (as he told me as soon as we did meet, the next afternoon). It was like the birds-of-paradise with the note from him (Thrilled to be working with you—Steve) I found waiting with all the rest of the florist’s shop. From the hotel, and Bill, and the man Gold, and the studio—none from Dan, though—in my suite when I arrived. Each card written in the same hand. When I thanked Steve for flowers and message, he just opened his hands, a typically lousy piece of acting. He didn’t know what the hell I was talking about.


But I’d already heard enough about him by then. At dinner that first evening Bill and Dan had finally drunk enough to be bitchy and more honest. I learnt for the first time that Steve was neither of them’s first choice—the man Gold had pulled box-office.


Steve has some hang-ups, said Bill.


He’s a prick, said Dan.


I can handle it, said Bill. It is there.


And then Dan smiled at me, the faintest wink, partly at that clumsy use of “it,” but something nicer. Both tender and wry, some kind of simple English current between us in the posh-lousy eating-place. An alliance. And it said he’d decided to like me, we’d find a way to cope with the Prick. Which we didn’t, but never mind.


Then next days: meeting the Prick, fighting wardrobe, the awful run-throughs, rewrites, arguments. Trying to get it to the P. that I didn’t want to make it quite yet in the sack, thanks very much all the same. One god-awful statutory evening alone with him and his hang-ups—well, what Dan would call anthropologically quite interesting, they all seemed so calculated, part of his image, and ludicrously dolled up with Nam and all the okay political attitudes. I got very prim and English with all his sloppy clichés. He’d have done fine as a beach bum or a gigolo. It was trying to be a thinking actor. And irresistible penis. I let him kiss me at the end. Killed the groping before it got anywhere, and any repetition of it.


All this was against the (for me) whole freak background of the thing, making a movie in Hollywood for gosh sake, maybe we should start an industry here. Ha ha. Of course I knew my real career (thou dark enigma) didn’t depend on this very much, if at all—Dan didn’t have to teach me that. But I had some sort of culture shock. I couldn’t tell the P. what I really thought of him, as I would have back home. He had to be made to want to help me a little, with all the sex scenes ahead. And then the awful synthetic gloss (I hadn’t met Abe and Mildred then, remember) over the other people in this world, the constant gescheffting, gossiping, organizing, like hundreds of little plastic cogs in a clock that won’t keep real time anyway. Nothing ever seemed to stop, one always had to be doing something, planning something, saying something that was “meaningful.” It was like a foreign language I couldn’t speak (not American English, the movie-biz use of it) yet had to listen to because I could understand it. All those boring evenings with people I never wanted to see again. Worse even than boring publicity. Feeling I was being dragged down into the gloss and the plastic and the piddling self-importance, all of which made me long for England and people who do their own thing naturally and not because it’s a trendy little phrase. Long for hours that drift and conversation that hops about and has silences, with nobody really believing one another or expecting to be believed, because it’s all a game. All you pointed out to me later about old and recent users of a language. The awful give-away of trying to be “meaningful.”


Sorry. All Dan pointed out to me.


Which made me look forward—more to that than to Dan—to an evening with him. His suggestion, very tentative, an English exiles’ evening, just the two of us. I had lost touch with him a little after that first day. He was around during the read-throughs and I’d got to admire him professionally. The P. was always coming up with “better” (shorter) lines, or no lines at all because he could get it across by some piece of fantastically subtle sub-sub-Brando (Jesus) shtik which he could never quite demonstrate, let alone explain. Bill and Dan must have agreed how to handle it. Bill would sound sympathetic and interested, Dan would finally shoot him down. I think they were right, it was the only way. But it was so long-winded. And the P. started taking against Dan and the whole script and tried to enlist my support. I used to sit there silent in all the gas and think how much simpler the whole bloody process was at home.


So our evening. We drove back over the hills to the San Fernando Valley and some dotty Russian place, where the food came in dribs and drabs, with endless pauses, and not what we’d thought we’d ordered anyway, but delicious. I pumped him discreetly, his past. Learnt he was divorced, one daughter only three years younger than me and trespassers keep out. I did. But his career, his plays, why he’d stopped writing them, movies, America… he talked a lot and I responded and he listened when I began unloading all my own naïve feelings about California. I knew we had a wavelength, something I’d doubted before. He came in for a nightcap when we got back to my apartment. Ten minutes later he pecked my cheek and left. I wanted him to. Which doesn’t mean that it wasn’t a lovely evening and a great relief.


Shooting began, locations, and I hardly saw him then. Just very occasionally he would appear, he’d already started on the Kitchener script. But then he was there one day during the sequences at Malibu and we had a talk between takes. I was getting pissed off, they seemed to need so long to set things up and Bill never seemed satisfied until we’d done three takes more than necessary. I used to get driven straight home after shooting and then stay in, go to bed at eleven, ten sometimes. A model young actress. But compared to dressing up and going out and being a sex-object and wildly bored… I started turning down everything. I had a courtesy meal with Bill and his wife, but I think that was all for a whole week. It was strange, I rather enjoyed it. Cooking the bits I’d scribble Martha to buy when she came in to clean. Or sometimes I’d stop off in the studio car and pop into a health-food place or a delicatessen. Kitchen around a bit, watch the inane TV. Read. Write home like a schoolgirl. It was Dan’s fault. I was trying too hard to prove California was unreal, not me.


Some of which (not that last bit) I found myself telling Dan between takes at Malibu. We were paddling, like elderly trippers at Southend. The stills man took a photo of us I’ve kept. Both staring at the sea at our feet. I suppose I was trying to tell him my simple Anglo-Scottishness was stronger than this alien culture. And honestly no, I didn’t feel lonely at all. Yes, of course I’d ring if… and suddenly knowing I was lonely. That was where the digs illusion broke down, the other girl I’d have had to chatter with. It was a kind of bottling up, that was why I was writing so many letters. It was just someone to talk to, no more than that. I’d stopped the jack-and-jill, I was getting on perfectly well as a temporary nun.


I said, I’ve discovered a sensational health-food store.


He gave me a side-look. Is that an invitation, Jenny?


It hadn’t really been. Then suddenly was.


Tonight? If I promise to leave by ten?


I knew I had to come to a decision, as soon as I’d said yes. It had all been very guarded, casual, space for withdrawal on both sides. But I knew “check” would be attempted. I thought about it a lot, that is, about a whole aspect of Dan I haven’t mentioned before—the fact that he has a name. On the other hand, knowing that by the highest standards he never quite got there, that his plays are really rather square, that among my generation in the theater there are a dozen other writers we are more interested in, more “with”… which he knows, though it’s always been a taboo subject between us. He assumes I despise him theatrically, at best a sort of toleration. And perhaps I always assumed too much that he didn’t really care. Then something else: the fact that, in (silly) terms of having your name in the papers, I’ve always before gone down rather than up for my men. I’d known for some time that that wasn’t healthy. As if it wasn’t enough to give my delightful body-and-soul to them, but there had to be the press cuttings as well.


It was partly vanity. Handing out the privilege of sleeping with Jenny McNeil in return for her privilege of despising them for not having made it—which is exactly how Timothy once put it. And outraged me, I was so sure my living with him proved I was a democrat, that I saw through all the ballyhoo, I might be an embryo star but my feet were on the ground. It was also a fear, almost a little girl’s fear that I should one day wake up and all this would burst like a bubble, so better not risk too much. But the other thing was paramount. I always felt safer when there was something in lovers I could despise. I couldn’t even call it political, a justifiable Women’s Lib attitude. It went much deeper, to a nasty little self-centered terror of being challenged and disturbed. Reduced to equality.


