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  Introduction




  The three books collected in this volume were written over a period of more than forty years. The stories in Out of the War date from Francis Wyndham’s late teens,

  when he was waiting to be called up, and when he was convalescing after being invalided out of the army with TB. Astonishingly he was unable to get them into print, and they were put away, along

  with the principal ambition that they represented, of being a writer. He went into publishing instead; then into journalism: he became a reviewer of unusual subtlety and scope, and also a master of

  the interview, often of a non-literary figure – a form to which he brought something of the melancholy hilarity and quirky verisimilitude of his fiction1. Then in 1972 Wyndham rediscovered the manuscript of Out of the War and a couple of years later it was published. ‘The stories seemed to have been written by someone

  else’, he said at the time, ‘ – and, in a sense, I suppose they were.’ In a sense, of course, they weren’t; and part of the fascination of having them together with

  the two subsequent books that their success seems to have freed or precipitated – Mrs Henderson and other stories, published in 1985, and The Other Garden (1987) – lies in

  tracing the enduring preoccupations in a small but exceptionally accomplished body of work.




  Each book has its own tonality: Out of the War is marked by a sense of bitterness and futility, with an intense, discontinuous, almost absurdist vision, reminiscent at times of the

  contemporary work of Denton Welch; Mrs Henderson is more spacious, ironic and funny; The Other Garden more luminous and elegiac. Only The Other Garden is a novel, but one

  cannot help being struck by the inner coherence of the books of stories. Out of the War is unified by time and place – the war years in a market town in the south of England –

  and linked by the parallel predicaments of characters who recur, a minor figure in one piece often becoming the protagonist of the next. It is like a novel that has been decentred and fragmented: a

  kind of formal slippage has taken place. In Mrs Henderson the viewpoint is more stable: the stories follow the curve of a single narrator’s life from prep school to late middle age;

  after three short fast movements comes the expansive andante of the story ‘Ursula’, which takes up half the book and brings us away from the period of the war towards the present, where

  it is capped with a prestidigitatory finale, ‘The Ground Hostess’. The comparative sobriety of ‘Ursula’, a moving record of love, loyalty and idealism, prepares us for the

  return in The Other Garden to the war years and the poignant and unconventional friendship which lies at the novel’s heart.




  The paradox of the war, which plays its part in all three books, is that the action is all taking place elsewhere: the people in these stories are left behind in villages, country towns, a

  convalescent home, a half-deserted Oxford, as if in a state of suspended animation, the prey to boredom, deprivation and a mood of unfocused expectancy. And the paradox obliquely dramatizes their

  very inactivity. In Out of the War they are almost all young women, living with repressive mothers in an atmosphere of misunderstanding and ennui. Their only escape is through the fantasy of

  songs, films and magazines; they are full of longings, but any attempt to translate them into reality is likely to generate anxiety, panic and even revulsion. There is a magnetic oscillation

  between longing and dread, a sense of expectation being sweeter than fulfilment, of activity being a disagreeable transition between the pleasures of looking forward and of looking back: ‘The

  fun has stopped and the more enjoyable period of looking back on, thinking about and discussing that fun is beginning.’ The teenage Wyndham was already a connoisseur of these emotional

  contrarieties, developing, as the narrator of The Other Garden puts it, ‘a taste for boredom and inaction, which like a drug habit formed in youth, I was never to succeed in

  conquering’. ‘What I’ve always wanted to do in fiction’, Wyndham has said, ‘is to write about the hours and hours and hours, the enormous proportion of life which is

  spent in a kind of limbo, even in people’s active years. It seems to me that it isn’t sufficiently celebrated.’ That it should be a matter for celebration may come as a surprise,

  yet the reader of these fictions will find how consumingly interesting that limbo can be in Wyndham’s witty and disconcerting account.




  The narrator of Mrs Henderson is an elusive figure, whose principal irony is the deprecation of himself and the knowing, tactical absorption of our curiosity about his affairs into his

  own fascination with those of others. The first-person narration is favoured not for confession, but for its life-like acknowledgement of how little it is possible to know about others, their

  thoughts and motivations. The protagonists of these stories are distinguished from the passive narrator by their glamorous irrationality, the baffling firmness of their views, the certainty with

  which they act in response to the call of their destinies. Often they are escapees, moving from the domestic world of the story into a wider realm of danger and determination; their inscrutable

  fates take on the lineaments of family myth.




  They are not figures who communicate: they are too caught up in their own obsessions – the schoolboy in ‘Mrs Henderson’ who believes his mother to have a penis; Lady Fuller, in

  the story called ‘Obsessions’, who holds out hysterically for the right to drink her after-dinner coffee at the table and not in the hotel lounge; the blindly oppressive egotism and

  altruism of the narrator’s two friends in ‘The Ground Hostess’, perhaps Wyndham’s funniest as well as his most painful story. Their egos and manias run riot in torrents or

  spasms of language that are caught with uncanny truthfulness by Wyndham’s attentive ear, and which, with typical ambivalence, seem comic, pathetic and disturbing by turns, or all at the same

  time. Their habits are echoed, it is true, by a mild faddishness of the narrator’s own; but where he fills the apparent vacancy of his days with passions for popular music and detective

  novels, they are prone to more pointless and demanding crazes, snobberies and superstitions. Wyndham places his period detail with graphic exactness – clothes, cars, songs, forgotten light

  novelists. They are offered as the random and amusing tokens of what fills up the limbo of a life, but by a masterly sleight of hand are also shown to be the dwelling-places of obsession.




  In The Other Garden the narrator’s temperament finds its match in the morbid passivity and moral paralysis of his friend Kay, with her hapless and obscure affairs, her problems in

  getting, much less holding down, a job, her sense of being an outcast and at the same time a prisoner in the conservative, titled world of the village where they live. The two of them are joined by

  a sympathetic feeling for the absurd and the original and a slightly luxurious sense of hopelessness. She is twice his age, but no less defenceless and childlike than he is. They share various

  enthusiasms – for the stirring defeatism of torch songs, for instance – and Kay has drolly vigorous views on films and film stars. But the novel ingeniously shows up Kay’s cruel

  parents as pathological types of a fiercer kind, her father a violent bully, pushed into asocial touchiness by his deafness, her mother, Sybil Demarest, with her fatuous serenity and domineering

  monologues, surely one of the most brilliantly rendered bores in literature. Like the society of Emma this is one a good deal more amusing to read about than it would be to live among. Kay

  and the narrator both in the end make their escape from it, but where Kay’s escape is triggered by desperation and overshadowed by an air of doom, that of the narrator is more subtle and

  equivocal.




  Subtle is a word one is forced on time and again in describing Wyndham’s work, and it is indeed one of his own most characteristic adjectives. He belongs in a tradition of social comedy

  going back through Henry James to Jane Austen; but he brings to it a peculiarly paradoxical sensibility, at once commanding and self-effacing, vigorous and passive, high-spirited and intriguingly

  withdrawn. It is no surprise that it should be one so keenly attuned to the paradoxes of pleasure and pain, the perverse satisfactions of frustration, the mercurial mood-swings which reveal

  experience as at one moment wretched and at the next irresistibly funny. ‘At last the conversation degenerated once more into a grumble, and the shortage of food, petrol, and, above all,

  servants, was examined in all its aspects with a hopelessly indignant, impotent and yet vaguely comforting thoroughness.’ That is a sentence written in youth, but the innate elegance, the

  concision, and the comic but startling emotional accuracy of the closing phrase are typical of Wyndham’s writing.




  If much of the pleasure it gives comes from this precision, the certainty one has of being in the hands of a writer who never wastes a word or puts one wrong, then much of its power and ability

  to haunt the memory lies in a larger subtlety of structure and treatment. Wyndham’s ironies are always oblique, his stories are never moralities. ‘C’est ce que j’ai

  d’inhabile, d’incertain, qui est bien moi-même’, runs the epigraph to ‘Obsessions’: ‘It is in my awkwardness, my uncertainty, that I am most myself’.

  Wyndham’s stories, for all their wit and shapeliness, are really concerned with the acknowledgement of something more inward and unsure, with states of mind, hidden harmonies and discords

  that lie not in things themselves but in the mysterious relationship between them. ‘The Half Brother’ ends with a financial calculation, a mathematical puzzle which wryly ties up the

  anecdotal content of the story whilst leaving us with the sense of some far deeper puzzle about life, whose terms have been subtly established, but to which no answer is possible.

  ‘Obsessions’ is made up of discrete and inconsequential events, of absurd little episodes in lives which coincide but never communicate; but its truthfulness and force lie in a

  recognition which the story itself will not directly express: that these moments of maladroitness and inconsequence, the fervour of the characters’ obsessions with valueless things, are the

  vital symptoms of our psychopathology.




  Readers will find that Francis Wyndham’s fiction has modesty and tact; but it resonates and is a world.




  

    Alan Hollinghurst
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  Mrs Henderson




  Henderson’s people lived in London. For that reason he was pitied, even despised, by most of the other boys, but to me it made him an object of envy. A snobbish

  assumption prevailed in this seedily conventional prep school that anything urban was somehow common; to ‘live in the country’ was the desired norm, while the grandest thing of all was

  to come from Scotland. (The school itself was situated on the outskirts of Oxford.) Henderson and I knew better. I associated London only with rare, ecstatic treats and could hardly imagine such a

  glamorous place being somebody’s home. For his part, Henderson revealed an intimate knowledge of the Underground Railway and certain bus routes with a slightly proprietary air, as if his

  connection with them might be more privileged than that of a mere passenger. His father worked in the Civil Service, and Henderson had inside information about such matters as the latest designs

  for postage stamps and banknotes, in which he took a sober and responsible interest. I cultivated his company because I loved to hear him talk about the various monuments in Kensington Gardens and

  the new cinemas in Leicester Square; gratified and mildly surprised to find himself commanding any kind of audience, he tolerated mine. At the time of our friendship, we were both ten. Henderson

  was big for his age, with a very white skin and hair the colour of Quink.




  Everybody at school was hungry all the time. On summer nights, boys would creep in pairs from their dormitories down to the changing-room (where one window, due to some self-perpetuating

  oversight, could easily be opened) and out into the cool kitchen garden to eat peas fresh from the pods. The clandestine atmosphere of these escapades – the dark, the dew-damp grass under

  naked feet, the guilty taste of food on a green-stained tongue – heightened the metropolitan magic which in my view surrounded Henderson, who was often my partner on them. Once, however, we

  nearly had a quarrel. Something which he said had betrayed the fact that Henderson, in common with many of his contemporaries at that time (the mid-1930s), believed that babies were born out of

  their mothers’ navels. I had already been given a rather sketchy version of ‘the facts of life’ and tried to convince him of his error, but with no success.




  ‘Well, how are they born, then?’ asked Henderson.




  As I stumbled through an explanation, while we both stood shivering in the garden, his expression registered first bewilderment, then obstinacy, then scorn.




  ‘You must be quite mad,’ he said. ‘I shouldn’t tell anybody else what you’ve just told me if I were you or they might lock you away in a straitjacket and a padded

  cell and a jolly good job if they did too if you ask me.’




  ‘I’m sure it’s true,’ I insisted, but with waning conviction.




  ‘And I know that it isn’t, so snubs. That’s what navels are for, you idiot. Anyway, men and women aren’t made in a different way like that.’




  ‘But you can see they are! Women have paps, don’t they?’




  ‘Oh, oh, thank you very much indeed, now we know, don’t we?’ said Henderson, jumping up and down in the moonlight and wagging his head wildly, as if drunk on his own sarcasm.

  ‘Of course women have paps, but what’s that got to do with anything, you idiot? They’ve got cocks too, just like we have.’




  ‘Well, they haven’t, that’s all, I’m very sorry, and if you think they have that just shows how much you know about it.’




  ‘I know they have,’ said Henderson more seriously. ‘I’m absolutely positive.’ He turned away, and seemed ready to end the conversation.




  ‘You don’t know,’ I taunted him, ‘so don’t tell lies.’




  ‘I do know.’




  ‘How?’




  ‘Well, my mother’s got one.’




  ‘I bet she hasn’t. Bet you anything.’




  ‘Yes she has. I’ve seen it.’




  ‘I don’t believe you,’ I said, beginning to feel uncomfortable.




  ‘I slept in her room once when Daddy – when my father was away, to keep her company. She came in from the bathroom with nothing on and walked over to the dressing-table. I think she

  thought I was asleep but I wasn’t. I was looking at her.’




  That silenced me. Was Mrs Henderson some kind of freak, then? Or could it be that her son was so reluctant to lose an argument that he had invented this extraordinary story about her? Or was it

  perhaps I who had been misinformed about the basic distinction between the sexes? In those days, at that age, it seemed that nothing to do with the subject was allowed to remain clear for long.




  This was in fact one of the very few occasions on which Henderson and I talked about sex, but our association was none the less disapproved of by Mr Philpots, the dormitory master, who

  presumably suspected that we discussed it all the time. He thought we had a bad influence on each other, giggled too much, were in some unspecified way ‘silly’, and if he caught us

  together he would try to break us up, indignantly muttering something about a ‘mothers’ meeting’. He was an unattractive old man and his nickname, Old Pisspots, suited him only

  too well. His baggy tweed plus-fours stank of stale tobacco, sweat and excrement; even his white hair and moustache had yellow stains as if splashed by his own urine. While one of his shaking hands

  was visibly engaged in a game of ‘pocket billiards’, the other would jerk out unexpectedly to tweak the nape of a pupil’s neck. Too decrepit to teach, he spent most of his time in

  his own small room on the dormitory floor, into which he would sometimes invite one of the younger boys for a chat. He had his favourites, and Henderson was prime among these. Often, just before

  lights out, Henderson would be summoned in his pyjamas to the master’s stuffy little cell, then after about ten minutes return in the dark and slip smoothly back into bed. Later, when most of

  the boys were asleep, Mr Philpots would come shambling along the passage in slippers and a greasy flannel dressing-gown to visit each dormitory in turn. He would make for the bed where his current

  favourite lay, and for minutes on end would address the sleeping figure in a scarcely audible monotone, mumbling terms of endearment and vague reproaches before gliding on like a grey somnambulist

  through the silent school.




  If Henderson was Old Pisspot’s pet, I was his bete noire. He was able to make life hard for me in many ways, but there was nothing he could do to prevent me from being ‘taken

  out’ by Henderson’s parents one Sunday tea-time when they visited the school. Henderson himself had made it clear, while suggesting this excursion, that it had been their idea rather

  than his that he should invite a friend; they were apparently beginning to worry that he might not have any at all, and his desire to reassure them on this point must have outweighed his

  considerable embarrassment at the prospect of our social confrontation.




  We were both ready, in stiff grey shorts and smelling of Honey and Flowers, when the Ford V8 drove up to the front door. Mr Henderson was at the wheel: with rabbit teeth beneath a toothbrush

  moustache, he resembled a Punch cartoon of a henpecked husband. Henderson briskly entered the front seat beside him, while I clambered into the back, where Mrs Henderson was sitting with an

  expensive-looking rug over her lap. She absently adjusted it to cover my knees as well, and the Ford moved off. I prayed that I wouldn’t be car-sick or want to go to the lavatory.




  Mrs Henderson came as a shock: she was a beauty. With the same complexion and blue-black hair as her son, she had a large drooping mouth and long violet eyes. Everything about her seemed to

  flop: her wide-brimmed hat, her scarf, her blouse, her long skirt and her long wrists. She appeared to be lost in a satisfied sulk and during the drive, as far as I can remember, nothing was

  said.