I’d thought often about all this since I came to California. It may shock Dan, but it did play quite a part. He wasn’t very famous, or someone I admired deeply as a writer. Just quite famous and quite respected—which meant I could still despise him a little and still feel he was a long step up from nonentity. He was perhaps going down and I was perhaps coming up, but for now the balance of success and experience and professional respect and everything else was heavily on his side. Except physically, I’d be doing him no favors.


This all sounds so vilely calculated. I kept changing my mind about him (or it) through the rest of that day at work. And there were honestly all kinds of simpler things. Wanting to know him better, thinking how it would put the Prick’s nose out, feeling excited, both emotionally and sexually. I suppose I saw Dan as a sort of challenge. I remember having had a shower and staring at myself naked in the mirror, before he came. Feeling strange. Just not knowing. I’ve always known before.


Then wanting, much later that evening, after eleven, him to make a move. He’d been pumping me, much better than my attempt at it during our Russian evening. I suppose the Cats are right, you do need regular confession. Like menstruation. He’d coaxed out of me what I really felt about the film, about Bill, about the Prick (we agreed for that name for Steve that evening). Everything. My never being quite sure what Bill wanted or what dotty new improvisations the P. would suddenly introduce into a scene, and why Bill let him get away with it so often. Dan was nice: the rushes I’m not allowed to see, I was doing fine. Even the ever-pessimistic Gold was impressed. But what I liked best was knowing Dan himself had passed me.


Then the talk finally wearing thin, as if I was hinting that he should go, but it was only because I didn’t know how to say that he didn’t have to.


A fantastic silence. It seemed to last for ever. He was lying on the couch, feet up, staring at the ceiling. I was sitting on the rug beside the log-place, hearth is too nice and old a word for it, back to the wall, staring at my toes. I was wearing a shirt, no bra, a long skirt. No makeup. He’d come in a blazer, foulard, studious informal like a smart Angeleno. Only he’d taken the blazer off. A blue flowered shirt.


He said, if this was a script, I’d have the man get up and go. Or the girl get up and come. We’re wasting footage.


He turned his head on the couch and looked across at me. I didn’t like that corny way he’d put it. He wasn’t smiling and I didn’t smile back. After a moment I stared down at my feet again. He got up, picked his blazer off a chair and just exited. Without a word. Not even a good night or a thank you for the meal. The door closed and I was left sitting there. Perverse: he’d have to do better than that and I still didn’t want him to go.


But he went. I heard the outside door open and then it was slammed shut. Silence. I ran to… I don’t know, at least say something. And he was there, leaning by the front door, inside, staring down at the ground. The old trick.


I turned back into the room and he came after me, switching off the lights. I remember he put his arms round my back and kissed the back of my head.


I said, Dan, I’m not on the pill at the moment. That’s all.


No problem. If that really is all.


I put my hands down on his and said, I didn’t want you to go.


He began to unbutton my shirt, undressed me, without kissing me again after that first touch. Then himself, and I was still half-perverse, I just stood there waiting, looking out at the lights all the way to the ocean, hearing the freeway traffic down below: all those funny, streaky, wobbling thoughts when you know it’s this, a new thing, a new man, where is this room, who am I, who cares, why.


He came and put his arms round my shoulders and led me to the couch. We lay down side by side and he ran his hand down my body, watching me. Almost as if he thought I might flinch. As if I’d never had sex before.


He said, I’ve been wanting to ring you all week.


I said, I wish you had.


We kissed then. I was simple, passive, no games, I let him do what he wanted, responded just enough to show him I wanted him to do what he wanted—there was still something uncertain, I wasn’t sure I wanted him for this, though I didn’t mind. Anyway, it never is natural the first time, one’s taking notes, comparing, remembering, waiting. In the end we went on the floor and I thought of tomorrow. Seeing him again, after this. Then his body. How lucky men are to have it so simple.


He didn’t say anything. Neither of us said anything for some time. We just lay there, the way you come out of a film sometimes and you don’t want to talk about it. I thought how little I knew about him. Wondered how much he did this sort of thing. There was very little unit gossip about him. Wondered what he really thought about me. His age, his past, my age, my past. He broke the silence. First he reached out and traced the line of my mouth.


Jenny, in the argot of this barbarous province what I’ve just done is lay a broad. The only way to kill that argot is to break the rules of the ritual that accompanies it. By the rules I should thank you for a nice fuck, dress and drive home. But I’m going to take you to bed and sleep, just sleep, beside you. Kiss you in the morning. Make your coffee when your call comes. You understand, if tomorrow you feel it’s all a mistake, fine. I just want to be sure that for now we behave like European humans. Not movieland apes.


He was leaning on his elbow, watching me in the darkness.


I said, It already is tomorrow. I’m still here.


He kissed my hand.


Okay, then just one more speech. I’ve been in love often enough in my life to know the symptoms. As opposed to the lay-the-broad ones. But love is a sickness of my generation. Not yours. I don’t expect you at any point to catch it from me.


Is that a request or a prediction?


Both.


And that was it. We went to bed. We didn’t sleep. There’s something about one’s own bed, most belonging there. And the way he held me. And thinking about what he’d said, and how it hadn’t needed saying, it was almost insulting because it really meant I might just be a broad who went in for one-night stands and then that I was too young and shallow and 1970ish to understand love. It was square, anyway. But it also said he was less cool, or more vulnerable, than I believed. And something wicked: Daddy-o wants me. All his years, his women. Till suddenly I wanted, and truly to say yes, and turned to tell him.


(To be continued. It’s 1:30, I’m mad.)



The Door


“DANIEL? IT’S NELL.”


“Who?”


“Your one-time wife.”


His arm drops from Jenny’s shoulders.


“Caro?”


“She’s fine.” A hesitation. “I’m sorry for this god-awful hour. We can’t work out the time-change.”


“I’m still up. It doesn’t matter.”


“I’m ringing about Anthony, Dan.”


“Oh God. Is it all over?”


“No, it’s… as a matter of fact I’m with Jane. In Oxford. She wants to speak to you.” He says nothing. “Are you there?”


“Just temporarily speechless.”


“She’ll explain. Here she is.”


He glances at Jenny, then puts his free hand to his head like a pistol. She stares at him a moment, not laughing now, then looks down and turns away toward the center of the room.


“Dan?”


“Jane.”


A strange mixture in his voice: both warmth and offense, and above all incredulity. There is a tiny pause on the line.


“I feel awful disturbing you like this. So out of the blue.” A longer pause. She says, “Can you hear me?”


“It’s just that yours was the last voice in the world…”


“I’m sorry. It was so kind of you to send that message via Caro.”


“I’m only sorry it’s had to be so long.”


He expects a response to that; but she is silent again. He is trapped in two pasts, an immediate, still in that room, and a very remote; between two things he fears, emotion and unreason.


“How is he?”


“He’s in hospital now. Here in Oxford.”


“It’s such foul luck for you all.”


“We’ve learnt to accept it.”


Again there is a silence, and he seeks frantically for a reason why this should be sprung on him.


“Is there some treatment over here you want me to…”


“I’m afraid it’s beyond that. No one can do anything now.” Another hiatus. “Dan, I’ve been trying to gather courage all week to ring you. I don’t quite know how to say this, after all that’s happened.” Again she holds back, then plunges. “He wants to see you before he dies.”


“To see me!”


“I’m afraid so. Rather desperately.” She adds, “He’s very ill. But quite clear-headed.”


He feels like a man whose foot finds an abyss instead of a pavement.