  On a prickly common near a golf course, a sedate-looking establishment called The Three Monkeys sold garden teas. Mrs Henderson spread her car rug on the lawn and, after putting on a huge pair

  of purple-tinted sunglasses with white frames, lay down as if to sleep. Henderson and his father went off to play clock golf on the other side of the building, leaving me alone with

  Henderson’s mother. It must often have happened, on similar outings, that a well-meaning adult has desperately tried to break through the reserve of a buttoned-up child. In our case, the

  roles were reversed. Mrs Henderson seemed either paralysed by shyness or overcome by apathy, while I for some reason could not stop talking. The only form of converse which I understood was that of

  question and answer: it was the first time I had consciously attempted to put another person at ease.




  ‘What a nice scent you’ve got on,’ I said.




  ‘Thanks.’




  ‘What’s it called?’




  ‘Arpège.’




  ‘What’s your favourite tune?’




  For some seconds she gave this an almost solemn consideration. ‘I think at the moment my very most favourite is a thing called “Would You?”’




  ‘Who’s your favourite film star?’




  Again, she seemed to gather together all her powers of concentration to achieve a completely truthful answer. ‘Either Robert Montgomery or Richard Arlen, I can’t for certain say

  which.’




  ‘That’s a nice blouse you’re wearing.’




  ‘Thanks.’




  ‘What’s it made of?’




  ‘Crêpe de chine.’




  What I liked about Mrs Henderson was that, although she seemed so terribly bored, she didn’t seem especially bored by me. She just didn’t bother to take any extra trouble about me

  – an attitude which can be subtly flattering to an impatient child.




  The tea-party was soon over: we had to be back at school by half past five. It seemed to me to have been a comparative success, but for some weeks afterwards Henderson avoided me. He probably

  guessed that his mother was much in my thoughts, and found the idea disturbing. Then, one morning, he came and stood beside me in the lavatory. ‘I’ve had enough of this place,’ he

  said after a while. ‘I’m running away.’




  ‘When?’




  ‘Tonight. It’s quite easy. I’ve worked it all out. Why don’t you come too?’




  At that moment the urinal flushed of its own accord, making a hysterical hissing sound as if the mechanism were not completely under control. ‘How will you get out?’ I asked.




  ‘The same way that we go to pick peas. Once we’re gone there’s nothing they can do to us. You can come home with me and ring up your people from there.’




  ‘But how will you get to London?’




  ‘Simple. If I don’t get a lift all the way in a car there’s an early train from Oxford station. Our flat isn’t far from Paddington. I’ll be home in time for

  breakfast. Eggs and bacon and Golden Shred.’




  I let him give me detailed instructions about how and when and where we should meet.




  That evening, after returning from his visit to Mr Phil-pot’s room, Henderson did not get into bed but quietly put on his day clothes instead. Then he left the dormitory without a glance

  in my direction. I covered my head with the sheet and stared at the luminous dial of my Mickey Mouse wrist-watch. After five minutes I followed Henderson downstairs to the changing-room. He was

  waiting patiently by the window. When he saw me, he frowned. ‘But you’re not dressed,’ he said.




  ‘I’m not coming with you.’




  ‘You’re too frightened,’ he stated. I did not deny the accusation, although I felt incoherently that the truth was somehow more complicated than this.




  ‘Oh, well, never mind, I’m going just the same.’ His features had settled in a stubborn look which I remembered from earlier arguments, and I did not attempt to make him change

  his mind.




  Henderson raised the lower sash and eased his body through the aperture. I stood at the window and watched him make his escape, scampering across the moonlit playing fields, over a low stone

  wall and on to the open road. When he had disappeared from view I went cautiously back to bed. Mixed emotions – remorse, relief, intense excitement – prevented me from sleeping and I

  was still awake hours later when Old Pisspots came shuffling down the passage. He stood for a while at the entrance to the room, his head trembling as he greedily swallowed his excess spittle,

  before moving as usual towards Henderson’s empty bed. In the dim light its rumpled condition made it appear occupied to the besotted schoolmaster’s rheumy eyes. He began to whisper.

  This time I could make out most of the words.




  ‘Darling boy, darling imp, darling scamp, what a bad lad! Oh, you little rogue, what do you mean by sleeping like that, my darling, as if butter wouldn’t melt in your mouth,

  you naughty, naughty boy? Oh, I’ll wager somebody had a sore bottom, somebody had a tender behind, didn’t he, darling? Couldn’t sit down for a week, eh? Not after having your

  little sit-upon spanked for you, what? Never mind, little boy, there’s nothing the matter with a good old-fashioned . . . and you did ask for it, you know, didn’t you, darling? Such a

  cheeky little arab. What a sauce, eh? Well, if you still have an aching bum in the morning, don’t come running to me, darling, wanting to kiss and make up, what? Oh, my darling . .

  .’




  The dormitory windows whitened and he muttered on. I heard the desolate whistle and purposeful rumble of the milk train as it crossed a distant viaduct. Could Henderson conceivably be on it? It

  suddenly struck me that he had no money to buy a ticket. More likely, he had hitched a ride on some lorry and was now journeying along the Great West Road, past deserted factories and pallid petrol

  stations, towards his native London with its cavernous cinemas and subterranean nightclubs. Was he in panic-stricken flight or on an adventurous voyage of discovery? I only knew that Henderson was

  going back home to his mother, that aloof hermaphrodite and elegant sphinx, who carried beneath scented crêpe de chine pyjamas the threat of her phallic secret.




  







  Obsessions




   




  

    

      	

        

          

            C’est ce que j’ai d’inhabile, d’incertain, qui est bien moi-même.




            

              Paul Valéry,




              Extraits du Log-Book de Monsieur Teste


            


          


        


      

    


  




  I still dream about the Manor, although I have not seen it for over thirty years and could not have entered it more than a dozen times in the days when I lived near by. In fact

  I have almost forgotten what it looked like, but can just recall the disturbing impression made on me by some hidden harmony in the relationship of its passages, staircases and rooms; and this

  subliminal memory sometimes surfaces through my sleep to form an incongruous though unsurprising background to people and problems that belong to later stages in my life.




  More haunting than haunted, it was a placidly beautiful house, built in the reign of Charles II and set in a small park; on one side the grounds sloped to a valley where a trout stream ran

  through soggy watermeadows and on the other a softly wooded hill rose to the gusty downs. People who cared about furniture made pilgrimages in the hope of seeing inside it, but these were

  obdurately discouraged by the owner, Sir Jocelyn Bignall, who attached no aesthetic value to his inherited possessions although he would never have allowed the slightest displacement in their

  arrangement: the interior of the Manor had therefore remained more or less unaltered since the seventeenth century, preserved by the lazy philistinism and disinclination for change which

  characterised Sir Jocelyn and his ancestors. Over seventy when I knew him, he was like a clumsy caricature of the old-fashioned country squire, with pendulous purple cheeks matching the loud purple

  checks on his expensively tailored knickerbocker suits. He had the reputation in the village of being a very bad landlord, and had until lately been Master of the local Fox Hounds.




  Sir Jocelyn was seldom seen at home because he got on his wife’s nerves; she invariably addressed him in a hectoring, querulous tone and would sometimes openly dismiss him from the room if

  he happened to be found there when friends came to see her. A small, pretty old lady with bad-tempered features almost obliterated by powder, Lady Bignall modelled her appearance on the

  ‘Marquise’ look exemplified by Dame Marie Tempest and always wore a wig which, like a barrister’s, was clearly not intended to deceive. An ancient Edwardian scandal, not yet quite

  forgotten in some pockets of the neighbourhood, surrounded the origins of their association with improbable romance. Lady Bignall (whose first name, by fateful coincidence, was also Jocelyn) had

  abandoned a former husband and ‘bolted’ with Sir Jocelyn to Boulogne. There had either been an unpleasantly protracted divorce, or else no divorce at all until the first husband died;

  in any event, the lovers had been forced to live openly together for some years at the Manor before becoming man and wife. It was rumoured that, had it not been for this equivocal episode in his

  past, Sir Jocelyn would have long ago been Lord-Lieutenant of the county.