“But Jane, with all the sympathy in the world, I mean, all that’s so…” Now he is the one who seeks refuge in silence. He makes his voice less demanding of escape. “You two were right, for God’s sake. I’ve long forgiven you both completely. Do tell him that.” When she doesn’t answer he says, “This is what it’s about?”


“Yes… partly.”


“You know. With all my heart. Total absolution. As far as I’m concerned.”


“He particularly asked me to say it’s… unfinished business.”


“But my dear, I… I mean… Well can’t you just tell him? He can take it as read.”


“It’s not a whim, Dan. I wouldn’t be troubling you otherwise.”


And she waits; as she always would, once a question was posed, a demand stated. Her pressures were always more those of silence than speech.


“Can I give him a ring?”


And then complete silence. He says “Hallo?”; then again. Then he hears the first voice, Nell’s sheathed and neutral.


“It’s me again.”


“What’s happened?”


“Nothing… she can’t talk for a moment.”


“Nell, what the hell am I supposed to do? I’ve just offered to ring the hospital.”


“He wants the living presence, I’m afraid.”


“But why, for God’s sake?”


“I don’t really know. Only that he apparently talks of nothing else.”


“I asked Caro to say if I could do anything, before I left.”


“I know. I suppose it’s something to do with dying.” He feels her searching for a reasonableness. “We’ve tried to explain it’s very difficult for you. But he’s become obsessed by it. I saw him only yesterday evening. It’s not just Jane.”


“I don’t understand why I couldn’t have been given some warning.”


“Jane’s been lying to him. He’s under the impression that she’s been trying to get in touch with you. But she didn’t want to involve you. I’ve only just come in on all this myself. I’m the one who’s finally forced her to do something about it. We’ve been arguing most of the night. You’d better blame me.”


“How long have they given him?”


“Not very long. It’s not only the dying. How long he can talk coherently.” She added, “I understood from Caro that you’d finished with the current film.”


“More or less. It’s not that.”


“Oh yes. There was a photo of her in the Express the other day. Congratulations.”


“Oh for Christ’s sake.”


She says evenly, “If you think it’s been easy for Jane and me to watch—”


“I’m not wholly devoid of imagination, Nell. Now for fuck’s sake pack it in.”


His voice has something rare in it: a rawness. A silence. Then as if satisfied, the old weapon once again proven good, she retreats into simplicity.


“I’m sorry. We’re not blackmailing. Just begging.”


“It’s all such ancient history now.”


“Not for Anthony.” She added, “But it’s totally up to you.”


He wavers, calculates, stares out at downtown Los Angeles six or seven miles away; feels strangely frightened, as if the reflection in the glass is his own accusing ghost; like an empiricist threatened with supernatural pattern, though he thinks not of doors, but of traps, returns out of freedom, the digging-up of corpses; of more than one death.


“Is Jane still there? Can I speak to her?”


“Wait… yes, all right. Here she is.”


“Dan, I’m sorry. We’re both in a rather overwrought state.”


“All right, Jane. I understand. Now listen. Cast your mind back a thousand years. Do you remember a day when you threw a full champagne bottle into a river? And you said, when I asked you why, I can’t remember the exact words, but something like, It felt right. Do you remember that?”


“Just.”


“Then forget all these years of silence between us. All the anger. The betrayal. And give me one more equally inspired total judgment. Would it feel wrong if I didn’t come? Do you want me to come?”


“I haven’t the right to say, Dan.”


“Not unless I ask. Which I just have.” He adds, “I’m between films. I was coming home soon.”


And he waits, he sees, already, as he sometimes does at the very early stages of a new script, permutations, forks, openings to exploit.


“Anthony would be eternally grateful. If that doesn’t sound too silly.”


“And you?”


At last she says, “Please. If you possibly can.”


“And there’s very little time?”


“No.”


The decision is on him, almost before he knows it is there, and he feels—the image is from seeing, not experience—like a surfer, suddenly caught on the crest, and hurled forward. It is both a moment of will, as if, like the surfer, he was waiting for this; and simultaneously one of abandonment… no sooner willed than transferring will to the wave.


“Okay. This call’s costing you the earth, so listen. Tell Anthony I’m on my way. Give him my every sympathy. And just put on Nell for one moment more, will you?”


“I sometimes think I ought to have thrown myself instead of the bottle.”


“I shall demand an explanation of that when we meet.”


There is silence, the last. Then she says, “I don’t know what to say, Dan. Forgive me.”


Then it is Nell again.


“I’ll try and get a flight tomorrow. Just warn Caro I’m coming back, will you?”


“I’ll telephone her this evening.”


“Thanks.”


And he puts down the receiver, meanly, before she can find a tone of voice for whatever repentance or gratitude she too feels. Then he stares into the lit plains of the California night, seeing Oxford, a gray winter morning, five thousand miles away. From somewhere below there rises the neurotic switching wail of a patrol-car siren. Without turning, he says, “Two fingers, Jenny. Straight, please.”


He stares at the glass when she silently brings it, then up into her eyes with a wry smile.


“And fuck your great-grandmother.”


She holds his eyes, probing. “What’s happened?”


“My erstwhile brother-in-law wants to see me.”


“But I thought… the one with cancer?”


He swallows half the whisky. He stares down at the glass. He looks up at her, then down again. “We were very close once, Jenny. I’ve never really talked to you about all that.”


“You told me they’d excommunicated you.”


He turns away from her eyes, looks out again over the endless city. “He was my best friend at Oxford. We were a… sort of quartet. The two sisters. He and I.” He gives her a diffident grimace, searching her reaction. “Ghosts.”


“But…” she lets expostulation trail away. “You’re going?”


“It seems there’s not much time left.” She stares at him, and her eyes show two kinds of hurt honesty, both a childlike and an adult. If he tells her a lie then, it is also partly to himself. “It’s Caro, Jenny. We’ve torn her apart for so long. I can’t refuse the olive-branch now it’s offered.”


“Why does he want to see you so much?”


“God knows.”


“But you must have some idea.”


He lets out a breath.


“He’s a professional philosopher as well as a Catholic. They do rather live in a world of their own.” He reaches and takes her hand, but again looks out into the night. “His wife’s someone special. Very… meticulous over personal relationships. Very scrupulous. She wouldn’t have broken so many years of silence without…” but he doesn’t finish.


She withdraws her hand and turns away. He watches her light a cigarette by the couch.


“Why did it feel right to throw a full champagne bottle into a river?”


“It was just her way once of suggesting we’d all been living in a false paradise at Oxford.” He goes on a shade too quickly. “All very involved. I’ll tell you one day.”


“You don’t have to defend it. I just wondered.”


But she avoids his eyes.


He says, “Perhaps it’s for the best.”


“Thanks very much.”


“A breather.”


“I didn’t realize it was a race.” She picks up an ashtray and empties it unnecessarily into a wastepaper basket. “You won’t come back?”


“They only want you for three weeks more. With any luck.”


She leaves a silence. “Well. That’ll teach me to make jokes about second sight.”


“Yes. It was a little uncanny, that.”


She glances at him, accusing.


“Ask me to marry you again.”


“I try not to repeat silly mistakes.”


“Your whole life’s a mistake. You’ve just told me so.”


“All the more reason for not dragging you into it.”


“I shouldn’t have said yes.”


“Then what?”


She bends and plumps a cushion. “I think about it. Quite a lot. Much more seriously than you do, I suspect. For all your talk.”


“Then you should know why it wouldn’t work.”


“I know the signs are bad. All you say.” She obstinately arranges cushions, then picks one up to examine some loose braiding. “I just wonder if the fact that you won’t trail round after me and I won’t give up everything to darn your socks isn’t really rather a good thing. The best I’m likely to get. Given the squaw bit doesn’t attract me at all. That it wrecked my only other… serious relationship. Would always wreck it with anyone normal my own age.” She says, “I’m trying to be honest.”


“Then it definitely wouldn’t work, Jenny. The one component such marriages need is a core of dishonesty. I don’t think we two could ever manage that. In the long run.”


She puts the cushion down. “You don’t seem to realize I need you. In so many ways.”


“Need someone.”


She turns from the couch and sits in an armchair, hunched forward, head bowed. “I feel frightened already.”


“That proves I’m bad for you. And always would be.”


“I’ve got to decide about the new part.”


“You know what I think. He’s a good man. He’ll get the script up. You should do it.”


“And take myself off your hands.” She says, “I’d know you were waiting. You’d be there.”


“I shall be. For as long as you want. You know that.” He searches for a placebo. “And you can move into the Cabin. Abe and Mildred would love that.”


“I might. And don’t change the subject.” She draws on the cigarette, blows out smoke, then looks up at him. He still stands by the telephone. “I notice you’re not admitting that I’m also the best you’re likely to get.”


“You’re shopping for bargains.”


“You hide. That’s even worse.”


“What do I hide?”


“Your past.”


“Not cool. The past.”


“That’s a stupid, slick, evasive answer.”


She spaces the adjectives, like little whiplashes. He turns away.


“So is a great deal of my past.”


“Stage point. Not a real one.” He says nothing. “And so’s most of everyone’s past. I don’t know why you imagine yours is so peculiarly awful.”


“I didn’t say awful. Unpurged.” He goes and sits on the couch, at right angles to her chair. “It’s not a matter of statistics, Jenny. Or even individual history. Purely of personal awareness.” She will not help. He says, “I misled you, it wasn’t really a feeling of emptiness I had this afternoon. Much more the opposite. Like having eaten too much. Undigested deadweight. A millstone.”


She contemplates the end of her cigarette.


“What did your ex-wife say that annoyed you?”


“That thing in the Express. Couldn’t resist a dig.”


She stares at the carpet. “Is it the same for you?”


“Is what?”


“Still hating. I heard you say. It’s all so far away.”


“Will this seem far away, twenty years from now?”


“Whatever happened, I shouldn’t want to hurt you anymore.”


She will not look at him; and he watches her face for a moment, the tenacious thwarted child in it, the jealous young adult; and feels a strong need to take her in his arms, to thaw this ice—but suppresses it, notes and commends himself for suppressing it. He regards the last of the more than two fingers of the Laphroaig.


“We had all our values wrong. We expected too much. Trusted too much. There’s a great chasm in twentieth-century history. A frontier. Whether you were born before nineteen thirty-nine or not. The world, time… it slipped. Jumped forward three decades in one. We antediluvians have been left permanently out of gear, Jenny. Your generation knows all about the externals. The visual things. What the Thirties and Forties looked and sounded like. But you don’t know what they felt like. All the ridiculous decors of the heart they left us encumbered with.”


She does not answer for a long moment.


“Hadn’t you better ring the airport?”


“Jenny.”


“It’s not a chasm, Dan. It’s a deliberate barricade you erect.”


“To protect both of us.”


She stubs out the cigarette.


“I’m going to bed.”


She stands and crosses the room to the bedroom door; but stops there and looks back at him.


“You’ll please notice that I meticulously, scrupulously, do not slam the door.” And once through she sets it, with an ostentatious precision, half-ajar. Then she glances up again at him.


“Okay? Old-timer?”


She vanishes. He sits in silence for a few seconds, then finishes the whisky. Then he goes to where his jacket lies and takes out a pocket diary, through which he leafs as he walks back toward the telephone. He dials a number and, waiting for an answer, stares back across to the bedroom door—which like that other door, like reality itself, that ultimate ambiguous fiction of the enacted past, seems poised eternally in two minds; inviting, forbidding, accusing, forgiving; and always waiting… for someone at last to get the feeling right.



Aftermath


THE POLICE CAR DROPPED THEM AT THE TOP OF THE NORTH Oxford road where Dan had his digs. The sky had clouded over completely, and there was already a spatter of rain. They walked quickly between the lines of solid Victorian houses, staid and donnish, too trite to be real. The wind had loosened some leaves. Autumn came drear and viciously premature. They said hardly a word until they were in his room.


It was the best bed-sitter in the house, first-floor back, overlooking the garden; but equally chosen for its landlady, a Woodstock Road Marxist who, having somehow got herself on the approved list, allowed her student lodgers freedoms unusual for the time. One put up with erratic meals and Communist Party pamphlets for the rare privilege of being able to do what one liked both with and in the privacy of one’s room. Dan’s exhibited what passed for advanced taste in 1950. He had some private money besides his government grant and the Art Nouveau craze was still twenty years from ubiquity. Small portables in the style could be picked up for a shilling or two in any junkshop.


What could one deduce today from photographs of that room? Theatrical interests: a pinned-up collection of pre-1914 music-hall and musical comedy star postcards (which he still has somewhere and occasionally adds to), a toy theater rather too prominently on a small table by the window over the garden, above the mantelpiece an original Gordon Craig set-design sketch (then his proudest possession, foolishly given much later to the woman cited in his wife’s divorce action), a framed playbill with his own name on (as joint librettist of the revue the previous winter), a batch of masks from a production of Anouilh’s Antigone (hardly fin de siècle and already announcing a suspect eclecticism). Academic interests: a case of English literature texts and a cartoon on the wall showing Professor Tolkien being trampled underfoot by a Russian Stakhanovite bearing a lettered banner, on closer examination an undergraduate porting the runic proclamation: Down with Anglo-Saxon. (Of priceless value since The Lord of the Rings, but unfortunately burned only three weeks from where we are, to be precise on the last day of the owner’s Final Schools, along with the abominable Beowulf and a number of other ancient printed instruments of torture—all in revenge for the third-class degree frequently admonished and duly received.)


Family background and personal life: difficult, yet the very paucity of evidence tells a tale. No family photographs, I seem to remember, though there was one, a blurred snapshot of an old stone doorway with the illegible (but he knew it by heart) date 1647 above that half came into that category; and there were very probably on display some stills of the various other OUDS and ETC productions Daniel had had a hand in; and there was certainly one, misty-edged and studio-posed, of Nell on the table used for a desk—and at present cluttered with all the evidence of panic cram. The most striking effect was of a highly evolved (if not painfully out-of-hand) narcissism, since the room had at least fifteen mirrors on its walls. True, they had been collected for their Art Nouveau frames, or at least allegedly; but no other room in Oxford can have provided such easy access to the physical contemplation of self. This little foible had been cruelly lampooned (if it wasn’t that at Oxford any lampooning is less cruel than none) in an undergraduate magazine the previous term. There had been a list of “characters” in the manner of La Bruyère. Daniel was dubbed Mr. Specula Speculans, “who died of shock on accidentally looking into a mirror without its glass and thereby discovering a true figure of his talents in place of the exquisite lineaments of his face.”


It must be remembered that this callow attempt at a personal decor existed against—or because of—a background of austerity, rationing, and universal conformity. Britain was still deep in a dream of siege. Of its time, it was daring. People who went to parties in it were honored, and told less fortunate friends about it afterward. An added piquancy was the well-known landlady downstairs, who raged against the viper she had taken to her bosom and the bourgeois decadence of his fancy pots and pieces and his general attitude to life—or so Dan liked to pretend to his guests. The truth was that the elderly comrade, despite her eccentricities, was no fool and knew her young men, and their potentialities for the cause, a good deal better than they knew themselves. Not one whom Dan had shared that house with, and who had like him in later life achieved some public notice, had become a Communist; but rather more remarkably none had become a Conservative, either.