  The Bignalls were childless, but Lady Bignall had a daughter by her first marriage who often stayed at the Manor. Madge had married a soldier much older than herself; General Sir Archie Fuller

  was indeed nearly the same age as Sir Jocelyn. The Fullers had one son, named after his grandmother and therefore confusingly called Jocelyn too. Lady Bignall doted on him, but when he came to the

  Manor he spent most of his time fishing or shooting with old Sir Jocelyn while she sat impatiently indoors with her daughter.




  Madge Fuller had a tall, slim body ideally suited to the clothes in fashion during the early 1930s, which she continued to wear long after they had gone out of date. Fur-trimmed collars seemed

  to raise her shoulders while her trunk was apparently lowered by skirts reaching below the calf, so that she gave an effect of elegant but painful attenuation, as if she had been stretched on a

  rack. On each occasion that I saw her she was wearing the same hat – or, at least, an identical copy of the original: a simple beret, part of which had been folded over on itself and fastened

  to the side of her head by a jewelled regimental brooch. Her manner was one of eager, almost avid welcome combined with exaggerated deprecation. Something aggrieved inside her drove her to

  disparage and apologise for every aspect of her own personality: she refused to allow that anything belonging to herself could be deserving of praise. This category included both her husband and,

  to a lesser extent, her son.




  It may have been because he was now hers that she hated Sir Archie so fiercely; or perhaps she had disliked him on sight and her marriage (no doubt ‘arranged’ by the worldly and

  slightly déclassée Lady Bignall) had left her with a sense of disappointment which had developed into generalised resentment and eventually narrowed to a violent self-distrust.

  She treated him with even greater contempt than her mother showed for Sir Jocelyn, and persistently complained about his crass stupidity – even to people, like myself, who had never been

  given the chance to meet him. This behaviour was, I believe, much criticised by her acquaintances, but Lady Fuller’s loathing for Sir Archie was too strong to be denied expression by

  conventional opinion.




  I went to the same public school as Jocelyn Fuller, but since he was four years older than I was we seldom came into contact and I only knew him there from a distance as an imposingly mature

  figure who excelled at games. One day I saw him trotting down a path towards me: I stood aside to let him pass, but he stopped and spoke. ‘My mother’s descending on the school next

  Sunday, and she’d love to see you. We’re having tea at the Cockpit. Can you join us?’




  In great confusion, I heard myself accepting the invitation, and as he turned away I immediately began to dread this engagement which I knew would be beyond my power to fulfil. As it happened, I

  had already obtained permission to go to London that Sunday for the afternoon, on the pretext of visiting a relation; but the real reason for my panic was more irrational. I was suffering from that

  mysterious self-consciousness which often attacks the adolescent, a malady as agonising and overwhelming as seasickness or stage fright.




  My dilemma was acute: I could no more show up at the Cockpit than I could see a way of getting out of the obligation. Moral paralysis drove me to the extreme course of seeking my

  housemaster’s advice. He was probably amused when my problem turned out to be social rather than sexual or spiritual, but he gave it serious attention. ‘It’s nothing to worry

  about. If you feel too shy to tell Fuller that you made a mistake, why don’t you drop him a note? Just explain that you’ve already arranged to spend Sunday with your people.’




  ‘But what shall I call him in the note?’




  ‘What do you call him in the holidays?’




  ‘Jocelyn, I suppose, if anything – but I really hardly know him at all.’




  ‘I think it would be all right to call him Jocelyn in your letter.’




  In the end I disregarded this suggestion and began the note with the formal address ‘Dear Fuller’. After I had furtively left it at Jocelyn’s house, choosing a time when I knew

  he would be on the playing fields, I felt delirious with relief. On Sunday I took a train to Paddington and went by myself to see Alice Faye in Alexander’s Ragtime Band. A tune from

  the film took root in my brain where it lingered sweetly as a constant accompaniment and frequent alternative to thought. Now it can be told . . .Told in all its glory . . . Now that we have met

  the world may know the . . . Sentimental story . . .




  Not long after this, when during the holidays I was asked to lunch at the Manor to meet Lady Fuller and Jocelyn, I felt no qualms about accepting: my hysteria had belonged to the unnatural and

  inhibiting atmosphere of boarding-school life. I walked the half mile from the village to the stone gates surmounted by subtly grotesque lions’ heads, their prophetic grandeur if anything

  increased by their weather-beaten and dilapidated condition, up the long drive past unmown grass to the crystalline facade, unnerving in its symmetry. Lady Fuller came anxiously to meet me at the

  front door and led me to the Chinoiserie room where her mother was perkily waiting. Sir Jocelyn was away somewhere, fulfilling his duties as a magistrate.




  ‘It’s such a treat for my Jocelyn’, said Lady Fuller, ‘to meet somebody of his own age for a change. You will be kind to him, won’t you? He’s not very

  intellectual, you know, and I’m afraid you may be too fearfully bored. But we’ll try and make it up to you by giving you an edible meal!’




  Jocelyn joined us, wearing white flannels; his friendly, candid face looked rather sweaty. ‘Very sporty-boy!’ said Lady Bignall with approval. ‘Come on, let’s all have a

  little drinksky-korsakoff.’ Jocelyn poured us each a glass of sherry before we moved into the dining-room.




  During lunch, Lady Fuller started a discussion on the dullness of country life. ‘One’s neighbours are apt to be so frightfully stuffy, unless one’s unusually lucky. Sometimes I

  do rather hanker after London. A little house in Chelsea would be my dream – but then you see I adore being near water.’




  ‘Mummy’s a highbrow at heart,’ said Jocelyn flirtatiously.




  ‘I’ve no idea what Chelsea’s like now,’ said Lady Bignall, ‘but in my day it used to be full of bounderinos.’




  ‘One feels in such a backwater, stuck out in the wilds,’ Lady Fuller continued. ‘How one longs to know what’s going on in the rest of the world! Oh, one reads the papers

  and listens to the six o’clock news, but it isn’t quite the same. I do find things so terribly difficult to understand at the moment, don’t you? The world situation is getting so

  complicated and I’m dying for somebody to explain it to me. Needless to say, when it comes to that sort of thing, Archie’s no more good than a sick headache!’




  ‘It would be fun to dash across to Monte or Juan for a spell and get a change of ideas,’ said Lady Bignall. ‘But he won’t budge, so what’s the use? And they

  tell me I wouldn’t recognise the Riviera now – full of cads and Americans, I suppose, just like everywhere else.’




  At the end of the meal, while her mother was pouring out coffee, Madge Fuller turned to me with an urgent expression on her face. ‘I do hope you haven’t succumbed to this

  ghastly custom I find now all over the place of going back into the drawing-room after luncheon and drinking your coffee there! I really cannot stand it: it seems to me to be such a mad

  idea! It quite takes away the whole point of having coffee at all if one has to move all the way from one room to another before one can get at it. I can’t understand why everybody

  doesn’t see what I mean about this – but apparently they don’t. The most surprising people seem to be catching the habit. It’s just the sort of thing that drives me

  absolutely crackers? she finished wildly, then paused, panting slightly, before adding on a brisker note: ‘Now, why don’t you two boys go off together somewhere for a good talk?

  Jocelyn is starved for conversation with people of his own generation, aren’t you, darling? But you mustn’t bore our guest, whatever you do: I sometimes think that being a bore is

  the unforgivable sin, do you know what I mean? Anything but that!’




  I followed Jocelyn upstairs and into his bedroom. He wandered about for a bit with an abstracted air, as if he were alone, and then stood for a time at a window, looking out at the park.

  Embarrassed, I lowered myself into a chair. ‘That’s right,’ he said, ‘sit down, sit down, for goodness’ sake.’ He turned and gazed at me with blank gravity and

  then unexpectedly flung himself on the bed and stared with the same absent concentration at the ceiling. I could think of nothing to say: the silence was not unpleasant, but I perversely longed to

  break it.




  Suddenly Jocelyn rolled round on the bed and lifted himself into a squatting position, supported by his knees and elbows with his face against the pillow and his bottom companionably in the air.

  ‘Would you say that Flora Robson was a great actress?’ he asked. ‘She is very good,’ I replied. He went on, his voice rather muffled: ‘I saw her in that thing where

  she was meant to be Queen Elizabeth. Extraordinary woman, Queen Elizabeth, quite remarkable, a great queen, wouldn’t you say? So was Queen Victoria in her way, I suppose, but I’ve

  always thought they must have been rather a stuffy pair, Prince Albert and her, do you know what I mean? She was a great queen but she must have been awfully stuffy and Victorian.’




  ‘Do you think Flora Robson would be good as Queen Victoria?’ I said at random. He raised his head from the pillow and turned it round to peer in my direction. ‘I

  wonder,’ he mused. ‘I wonder. That’s quite a thought. Quite a thought.’ Then he leaped off the bed and ran his fingers through his hair, mildly massaging his

  scalp. ‘Let’s go down and see if Gan-Gan can rustle us up some tea. We have had a lovely talk. It’s very nice staying here and all that but I do miss the company of people

  my own age. Elderly folk can be awfully stuffy, can’t they? You must come over again soon.’




  Later that year the war started, and I heard that Jocelyn had gone straight from school into the army. Lady Bignall boasted of his rapid promotion and military success: he was in something very

  dangerous and dashing, but so ‘hush-hush’ that it could only be described in the vaguest terms. She would sit in the Chinoiserie room beside the wireless and listen to the news. This

  was often bad, but Lady Bignall refused to be depressed. ‘It all depends on the value you put on human life,’ she said. ‘I’ve been reading a lot of eastern philosophy lately

  and I’ve learnt that it’s a great mistake to put too much value on human life. Anyway, you don’t want to believe everything you hear on the wireless . . . Madge writes that she

  thanks heaven Archie’s too old for a command: with him a Brass Hat we’d be certain to lose the war!’




  As it turned out, I was one of the last people to see Sir Jocelyn alive. I spent a long, tedious afternoon acting as an amateurish beater on a shoot consisting of only two guns – Sir

  Jocelyn and his friend and contemporary, Admiral Bovill. (The Admiral and Lady Bignall did not get on: he thought her ‘flighty’ and she considered him ‘much too churchy’.)

  We trudged over the countryside while the old men slap-happily blazed away, missing every bird, and I diverted myself by singing ‘Now It Can Be Told’, still my favourite song, in a

  tuneless undertone. We reached a river where, on the opposite bank, the dead body of an otter was pathetically exposed. The Admiral crept stealthily up to the water’s edge and, after taking

  careful aim, fired in its direction. When we returned at dusk to the Manor, the otter’s putrefying corpse (which I had to carry) was the only trophy of our chase. ‘Glad you got that

  otter, Admiral,’ said Sir Jocelyn. ‘Adds a bit of variety to the bag!’ That night, he died in his sleep. I laboured for days over my letter of condolence to his widow, which in

  the end proved too difficult to write and was never posted.




  I left school as soon as I decently could and filled in time before the inevitable call-up by going to Oxford. The minimum academic qualification was needed for this: the university was only

  half full. My rooms there were large and gloomy, furnished darkly in carved oak with monumental dressers, creaking wardrobes and sinister sideboards. I was too depressed by the present, too fearful

  of the future, to do any work at all. At night a mouse would emerge from the shadows and play by my feet in the chilly grate. One evening, without my knowledge, a college servant set a trap for it;

  in the morning the cheese was gone with the trap still unsprung, and that night the mouse confidently returned. My days were spent in the cinema or changing library books at Elliston &

  Cavell’s, where a branch of the Times Book Club, to which I subscribed, was then accommodated. I had developed a mania for the work of Mignon G. Eberhart, an American author of detective

  stories, and could read nothing else. Her books, like the films of Alice Faye, were so similar to each other that they might have seemed almost indistinguishable to an untrained eye, but subtle

  differences between them added piquancy to the expert’s taste. Some of her earlier novels were difficult to find, and I would advertise for these in the trade papers. Just as the dreaded

  moment arrived when I had read them all, a new one was published by the Crime Club. I bought it at W. H. Smith’s and, deciding that my future presence in Oxford was unnecessary, went back

  home about halfway through my first term.




  There I found a letter awaiting me. It was from Madge Fuller, who explained that she had sent it to this address in the hope that it might be forwarded, as she was uncertain about which college

  I attended. She would be passing through Oxford in a few days’ time, staying at the Mitre: would I care to dine with her there on Sunday evening? She ended in her old aggressively humble vein

  by writing that if I was much too busy swotting for Little Go, or just too bored by the prospect of spending an evening in her company, she would of course quite understand and I mustn’t

  dream of coming. ‘For goodness’ sake don’t bother to answer – a telephone message with the hall porter will do. I’ll expect you if I see you!’




  Once again, her well-intended offer of hospitality had placed me in a dilemma. The local myth of my status as an industrious student must at all costs be maintained before Lady Bignall, a

  fertile source of much disapproving gossip. At home I felt in hiding, on the run from some self-imposed standard of normal behaviour; my refuge was dangerously near to Lady Bignall, but this of

  course had been an unavoidable risk. Now Lady Fuller, impelled by her chronically tactless generosity, had innocently stumbled on my secret and flushed me out of my retreat. So I embarked on

  another of those desolate wartime Sunday travels: the bus from the village to the market town; the slow, crowded train to Didcot; the long, hungry wait at the junction; the brutally prolonged

  discomfort of the last lap. ‘Well may they ask,’ I thought, ‘if this journey is really necessary.’ I walked downhill from Oxford station as light-headed and disorientated as

  a dreamer or a drunk.




  Lady Fuller was waiting for me just inside the entrance to the Mitre. She immediately began apologising for her presumption in taking me away from my studies. ‘You must be fearfully busy:

  I know how hard they make one work here. Now whatever happens, you mustn’t let me bore you – when one’s always surrounded by stupid people, one becomes such an idiot

  oneself! The least I can do in return is to offer you a decent meal, but I expect it will be uneatable, don’t you?’ She hurried me into the dining-room, where she sat for some

  time gazing at the menu with the air of someone meeting a challenge, as if it were at the same time intensely interesting and almost impossible to comprehend. She seemed to be in a state of nervous

  exaltation, and I thought that this could possibly be accounted for by the mere fact of her presence in Oxford, which she no doubt saw as the palpable embodiment of her cerebral ideal. Here she

  was, sitting in a seat of learning: I suddenly remembered that I was an undergraduate, and for the first time understood that this designation could carry symbolic overtones as potent as those of

  soldier, prostitute or priest.




  After ordering the set dinner, she loosened her silver-fox, snapped open the clips of her crocodile handbag and cosily rummaged inside it for a gold cigarette case and lighter; then she began to

  pack the former with the contents of a bright red packet of Craven A. The regimental brooch sparkled in her bent-over beret: beneath it, her eyes fixed me with a kindly fanaticism. ‘Now,

  you’ve got to tell me what the young are thinking about things, what they’re reading, what they admire. You’ve no idea how I envy you being in touch with ideas. It must be

  so wonderfully exciting – I don’t know when I last met anybody who had an idea in his head! How I wish I were brainy, like you (yes, you are, you know you are, you must be),

  because I do think, more and more, that in the end it’s only brains that count. So do tell me, who are the really clever young men of your generation? I’m sure you must know them

  all.’