Jane knew the room too well to notice it at all that afternoon. She went to the window and stared down at the garden. After a moment, she pulled off the red headscarf and shook her dark hair loose; but still stood there holding the scarf, brooding.


“Do you want a drink, Jane?”


She turned and smiled faintly. “Tea?”


“I’ll go and fill the kettle.”


When he came back from the bathroom with it, he found her standing in the corner where he kept his exiguous kitchen.


“Only dried milk.”


“It doesn’t matter.”


“I could pinch some fresh off old Nadya Constantinovna.”


“No really.”


“She’s out.”


“Honestly.”


And she came with two cups and a teapot, spoons, and knelt by the fireplace. He put the kettle on the little electric coil he used for heating water, then went to the corner and fetched the dried milk, tea, sugar. Then he sat down on the rug opposite her and watched her measure out the black leaves into the pot.


“Is Nell coming round?”


He shook his head. “Essay night.” She nodded. He sensed that she did not want to talk. Yet the feeling of emptiness in the silent house, in the day, in the time of day, made the vacuum embarrassing to him.


“Shall I put the fire on?”


“If you like.”


The gas-fire phutted at his match, began to flame blue and gold; sparks of incandescent pink. The kettle started to add its slow voice. They echoed a kind of deep purr in Dan, for all his slight unease and Jane’s silence. Already his dialogue-inventive mind, the monster that then still seemed a joyous gift, was secretly rehearsing various amusing ways of telling what had happened: that pompous half-education of the policemen’s voices, Andrew’s impossibly blasé behavior, that “I landed at Anzio, old man”… and then something else, not only the event, the gray buttocks like uncooked tripe, the reported maggots seething in the hair (which Dan would claim for his own eyes too)—but having been with Jane, the idol of her year, the almost celebrated already.


All of young Oxford knew she must one day be more famous, truly famous, with those gifts (much more serious than just taking off Rita Hayworth, her Vittoria in The White Devil had proved that beyond doubt) and looks. She sat, one arm back, leaning sideways a little, staring into the gas-fire. Deep down it wasn’t her vivacities, her powers of mimicry, her mobility, all she could be on stage; but what her face showed just then, a sort of pensive inwardness. She was very much two people, one had long ago realized that, much more complicated than Nell; which was what matched her, against all superficial probability, with Anthony, who was in so many ways the antithesis of them all—the Greats scholar from Winchester, already halfway to becoming a don, applied, logical (in all except his religious beliefs, at that time almost as much a dandyism as collecting Art Nouveau mirror-frames); rapidly analytical and aphoristic. Young Oxford men who were mature, like Mark, in terms of war and death were two a penny; everyone knew the story of the proctors’ bulldog who had clapped hands on a student caught drinking in a pub—only to find that his victim was the young colonel whose batman he had been during the war. But Anthony had a different maturity, an apparently much surer knowledge of who he was and what he intended to be. He was widely envied Jane, but their relationship seemed incongruous only to people who knew neither of them well. Behind the masks their complementarity was striking.


As he might, though less concisely, have put it at the time; in simple fact he was in love with her. That was why he was embarrassed. For some months, at least two terms, he had known this; and that he was trapped. His future marriage to her sister was broken long before that day. Webster’s immortal line: strange geometric hinges. His sense of guilt ought to have been attached to Nell; but in fact it was much more oriented toward Anthony, and not at all, or very little, because on that particular occasion Anthony had granted himself a week-end’s break (some monastery in Gloucestershire that went in for the instant retreat) from his final grind.


Dan still felt a baffled privilege, to have got on so well with Anthony—baffled because he still couldn’t really understand what the brilliant Wykehamist saw in him. He knew much better what he had himself taken from the relationship—the contact with a much more fastidious and incisive intellect, with a psyche far more certain of both external and internal values, far less easily corrupted by new ideas and the ephemeral. In a way, Anthony was Oxford; Dan was merely a visitor. He had learned far more from him than from his tutors, if the truth were known. But there was that one great flaw: he could never quite shake off a deep, though carefully hidden, conviction that it was a friendship between unequals.


In fairness to Dan, and to historical accuracy, it must be said that in terms of undergraduate prestige—so closely connected with undergraduate notoriety—his feeling of inferiority would have seemed odd to his contemporaries. He was a far better known, and perhaps even envied, student of his time than Anthony; of that group who escape academy and achieve more than a mere college reputation and who, later, in retrospect, give their whole university generation its characteristic stamp. But like Jane, he was also two people, though far less prepared, or able, to admit it than she. Perhaps it was mainly in his secret feelings toward Anthony that he did admit it; and in those toward Jane. He was even a little jealous of her gender, her young womanhood, which he felt allowed her both a more natural and a more mature attitude; she could both mock and be affectionate in ways he could not. They would, in fact, usually take the same side in any argument against Anthony, conspiring in guying him gently if he became too outrageously the young don. But it was a stage alliance, would-be worldly-wise thespians sniping at intellectualism; and hid the truth of where the real affinities lay.


So Dan watched this apparent proof, the prize he had not won—and, to complicate matters, which had even seemed partly stolen from him, since he had known Jane before Anthony, had even first introduced them, had really only held back before that introduction because he was in awe of her. Now he took what consolation he could from this substitute intimacy, in the softly hissing silence. The sky seemed to grow darker, strangely dark for midsummer. It began to rain outside, more heavily. The kettle boiled and Jane leaned across and lifted it; filled the pot. She was still filling it when she asked her astounding question.


“Do you and Nell go to bed together, Dan?”


Her intent, downlooking face.


“Darling…” he gave a little puff of shocked amusement; of pure shock, really. She did not smile, but set the kettle on the hearth before the fire. He had one virtue, I suppose, he read other people’s moods fast; caught their intonations, usages, changed millimeters of mouth- and eye-shape; but only the moods, not the intentions.


He murmured, “Hasn’t Nell…?”


“Sisters don’t always talk about things like that.” She put a spoonful of milk in each of the two cups. “You mean you do?”


“Doesn’t everybody?”


Again, they didn’t, and far from it, in those days; and the comparatively few that did kept up a convention of secrecy about it. But Dan had never been a young man to keep his hard-earned and very far from innate sophistication under a bushel. One has to have some substitute for honesty.


“Anthony and I don’t.”


He couldn’t understand why she should want to tell him. Knowing Anthony’s views, he had not supposed that they did; both he and Nell had decided quite definitely that they didn’t.


“The Catholic thing?”


She passed him his cup; little flecks of undissolved white powder floated on top.


“Yes.”


“It means a lot to him.”


“Yes.”


“Under the squibs and epigrams.”


She smiled faintly, but for the second time that day she seemed to be reproaching Anthony. A shifting of deep grounds, a sudden mystery, a hinge’s first faint creak. She sipped her tea.


“I’m not a virgin, Dan. There was someone else. In my first year. Before I met Anthony.”


Which pierced something hitherto virgin between them.


“He knows?”


She made a grimace. “This is rather why I’m telling you. It’s a sort of rehearsal.”


“Oh Gawd.”


“It’s so stupid. If I’d only told him at the beginning. Then it seemed too late. I’m sort of trapped now. It’s not what I did. But that I haven’t told him before.”


He offered her a cigarette, lit a spill and held it out, then lit his own.


“And he’s never thought to ask?”