  I tried to change the subject by asking after Jocelyn, who was now said to be the youngest major in the British Army and had recently been decorated, but she refused to be sidetracked and

  insisted on an answer. What did I tell her? I can’t remember. Whatever it was must have struck her as bitterly inadequate, but she was too polite to show her disappointment. Perhaps my

  feeble, evasive replies only confirmed her modest belief that the intellectual life would always remain impenetrable to the uninitiated, a teasing riddle with a simple solution which lay just

  beyond the confines of her understanding. Anyhow, she seemed fairly satisfied. When the meal was eaten she leant towards me and said, with a jocular air of conspiracy: ‘Shall we risk the

  coffee?’




  ‘I’d love some.’




  ‘You’re sure you have time? You’re not dying to get back to your work? It will probably be simply filthy but we can always hope for the best.’




  It was some time before the waiter responded to her signals; and then he told her the last thing she wanted to hear. ‘Coffee is served in the lounge, madam.’




  She caught my eye with a grimace signifying an only partly humorous despair. ‘Rubbish! Surely I’m entitled to drink my cup of after-dinner coffee where I choose to? I’m staying

  at your hotel, you know, and this young man is my guest.’ The elderly waiter repeated that he had to obey the rule, which was apparently quite inflexible.




  Madge Fuller bullied him for a bit and then changed her tactic to one of seductive charm. She seemed to be trying to lure him into partnership with her on some voluptuously dangerous design as

  she pleaded with him, just this once, to break the establishment’s repressive and unnecessary law. When this method failed too, she started to lose her self-control: indignation gave way to a

  rather frightening distress. She demanded an interview with the manager, and after a long delay was told that the manager could not be found. Beside herself with irritation, she repeated her

  protest like a litany: ‘I will not drink coffee in the lounge! It’s so much nicer at the table! It ruins the meal to have to move!’ Alarmed and exhausted, the

  waiter began at last to back gingerly away from her, and then vanished altogether through the service door. She sat there implacably, as though on an unofficial strike for some doomed but

  high-principled cause.




  ‘You do think I’m right, don’t you? I mean, it only encourages them if one gives in. In no other country would one be prevented from drinking one’s coffee at the

  dining table. It’s typical of England, I’m afraid: no wonder it looks as if we’re going to lose this ridiculous war! I do most abjectly apologise – it’s too

  awful, you haven’t had any coffee! But even if we did go into the lounge (which God forbid – what a ghastly word anyhow, lounge!) we’d be stuck there for hours

  because the service in hotels nowadays is practically non-existent, and I couldn’t bear the guilt of feeling that I was keeping you away from your books. You’ve probably got exams

  coming up soon: now promise me you won’t sit up all night preparing for them. I’m sure you’ve been working much too hard. You do look a little peaky – you’ll only get

  brain-fag if you overdo it, you know.’




  It could not have been more than eight o’clock when I left the Mitre – disconcertingly early, for my day was done. The town seemed empty and echoing, like a concrete swimming pool

  drained of water. I walked haltingly back to my rooms, postponing my return because I knew no novel by Mignon G. Eberhart (not even one already familiar) awaited me there. All bookshops and

  libraries were closed: I felt the throbbing onset of the addict’s withdrawal pains. How would I get through the night? I made myself a cup of Nescafe and went wide awake to bed.




  It was some years later, when the war was won and life had changed for the better, that I began to dream about the Manor.




  







  The Half Brother




  Jack ‘did a Jack’ and missed our father’s funeral. He had taken his new girl to the Gargoyle Club the night before and had woken with such a monumental

  hangover that the train had left Paddington before he was out of bed. Explaining this to my mother on the telephone later in the day, he had boasted not only about the hangover but also about the

  new girl, who was just seventeen and had a marvellous figure – almost like a boy’s. The joke was that he had been given twenty-four hours’ compassionate leave because of

  the funeral. ‘Father would have been amused,’ he said.




  ‘Oh darling, I’m almost glad you weren’t there,’ said my mother. ‘It was a nightmare: you couldn’t have borne it. Lady Bignall kept on saying: “What are

  your plans?” Wasn’t that typical?’




  ‘Typical,’ said Jack. ‘How Father would have laughed.’




  ‘I can’t stand it when people ask me about my plans . . . Oh, Jack, isn’t it awful, feeling awful?’




  ‘Awful,’ said her stepson. On this subject he was indeed an acknowledged expert, and there existed a list of proscribed places (Villefranche, Sao Tome, Bordighera, Colwyn Bay) where

  Jack had experienced – with an intensity that elevated them into family legend – the dusty depths of le cafard.




  In order to take Jack’s call, my mother had been forced to re-enter my father’s study because that was where the telephone was. During the last weeks of his illness my father’s

  bed had been moved downstairs to this seldom-used room: it was here that my mother had nursed him and here that he had died. The appearance of the bed in the study had been disturbing from the

  start, as confusedly ominous as a phrase out of context; now, stripped and desolate, it just looked pointless. One of its sides was set against a low bookcase which ran the length of the wall. This

  contained, among other ‘uniform editions’, the complete works of Turgenev, in fourteen tall grey volumes, translated by Isabel F. Hapgood. (My father had been military attache at St

  Petersburg before the revolution, and A Sportsman’s Sketches was his favourite book.) The top of the bookcase formed a bedside shelf, on which bottles of chalky medicine and boxes of

  little green pills were still scattered among the few art objects surviving from Stars, the vast Victorian Gothic pile near Salisbury Plain where my father had been born. These included Chinese

  porcelain bowls of pot-pourri, enamel icons by Alexander Fisher and a life-sized effigy of Horus, the ancient Egyptian god of the sky in the shape of a falcon, whose right eye was the Sun

  and whose left eye was the Moon. Fashioned out of dark rough stone, this squat and sinister statuette concealed beneath its flat tail a tiny trapdoor which opened on to a dusty cavity housing the

  brittle yellow bones, supposedly undisturbed since the second century BC, of the original bird.




  Talking to Jack had upset my mother. The telephone was navy blue, shaped like a daffodil with a flimsy bracket protruding sideways from its upright stem: she had difficulty in replacing the

  receiver on this when their conversation was over. She was crying. ‘Darling Jack,’ she said. ‘His voice sounded so like Yvo’s. He’s coming down as soon as he can . .

  .’ She looked distractedly round the room and her gaze was arrested by sight of the falcon. ‘Do you know, I’m sure that bird brings bad luck. I’ve always thought it was

  creepy but Yvo did love it so . . . It was next to his bed when he died: now I know it’s unlucky. Oh, please, do help me to get rid of it!’




  ‘You mean, throw it away?’




  ‘Or sell it, or something. I know that Yvo always laughed at me for being superstitious, but I am sure that Jack would understand.’




  Jack and I were half-brothers, although he was old enough to be my father. Jack’s mother had died of influenza in 1919 and four years later the widower had surprised and relieved his son

  by a second marriage, this time to somebody much younger than himself: indeed, my mother was an exact contemporary of Jack’s. My father retired from the War Office to a small house in

  Berkshire where my mother started a chicken farm and I was born. Jack had recently inherited Stars, left to him by a cousin in a will which overlooked my father in order to avoid unnecessary death

  duties; when the will was made it had seemed unlikely that my father would remarry and even more so that the cousin would die so young. Jack offered to give Stars to my father, who refused it: in

  return, Jack undertook to pay for my education. As things turned out, this promise was not kept.




  Jack soon sold Stars (which became first a secretarial college and then a lunatic asylum before mysteriously burning down) and most of its contents; for a brief period he was a very rich young

  man. He had had a sad time at boarding school while my father was soldiering abroad, and a grim time as a subaltern during the First World War; now he was doggedly determined to have a good

  time at last. His money was spent on racing cars, aeroplanes, a famous wine cellar, a collection of ‘modern’ pictures and a series of difficult, exquisite girls. He enjoyed among his

  contemporaries a comfortable reputation for privileged Bohemianism, scandalising some by his licentious behaviour and distressing others by his ‘arty’ inclinations, but avoiding the

  kind of unpopularity that might threaten his status as a proud member of White’s Club. When my father died, the Second World War was ending and Jack, nearly fifty, was broke.




  On the day after the funeral, my mother returned to the subject of the falcon. By now she had succeeded in infecting me with her sense of urgency in the matter, which just stopped short of

  panic. So this is what I did. I packed Horus in a cardboard egg-box (before petrol rationing she used to sell eggs to Quaglino’s, nipping up to London and back in the Baby Austin while my

  father anxiously awaited her return) and caught the carrier to Hungerford station. After an hour the uptrain sidled in: Kintbury, Newbury, Thatcham, Aldermaston, Theale, Reading West . . . from

  Reading it was non-stop to London. My arms aching, I queued for another hour before a taxi took me to a shop in St James’s called Spink’s. There I asked to see an expert on Egyptian

  art. He was quite young, with white lashes. I unpacked the antique. He offered me a hundred pounds for it, which I happily accepted. Free of my sacred burden, I wandered round the capital: saw an

  old film called Naples au Baiser du Feu at Studio One, then gravitated down Oxford Street to Bumpus where I stole a novel by I. Compton-Burnett (I think it must have been Elders and

  Betters) before catching the six o’clock home. The whole transaction was accomplished during a halting adolescent reverie, and I never gave a thought to Jack. There, I was to discover, I

  had made a mistake.




  He turned up one morning about a fortnight later, having commandeered an army jeep at Devizes, where he had been attending a course exclusively for majors. Throughout the 1930s, Jack’s

  arrivals at our village had been god-like: emerging, goggled, from a long low Bentley with hyperthyroid headlights; or descending on to the local football pitch at the bottom of Spring’s Hill

  in a skeletal flying machine, only too aptly named a Moth and disconcertingly reminiscent of the expensive toys from Hamleys with which he embarrassed my birthdays. This latest visitation, though

  inevitably less glamorous, was in a subtle way just as dramatic. Jack’s tall gaunt trunk and unevenly articulated limbs managed to banish from his battledress any suggestion of a uniform; his

  peaked cap concealed his bald crown and dignified the wild, woolly white hair round his neck and ears. He climbed out of the jeep, stretched, belched, pissed against a cedar in the drive and

  proposed a walk to his favourite pub in a hamlet ten miles away.




  Jack was a pub snob. He wouldn’t be seen dead in a saloon bar, and many were the authentic ‘publics’ I’d sat in with him, surrounded by fascist farm-hands and their

  goitred mothers-in-law, dodging the dangerous darts as they sped from dainty thumb and forefinger to the pitted corky board, trying to master the rules of cribbage (‘One for his nob’)

  and staggering, beer-bloated, to the Gents – a midge-haunted half-wall of cement in a benighted backyard.




  ‘But you’ve only just got here!’ said my mother. ‘There’s plenty of drink in the house . . . I’ve talked to the Manor and you can fish there whenever you

  want.’




  ‘Wonderful!’ said Jack. ‘I’ll walk up as soon as we’ve had our lunch. All right, then, let’s forget about the pub. I can stay till tomorrow morning: any

  exciting plans for tonight?’




  ‘There’s a film on in Hungerford with Hedy Lamarr,’ I suggested.




  ‘Or we might have some bridge, if I can get hold of the Admiral,’ said my mother.




  ‘Bridge!’ Jack decided. ‘Hedy Lamarr must be as old as Methuselah by now.’




  He entered the house, accompanied as ever (or so I felt) by an invisible spirit of pure hedonism which quickened the atmosphere with its promise of an extended treat while setting an unnervingly

  high standard for any prospective participant. There seemed to exist a law (as far as one knew, unwritten) forbidding the world to subject Jack to one moment of boredom; to be in his company was to

  share in the privilege thus afforded, while running the risk of breaking the law oneself. He poured himself a large whisky and soda and, after some galvanic contortions, settled himself beside it

  on a sofa; my mother and I prepared ourselves contentedly for the fun his presence always guaranteed.




  Jack’s dissipated past revealed itself in his face and made him look almost twenty years older than his age, but in spite of this there was still something boyish about him, both in

  behaviour and appearance. His candid enthusiasm, his ungovernable touchiness, retained an adolescent innocence; the clumsy movements of his bony body suggested the physical uncertainty of a child

  rather than the stumblings of an elderly party. Behind the benevolent beam, or offended scowl, of a grizzled patriarch, the short nose, wide smile and cleft chin evoked the attractive lad, cheeky

  and vulnerable by turns, that he must once have been.




  He had loved, but been shy of, my father, and their relationship had never fully emerged from a crippling cocoon of embarrassed reserve. With my mother he could be more comfortably – even

  cosily – affectionate, treating her as he might have done a sister, with genuine respect, artless trust and a touch of amused condescension. Their cordial intercourse had given birth to

  several family jokes, the ritual repetition of which bound them yet closer together. Both belonged to – had indeed invented – the Four O’Clock in the Morning Club, whose insomniac

  members were entitled to ring each other up at that lonely hour. These healing conversations might largely consist of warnings about an imminent New Moon, for they shared a fanatic belief in the

  danger of glimpsing such a phenomenon through intervening glass. (Spectacles, and on occasion windshields, they decided, ‘didn’t count’.) Their attitudes towards superstition were

  alike: serious to the point of solemnity, but moderated by an enjoyably guilty sense of the absurdity in abandoning rationality to this vertiginous extent. It was in fact the silliness of the

  traditional taboos (involving ladders, cats and salt) that attracted them, while in some complex fashion deepening their faith, as if they felt it fitting that so cruel and arbitrary a mystery as

  fate should provide clues to its intentions and means of forestalling them in banal or frivolous forms. A favourite family joke was about Jack saying one morning: ‘Did you hear a terrible

  crash in the middle of the night? Well, that was me, touching wood!’




  We were therefore astonished by the violence of Jack’s reaction when my mother told him (in a thoughtless aside during her account of the recent horror of her husband’s last illness

  and the present misery of her bereavement) about her sudden dread of Horus and impulsive decision to sell it. He started up in his seat, accidentally kicking over the tumbler which contained his

  whisky and soda: the glass shattered and the drink seeped into the threadbare Aubusson carpet, leaving a stain similar to those already made by the messes of Martha, my father’s favourite

  dachshund. His face had gone stony with fury and his voice had acquired a barely intelligible parade-ground bark. ‘No, it’s not true! You can’t have done! I don’t believe

  it! Jesus Christ, this is just too bloody much! My dear girl, all I can say is, I only hope you realise exactly what you’ve . . . I mean, what in the name of? . . . of all the imperial

  idiots! . . . to do such a damn fool thing . . . why on earth didn’t you consult me first? Would that have been too much to expect? That statuette was the only object of any

  real value among all the rubbish which my grandparents collected at Stars. What did you get for it? A measly hundred quid? Clearly you’ve been swindled . . . God knows what

  it’s worth, but that’s not my point, my point is that it’s a fantastically beautiful thing in itself, a work of art, for Christ’s sake! But I suppose that means

  nothing to you – it can’t do – well that’s not your fault, I see that, but the thing that I can’t get over is that you knew perfectly well that Father

  adored it. You had no right – neither of you did – to get rid of it like that without letting me know. Apart from anything else, I’d have treasured it as something

  to remember Father by – I haven’t anything else of his. He was my father too, you know!’




  My mother stared at Jack as if he had gone mad. Incapable of speech, she hurried unsteadily from the room and out of the front door. We could see her, through the window, wandering about the

  garden, as if distractedly seeking some means of escape. I wanted to join her but felt paralysed by shock. Jack’s neck and cheeks were rust-red; he looked as if he were about to weep. When at

  last he spoke, his voice was husky but softer and the tone was no longer bullying but one of rough comradeship – man-to-man. ‘Shit, I seem to have spilt my fucking drink! Pour me

  another one, will you, there’s a good chap. Sorry about that outburst – but women can be such cunts sometimes, can’t they? You’d better explain exactly where you took

  the sodding thing.’