“For someone so intelligent, he’s rather bizarrely trusting. He assumes things about people he’d never assume about a theory of logic or a syllogism.” She drew on the cigarette. “At least that’s what I used to think.”


“And now?”


“I wonder if he isn’t rather frightened. Which frightens me every time I try to screw courage up to tell him.”


“You’ll have to tell him sometime.”


“I can’t just before Finals. He’d be bound to see it as…”


“As what?”


She had such fine eyes, soul; sometimes she looked young, she did at that moment, staring into the fire, younger than Nell.


“The Jesuit in him. So badly timed, I must be trying to say something else. He’d look for it.”


“Are you sure he doesn’t think about you as one more step in the dark?”


She smiled. “I suppose I am a stand-in for the whole shebang. Now you mention it.”


“Is he putting a lot of pressure on—about the Catholic thing?”


“You know what he’s like.” She shrugged. “He doesn’t lay down the law. It’s all Gabriel Marcel and personal choice. Falling over himself not to decide for me.” She leaned back on an elbow, moving her legs from the warmth of the fire; but still stared into it. “I’ve suddenly realized what Rabelais was on about this week. How he’s really more modern than all the St. Germain-des-Prés crowd. Far more of an existentialist. That’s what I was trying to say on the river. When you think how utterly obsessed by self-denial England’s become. Outside the little world we’ve made for ourselves here. I feel there’s something about Anthony and his religious side that’s rather the same. Always thinking about the past and worrying about the future. Never actually managing to enjoy the present. And Rabelais is just one gorgeous long raspberry in the face of all that. There are passages, you… you suddenly feel he’s the only sane human being who ever lived.” She stared at her cigarette. “I tried to explain all this to Anthony the other evening.”


“And he didn’t quite follow.”


“On the contrary. Everything. Except the fact that I’d just been to bed with the man. In spirit.”


Dan grinned down. “But you didn’t quite put it that way.”


“It’s how it felt. Adultery as well as heresy. Especially when he read the ethical riot act over my poor little female mind.”


“Come on. He’s not like that.”


“Of course not. He was quite funny. Because he was so sure I couldn’t be serious.” She began tracing patterns in the worn Turkish carpet beneath the rug. “His problem is he can only be himself. You and I can be other people.”


“Now you’re denying him imagination. That’s not fair.”


“Not imagination. But acting on it. He could never write plays. Novels. Anything where you have to be someone else. Not in a thousand years.” There was a silence; suddenly she shifted ground. “I can’t make out if Nell likes him or not.”


Again he was shocked. “Of course she does. You know she does.”


“She doesn’t realize he disapproves of her?”


Dan gave her a quick look then; but her eyes remained on the carpet.


“That’s news to me too, Janey.”


Liar: it was long sensed, and feared. And now the afternoon really started to show strange facets, cracks, reversals of time; was hinged indeed. It seemed there was almost a malice in her, a determination to force scales from his eyes; and at the same time a nakedness, as she let him see all these buried feelings.


“He does try to hide it. Even from me.”


“But what’s he got against her, for God’s sake?”


“I suppose he suspects you go to bed. Fears something in me that he fears in her. He does rather take the sexpot image at face value.”


“But that’s at least half a mask. He knows that.”


“I know.”


“And I’m just as bad.”


“No, you pass. You’re a child of nature. His proof he’s not a prig.” She slid him a glance. “Is all this shocking you?”


“I think he’s being terribly inauthentic.”


“He’s also authentically fond of you both.”


“Thanks a million.”


“And he tries to understand.”


“But he can’t have it both ways. He can’t pretend to our faces that he likes Nell—and then pity me or something for having fallen into the clutches of the Scarlet Woman of Babylon.”


“Fear for you.”


He stared at her, but her own eyes were lost in the fire. Again he felt left a step behind.


“Is this what you were trying to say on the river? About Nell and me getting married?”


“How do you mean?”


“In your and Anthony’s considered opinion, we shouldn’t?”


“It’s not something I have a considered opinion about.”


He was silent, then gave a sour little sniff. “I thought at least we’d gained your qualified approval.” He went on: “So why did you say Nell was lucky?”


“Because I think she is.” She said slowly, “And I haven’t got a considered opinion because I’m not able to judge properly.”


Once more he tried to force her to look at him.


“Why not?”


“Because.”


“Come on.”


Her voice dropped. “Because I’m jealous of her.”


“Because the bed thing’s not a problem?”


“That would be just envy. I said jealousy.”


It took a moment or two to sink in. But the intentness of her eyes on the carpet… he looked down at his own stretched-out legs, he was sitting with his back to the wall beside the fire; and felt like someone led blindfold to a precipice. She murmured in the silence, “Fais ce que voudras.”


“This is getting rather complicated.”


“Perhaps it’s long-overdue simplification.”


“But you and Anthony, I thought…”


She turned away on the other elbow. He stared at her back.


“All this summer, whenever the four of us have been together, you won’t look at me. Unless you absolutely have to. And I’ve had to force myself to look normally at you.”


Her head bowed, face hidden, she waited.


“I didn’t realize.”


“That you’ve been avoiding my eyes?”


“Your side of it.”


“No idea at all?”


“Just… once or twice. That evening at the Trout.”


“Why did you think I held your hand like that?”


They had strolled out to Rosamund’s Bower when the pub closed. Nell and Anthony had gone on ahead. He had been very conscious of her hand lightly in his in the darkness… but it had not said this.


“I thought it was just sisterly.”


“I hated Nell that whole evening. I had no nice sisterly feelings at all.”


There was silence. The back of her head, the line of her body. The rain had lessened, but it stayed overcast. He forced out his confession, as if reluctantly. What he really began to feel was a delicious excitement.


“It’s mad. But I think I’m in love with both of you.”


“That’s exactly how I feel.”


“God. What a mess.”


“It’s my fault. I wasn’t going to bring it up.”


“That thing in the reeds.”


“I suppose so.”


“It goes back quite a long way with me. You were such a success… I didn’t know how to get near you.”


Another silence.


She said, “It’s like catching ’flu. You have it before you can do anything about it.”


“Except there are simple ways of treating ’flu.”


She left a pause.


“One usually goes to bed, doesn’t one?”


A long moment. He whispers, “Jane?” She lies curled away, perched on an elbow. “You can’t really mean that.”


She shook her head. “It’s so difficult to explain. I feel in some way Anthony’s made me miss something. What you and Nell have. What my body dreams.”


“Rabelais?”


“I suppose to be wild and wanton.”


“Wild and wanton” was a stock undergraduate phrase of the time, and always used mockingly.


“But what you just said…”


“I do love him, Dan. In a strange sort of way it’s because I love him.” She added, “Want to love him.”


He felt more and more out of his depth, yet unable not to go on.


“Want to know if you can love him?”


There was a silence, and when she broke it her voice was so low he hardly heard the words.


“Just once. An acte gratuit?”


He stared at his shoes. “And tomorrow?”


“If we knew exactly what we were doing. That we could keep it… outside time. As an exorcism.”


He swallowed secretly. “An exorcism of what?”


“What must happen. What will happen.”


“Knowing we love each other?”


“Knowing we once wanted each other. And that at least once we’d had the courage to admit it.”


He could feel his sexual excitement on the rise; and an ungovernable desire not to resist it, despite what he then said.


“I don’t know how we could ever face them.”


“We seem to have managed to hide things so far. Even from each other.”


He said, “It’s not that I…” but once again his sentence floated away.