  I did so, and then he strode outside to apologise to my mother: from the porch I watched them embrace. He fished all afternoon and spent the evening listening to Mozart on the radiogram; he left

  before breakfast on the following day. A week later, he rang up from a call-box reversing the charge. I answered the telephone. Jack told me that he had been up to London and bought back the falcon

  from Spink’s. ‘But they really jewed me – charged me a hundred and ten for it. I make that a clear profit of ten per cent for them. But never mind, all’s well that ends

  well! There go the pips . . . Goodbye!’




  The private nursing home was near Sloane Square. I found Jack on the first floor in a large, high-ceilinged Edwardian room furnished only by a narrow bed, a small table with a

  Bible attached to it on a chain, an easy chair upholstered in a jazz pattern of oatmeal and nigger brown, an immense wardrobe of carved oak, and a chromium-fitted wash basin of aggressively

  clinical appearance. Wearing a voluminous jibbah, he was standing with his back to me looking out of the window at a white building of oriental design across the road. ‘Wouldn’t you say

  that was some sort of mosque?’ he said. ‘Well, it isn’t. Apparently it’s a Christian Scientist church!’ He gave a hearty, social laugh and gazed round the room in an

  uncertain way, as though it were he and not I who had just entered it for the first time.




  He had been incarcerated here for ten days, ‘drying out’. A popular doctor of the day specialised in curing alcoholics by a series of injections intended to stimulate those cells of

  the brain where in his opinion a congenital debility had caused the original craving, combined with a brutal form of aversion therapy. On starting the treatment, a patient named his poison –

  whisky, gin, brandy, rum, champagne: Jack had opted for whisky. From then on, this was the only liquid available to him; if the gleaming new wash basin had functioned at all, whisky would have

  spouted from its taps; while regular and supervised intakes of an emetic called antabuse guaranteed that every sip of it would make him vomit. The doctor had achieved some spectacular successes by

  this method, and it looked as if it had worked with Jack. He had telephoned earlier in the week, asking for some clean clothes, his chequebook and some ready cash to be brought round to Wilbraham

  Place as they were letting him leave that morning and he had a lunch date at the Étoile with a promising girl.




  I put the suitcase on his bed. ‘Here are the things you wanted.’




  ‘Thank you, darling,’ he said absentmindedly.




  Over the past three years, since demobilisation from the Army, things had gone badly for Jack. His formerly flamboyant style cramped by money worries, he had found it hard to cash in on any one

  of his several remarkable gifts; unlike the 1920s, this second post-war period had so far shown few signs of favouring the dilettante. One of his love affairs had taken a fatally serious turn: he

  had become obsessed by a young woman and continued to be so long after she had grown tired of him and left him for somebody else. This setback had bred in him neurotic fears about loss of potency;

  groundless at first, they had perversely sapped his confidence to a point where they seemed to be justified. It had not taken long, in this discouraging atmosphere, for the epicurean wine-lover,

  honoured by the Wine and Food Society for his wide knowledge and discriminating palate, to degenerate into a drunk; but the degeneration was only partial, and Jack was a drunk determined to be

  cured.




  To fetch the suitcase and some of its contents, I had travelled down on the previous day to his lovely, melancholy mill house by a Sussex marsh, scene of many fabulous orgies, treasure hunts and

  fancy-dress balls between the wars. Set in a damp, wooded hollow, its picturesque little rooms, once hung with nudes by Modigliani and Matisse, were echo-less though empty. I turned the pages of

  the Visitors’ Book, where liverish guests had attempted to write witty coments on the food, the drink and the company after those famous weekend parties that had sounded so enviable to the

  uninvited. Many of these inscriptions contained private or topical references and no longer made sense to an outsider, but ‘Widows are wonderful!’ clearly celebrated Jack’s Veuve

  Cliquot, and one of his literary friends had composed an ingenious anacreontic about a prizewinning hangover. As I walked away from the house, down the sloping croquet lawn to the silver pool, over

  the rickety bridge across the tranquil stream and up the steep lane of stubborn clay to the main road, I turned back for a last look. Was this because I sensed (as one often does) that something

  indoors was observing my departure? Then I noticed (what I had not registered before) a shapely shadow on the sill of an attic window: the once familiar outline of Horus the holy bird.




  ‘How are you feeling?’ I asked Jack now.




  ‘Never better. In fact, I’ve got some very, very good news indeed. I didn’t want to say anything about it before because I wanted to get this ghastly cure over and done with

  first. I’ve got a job! An extremely well-paid and – not to put too fine a point on it, as they say – really rather a grand and important job. That’s why I took the cure

  – to make certain I’d be up to it.’ Disarmingly pleased with himself, he struck an attitude. ‘You are looking at the Middle East Correspondent of the Sunday World, no

  less! The paper with the biggest circulation in Fleet Street!’




  Jack had had no previous experience of journalism, but had proved himself as a writer ten years earlier with a highly readable travel book, Bulletin from Barbary, about his adventures

  with nomadic tribesmen in North Africa. The World’s Foreign Editor, a White’s Club acquaintance of Jack’s, had remembered this while looking for a suitable expert to cover

  the Arab-Israeli war and had commissioned him to contribute a series of special articles at an unusually high rate of payment. Jack’s sympathies were fiercely pro-Arab; in political arguments

  he would often point out that anti-Zionism and anti-semitism were two quite separate things, implying (but never quite confirming) that in his case they did not co-exist. The proud male dignity of

  the Berber warriors had made a strong appeal to his aesthetic sense; he found in the wearing of loose robes a comfortable liberation from buttons, braces, collar studs and sock suspenders; and

  there was nothing in the subjection of women at odds with his own erotic tastes.




  ‘I start in a fortnight! Just time to fit in a crash course in Arabic at the Berlitz school!’ I began to congratulate him, but he cut me short. ‘Which reminds me – I

  don’t want to interfere – but isn’t it about time for you to begin thinking about your future career? Everybody tells me that it’s quite out of the question nowadays

  to keep oneself by writing – there’s far too much competition and practically no demand. So you’d better put that idea right out of your head. If you don’t feel cut out for

  the Diplomatic, or the Army, or the City, I couldn’t understand more . . . neither did I . . . but I do believe that in modern socialist Britain it’s essential to be technically

  equipped to earn your own living, to acquire some basic skill which is always going to be needed, whatever happens. Mightn’t you perhaps take a course in something or other? I

  don’t know what – glass-blowing, or something? Think about it, anyway. I know it’s great fun sitting in the cinema all day but it doesn’t really lead anywhere. Your

  mother’s so sweet and I’m sure she’d be frightened of upsetting you so I thought I ought to speak to you instead . . . Look, I’m going to be late at the restaurant if we go

  on gassing like this, be an angel and pop downstairs and get them to order a cab for me, will you?’




  A sacred place in Jack’s life was reserved for his men friends. Furiously resented by his lovers, and humbly respected from a distance by his relations (who were seldom allowed to meet

  them), they represented a stabilising constant in his erratic emotional history. Most legendary of these – and in a sense the most mysterious – was Tony, a cheery little man who ran an

  art gallery in Mayfair. Tony had none of the obvious qualities (talent, wit, fame, wealth) which distinguished the other men friends and perhaps for this reason was ideally suited to fill the

  important role of confidential crony. It was from Tony that we heard the news of Jack’s death. A sniper’s bullet had hit him in the chest while he was incautiously standing without

  cover to take a photograph of a skirmish between Israeli troops and the Arab Legion: according to one rumour, he had been wearing Arab clothes at the time, but another eye witness reported that he

  had been dressed in khaki. Whatever the circumstances, this must have been that moment, which he had spent so much of his life dreading, when there just wasn’t any wood around to touch. He

  had been working for the newspaper little more than a month; the Foreign Editor later forwarded a meagre parcel of personal belongings (a pocket diary, a cigarette lighter, an initialled

  handkerchief) but failed to recover his body; for reasons of diplomacy, the incident was played down in the Press.
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