He felt paralyzed, stunned by the enormity, ravished by the strangeness. The silence grew, and she did not move. From across the gardens at the back there drifted through the rain the sound of an oboe, a rise and descent of progressive scales, skilled and rapid. Then a break.


She sat up and faced him. He felt she was looking at him for the first time. Those gentle but penetrating brown eyes, searching his; something oddly virginal about her at that moment, of a schoolgirl, a seventeen-year-old frightened at what her elder self had done; but with a faint smile that did not deny, yet somehow counterbalanced the innocence. Perhaps it was provoked by something still wavering in his own expression, for the smile also held a tiny hint of a challenge; or of a tease, as if she were proposing no more than a dare.


The student oboist began to play Delius, and she reached her free hand across the rug, almost formally, like a medieval bride.



Passage


DANIEL NEARLY MISSED HIS FLIGHT, OWING TO A TRAFFIC snarl-up. For once the sky was almost smogless, a lovely midwinter Californian morning. The gray-haired Polish cab-driver kept cursing freeways in general and the San Diego in particular, but he was in far more of a rage about it than his fare: an I in the hands of fate, Isherwood’s camera, not unhappily reduced to watching himself, as if he were indeed a fiction, a paper person in someone else’s script… the seed of a hypothesis, like the “Simon Wolfe” planted in his mind the night before. Perhaps that ancient gibe about him, Mr. Specula Speculans, had not been quite fair: a love of mirrors may appear to be only too literally prima facie evidence of narcissism, but it can also be symbolic of an attempt to see oneself as others see one—to escape the first person, and become one’s own third.


In his already rather low valuation of the novel (a dismissal Daniel knew perfectly well was on the one hand a cheap conditioning of his métier and on the other a product of the lazy assumption that he was long past finding in himself, poor asthmatic cripple, the athleticism of imagination and long wind the form must need) he reserved an especially, and symptomatically, dark corner for first-person narration; and the closer the narrative I approximated to what one could deduce of the authorial I, the more murky this corner grew. The truth was that the objectivity of the camera corresponded to some deep psychological need in him; much more to that than to the fundamental principle of aesthetic (and even quasi-moral) good taste that he sometimes pretended lay behind his instinct here.


What did dimly occur to him as he sat half-listening and half-abetting his driver’s determination to show that he was now truly American—America is a perfect society, perfect societies have no snarls and flaws, so what the goddam hell is going on—was that perhaps this flinching from the I inherent in any honest recapitulation of his life was no more than a fear of judgment; and that (Jenny’s reported remark concerning perfectionism had also lodged much closer home than she may have realized) doing what he obscurely wanted was intimately bound up with doing what he obscurely hated. He even tried it out: “I missed my flight (or I nearly missed my flight), owing to a traffic hold-up on the San Diego freeway”—and did not like the sound and feel of it one bit.


At last they began to crawl forward, to within sight of the accident, the flashing lights, that were causing the stopped lines of impotent quadrirotal man. In his characteristic English fashion, Dan carefully filed away this added reason for why he was condemned to be what he was; how clear it was, if he ever did attempt the impossible, that anything would be better than to present it in the first person… even the absurdity of a mythical Simon Wolfe.


I was also very tired that morning. Jenny hadn’t released me for another hour. There had been tears, not quite for the first time since we had met, but for the first time over our private relationship.


The idea for her picture had come during a stint on another script in Hollywood three years previously. The studio had found me one of those British girl secretaries who work their way round the States—though not very attractive physically, she had possessed a sense of humor and a long tongue. I enjoyed her dry coffee-break accounts of her various work-experiences and abortive romances before she came to me, I’d long wanted to contrive something on the Anglo-American cultural comedy… so Jenny was now a trained English nanny in a millionaire household in one of the chic canyons, fighting a losing battle against both her employers and her off-duty boy-friend—Steve Anderson’s part. She could play the character close enough to her real self. Steve was and is the most frightful young bore, but his part also offered scope for his real-life fixations and dedicated self-involvement. I’m afraid director and script-writer had deliberately cultivated a certain amount of off-camera antipathy between their two stars. I didn’t tell her, but I had in fact begun to respect Steve in the can, if not in the flesh. On screen, in the rushes, her controlled insularity and his would-be “Method” sloppiness mixed rather well… as we had hoped. We had also lied about his not being our first choice.


It was a white lie, since we had very much wanted a girl to whom the Californian dream-nightmare was as fresh in reality as it had to be in the story. I knew how insidious the place is, how fast it warps the stranger to its own peculiar ways, so her virginity there was important. That also meant the film was going to be a tougher proposition than she realized. I played pig at Claridges partly for this reason: to warn her that whatever her local successes she was now stepping out of home movies, in both senses, into a very different and potentially much more lonely world. Then we were scared she might be overawed by Steve’s ill-deserved reputation (and get to hear how much more he was taking). I watched her like a hawk during those first days, for purely professional reasons… which became more personal ones, of course, though I liked her all the better for apparently deciding that she didn’t need my help. She showed a brisk blend of tact and independence, ancestral Scottish qualities I value far more than the second sight.


Like so many pretty, and far from stupid, girls in the business she was in a slight dilemma—incipiently crucified by her own good looks. It is not perhaps the kind of crucifixion the ordinary girl can have much sympathy for; nevertheless, it exists… and Jenny had the camera image that conforms too closely to current notions of what is sexually desirable in young women to escape. A certain leggy fragility, an elegant insouciance, a well-boned, fine-mouthed, candid-eyed eager frankness about the face… a nice ongoing kid, the lens said, searching as well as enticing to go to bed with; a twentieth-century princess, provoking very nearly the same dream as the real princesses who had once languished in their walled castles and haunted another age besotted with the concept of the unattainable.


She had done a little modeling work at home, and knew well enough how to get herself up to kill, and to “project,” vanities she didn’t always resist. Even tired, with her completely natural face, she couldn’t always lose that air of vacuous distinction and effortless beauty that highly photographable women, the Shrimptons and Twiggies of this world, acquire. She was conscious of it, of course; and had a special clown’s grimace for when she knew I had caught that look. I remember another evening, we’d been to a party and she had looked ravishing even with some expert competition, and I said so when we got home. She went straight into the bathroom and washed her face off. When she came out she said, “I forbid you to like me for that.”


This problem of being her own young woman, not just the chauvinistic male world’s dream of the type, distorted her in another way: her frostiness with men who took her at the obvious surface valuation was sometimes painfully gauche—and indeed misled me in the beginning. It was right for the part, that aloofness; but in private I found it rather silly, all this gazelle-like shying-away from the slightest wrong approach, even though she grew to hide it better. Another self, both warmer and less assured, I caught only glimpses of in the early days. None of us could really get near her, and it was hard to tell what was genuine and what was being tried out in pursuit of a working persona in a very alien environment.


It was Bill who warned me that she might be withdrawing too much. By then the thought of giving her a shoulder to rest on was not just a matter of production need or simple human charity, yet there did remain an element of calculation… which remained in substance, even if it changed in nature. She did need me, or someone like me, in Los Angeles; but it remained very open whether she needed me anywhere else. This doesn’t mean that we had not achieved a very real affection. I could have fallen heavily for her, and become intolerably possessive; but I had sinned in that area often enough before to know that to take one’s partner’s independence as a challenge is the straight road to disaster. Wanting her was bound up with the notion of changing her, and I liked her too well as she was. Just as “I believe in God” is generally a synonym for “I believe in not thinking,” only too frequently “I love you” is a euphemism for “I want to own you.” I sincerely wanted to leave Jenny in the public gallery of her own freedom; and at the same time I was still also in love with both her body and her independence.


The tears were partly spoilt-child tears, glycerine drops; and also more genuine ones. I gave way to the blackmail. We’d forget the whole evening, it had never happened. She’d fly back as soon as she was released. It was just a temporary separation. Training, she said; and I let it pass.


Then I had driven back to Bel-Air, which is not where any Englishman in Los Angeles can normally afford to live—and where I lived purely by kindness and an old friendship. An early script I did for Columbia failed to meet with studio approval and they brought in Abe Nathan to help me rewrite it. He had more or less given up the trade by then, but he was still on call for crises. I was piqued, and prepared not to like him one bit. But not all studio decisions are crass. The story needed the “doctor,” and I needed the lesson; I fell for the professionalism, and even more for Abe himself—as I did for his wife Mildred when I came to know her as well. He might wear the full livery the old Hollywood forced on its educated slaves—be cynical, lugubrious, obscene, suspect the worst of everything and everybody—but he failed abysmally to hide the fact that this persona was very largely a matter of Müllerian mimicry (the evolution in a harmless species of the appearance of a dangerous one); and that underneath the waspishness lay a shrewd, humane and fundamentally tolerant mind. I had let him read every one of my scripts ever since. Even though the recipes of his own heyday no longer worked, he retained a very sure nose for the weak spots in the new ones—and in much else besides.


Mildred and he live in the wilder, less posh section of Bel-Air—“where the quail still speak Spanish.” Theirs is not the opulent mansion the place is more famous for… not even a swimming-pool, though that is an invert ostentation; but a pleasantly ramshackle garden, incongruously studded with classical statues, the weather-proofed plaster props from some forgotten Roman epic, with the “cabin” up the hill. Abe built it to write in himself, but he had long let me appropriate it when I was in town. It lacks one or two hotel amenities, but is buried in greenery and birds’ voices. I can be alone there, or with them down at the house. I don’t like Los Angeles, increasingly detest those famous hundred suburbs in search of a city. But Abe, Mildred and the Cabin would make hell itself tolerable.


I had packed when I got back there, then snatched four hours’ sleep, to be woken by Jenny’s voice again on the telephone. Her own wake-up call had just come in. She was her normal self again; apologized for being “silly.” Need was re-affirmed. I would broach the matter of her taking over the Cabin. I would call from home as soon as I could.


I went down to the house. Abe was already about and he gave me coffee, while I told him my news. Of course Jenny could take over the Cabin if she liked; whichever, he and Mildred would see she didn’t get too lonely. I wanted this for more than the obvious kind reasons, since Mildred and he represent a formidable combination of Jewish commonsense and New England frankness. Few secrets survive for long near them. Jenny needed to get to know them both out of my presence, to be their temporary shiksa daughter instead of my cute little British bird. I was hopeful that as soon as she revealed my view of our relationship, they would take my side. They approved of Jenny as a person, but not of cradle-snatching. They also knew my past much better than she did… and my faults.


There was an element of doing a far, far better thing, killing two lapses with one exit—but we really were viable only in a culture where nobody ever grows old (especially if they are rich and successful) and trading in well-screwed for younger flesh is an accepted way of life. I had known a number of father-daughter marriages there. The girls weren’t all the high-class platinum hookers of the old days; most were rather demure and reserved creatures, and some even had a sort of dignity, or perhaps it was just a smooth complacency at having sidestepped the tedium of being young and broke. It was the men who seemed to me more made the fools; and besides, Jenny had too much sense, too close an attachment to the freedoms of her generation, ever to deny herself the full potentialities of her future… and however hard I might have tried to subvert her from them. She had, or sometimes pretended with me that she had, a jejune notion that she’d seen it all; that I was, as she brutally (too brutally to be convincing) estimated, the best she was likely to get. But that was a nonsense passing time must explode. I had no right to encourage such an illusion; and I had categorically no wish to pick up the emotional tab when it was shattered.


I suppose the experience with Nell formed me there, no doubt on a predisposed Freudian pattern. Living with a woman has always seemed to me an artificial situation, pseudo-dramatic in nature; that is, an area where invention and concealment are as important as reality and honesty. I have always needed secrets. I write that clinically, not vainly. I live in front of too many wrong decisions, I cannot rid my life of them, the least I can do is to hide them from my lady guests… that is the practical theory, at any rate. Perhaps I had grown to like Abe and Mildred so much simply because they were clear proof that the theory is inadequate; that better relationships can exist. They are two people who have principally defined my own Englishness by their lack of it. I once outraged them both by arguing that most English anti-Semitism, like most English anti-Americanism, sprang out of sheer envy. They did not like simple evil explained as complex loss, or failure to evolve. You poor sons of bitches, snarled Abe, deprived of the gas-ovens… but that wasn’t the point.


We took off. After a minute, by craning back, I could even make out Burbank and the roofs of the Warner lot stages, under one of which Jenny must have been facing the first take of the day. I did feel a guilt then, tenderness, a protectiveness. She would never be an outstanding actress, as the middle-aged woman I had spoken to the previous night might once conceivably have been, and I knew she hadn’t fully accepted that as yet: the closed options, the compromises to come.


East, at altitude, over the deserted mountains of north Arizona and the toy gash of the Grand Canyon: there had been talk between Jenny and myself of driving back overland when her work was done. But that was a foregone experience I didn’t regret, since there was another chasm beside that of age. The life we led in Los Angeles had allowed us to overlook it, turn it into another toy gash of no more than a trivial passing significance; but in another context, on the ground, I knew it would always have presented a much more formidable obstacle. It was my fault, in the sense that I had effectively reduced it to the status of one more secret about my past… though in this case, not only with Jenny.


Anthony and I originally moved from cursory acquaintance—being of the same year at the same college and with a shared staircase to our rooms—to friendship precisely because of this “secret.” I was already engaged in burying or suppressing it, but it was still close enough in my past to be partially uncovered.


The summer term of 1948, our first university year: by chance I went into his sitting-room one day. Our shared servant was retiring and I was collecting for a leaving present for him. On Anthony’s desk I saw a flower in a jam-jar—a stem of the Man Orchid, Aceras. A few moments later we discovered a common interest, though with me it was largely a memento, an echo of former days. With him it was far more serious; as with so much in his life, such an interest could be only methodical, deeply pursued, or non-existent. Scientifically I had learnt enough botany as a schoolboy to find my way round the old copy of Bentham and Hooker we had at home; and I had in my teens fallen prey a little to the orchid mystique. I disclaimed anything more with Anthony, and thereby disclaimed the whole buried continent that nature had been for me in my adolescence. I was ashamed of it already, and nothing in his obviously much greater expertise encouraged me to reveal the truth… then or later.


I had always thought Anthony priggishly above the rest of us, a typical Greats scholar. He dressed rather formally, and there was a kind of studied quickness, a purpose, when he walked across the quad that I’d always found affected. He seemed to have few friends. On the other hand (one must put it in such childish terms) he didn’t wear glasses or hunch—nor did he belong to that equally disagreeable faction, the hearty. He was slightly taller than me, with very regular features and vaguely challenging eyes—though I think that was simply because he had the curiously un-English habit of looking you in the face when he talked to you. I now found, as we talked about orchids, that they could also be amused and friendly eyes. He wanted to know more; where I had botanized, how serious I was. I was flattered, I suppose—this apparently fastidious and already reputedly brilliant young professor in embryo had time for me. He once said, years later, when I’d been ribbing him about a newspaper report of some flagrantly fake stigmatization in Italy, “I’m surprised you don’t believe in miracles, Dan. How else did we meet?”
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¢ “A very good read it is.... A masterly fictional creation.”
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