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  INTRODUCTION




  When it was first published over two decades ago, The Sea Change was saluted by the critics of the day as what it is, a beautiful and unusual novel. It is also one of

  the most interesting novels I have ever read.




  The theme, indicated by the title, can be seen as stated – glancingly though with startling rightness – in the words of a principal character. It is towards the very end of the book:

  he is standing in the sun at Athens airport, he has been watching the take-off bearing away two people close to each other and himself; now their aircraft is up ‘glinting and small’ in

  the sky. ‘Now, although they would be unstrapping themselves from their seats, they could not leave the aircraft’:




  

    

      

        they could make what they wanted of the journey, but they could not escape it. The balance of what was inevitable, and what could be changed occurred again to him now as

        he tried to see his own framework . . .


      


    


  




  This balance of what is inevitable and what can be changed – the theme then is the possibility of moral change: change in perception, feeling, subsequent behaviour.

  In The Sea Change a man and a woman are able to achieve, at some catalytic points, a measure of such change against – and with – the odds of the given framework of their natures,

  antecedents, past events. The theme of choice, of limited free will, a theme that can never be quite absent in any novel of enduring stature; here it is treated very subtly and with utmost realism.

  Which includes hope. Plausible, realistic hope that lightens the burden of individual tragedies, inadequacy and muddle. Elizabeth Jane Howard’s talent is as complex as it is original. I would

  call her a romantic realist of immense literary intelligence and range of insight (psychological, without taint of jargon or received ideas), who exercises classical disciplines – form,

  elegance, concision, wit – in the language and construction of her work.




  The action of The Sea Change takes place in a spring and summer of the late 1950s, moving after a few days in London to New York, to Athens and to Hydra, the Greek island. These changes

  of scene and the transitions that affect them, the night flight to America, the boat trips to and from the island, are intrinsically linked to the flow and development of the narrative. There are

  four protagonists, two men and two women; their story is deployed turn by turn and turn again by themselves. Four people – four voices: living and reflecting on what is happening to them at

  that hour, on that day, each according to her or his modes of thought, feeling and expression. (A narrative device Miss Howard also uses in her novel After Julius, and which is tricky to

  bring off; in her hands it works: the symmetricality conveys the variations, pace and flexibility of musical composition.) To begin with we are concerned with three characters – Emmanuel

  Joyce, a playwright, ‘and a good one’, in his early sixties; his wife, Lillian, some twenty years younger; Jimmy Sullivan, Emmanuel’s disciple, manager, dog’s body, who

  shares the Joyces’ life and home (except that they have no home; they live at Claridge’s, in rented flats, in houses in the country lent to them so that Emmanuel ‘can work’,

  out of suitcases which with Lillian means numbers of large trunks: at every move Jimmy spends hours at the airport getting them through customs). The focus of attention appears to be Emmanuel, a

  man half Irish, half Jewish, who escaped from a desperately poor and brutal childhood by his talent (the word genius is used by entourage and public) and is now a public figure engulfed by fame,

  money, adulation, and by the demands of fame, money, adulation and an artist’s work. The most constant and wearing demands on him though are made by his wife. Emmanuel is not seen in his best

  light at once. The book opens with a squalid melodramatic episode for which he must be held responsible. Within pages we find him making amends with gentleness and imagination; we begin to see him

  as the man he is, tender, tender-nerved, irascible, living on the brink of emotional exhaustion, controlled if not always, generous, open to temptations, snatching at escapes: a man held by his

  conscience; a good man, like and not like a Graham Greene character, a man moved unbearably at times by pity.




  He has been married for some twenty years; she fell in love with him, had artistic longings, was getting bored, stifled by her world (country gentry, philistine, well-connected, parents dead,

  childhood home, a beloved house, sold, gone, pulled down by the developers, the loss resented for ever). For him, she was a beauty, a token of the barriers he had crossed – a feather in his

  cap. They had one child, a girl. She died at the age of two in hideous agony from meningitis. Lillian, who has a serious heart disease, can never have another child. Such a death is one of the

  hardest things to accept: it remains, after those long years, a lingering sadness for the man; for the woman it is a tragedy in the present. She has not accepted it. Her loss, plus her

  precarious health (when her heart acts up, she might in fact die at any moment), have been forged into a perpetual claim on her husband’s attention and love, a rival to his work and fame. He

  has responded with years of steady care, infusing her with life and the courage to live it, a task punctuated for him by almost hourly apprehension (her moods, her heart, her tears), by irritation

  and his concealed disappointment in what she has become; punctuated also by his frequent infidelities, rarely serious, never lasting, always bringing some degree of disaster to all concerned (Jimmy

  picking up the pieces, as he puts it). Lillian has remained the priority. At the time we enter the story, Emmanuel’s stamina and patience have worn thin; he is uncertain whether he can or

  even wants to write another play. We feel the weight of his tiredness and strain dragging through the pages.




  In Lillian, Miss Howard has faced us with a dilemma. There she is, nursing her grief (the dead child’s photograph goes on every journey, is stood on every dressing-table) with her chic,

  the care for her clothes and looks, the devouring self-regard, her need to be soothed or entertained or both at every minute. One could kick her; then one remembers. Also – she

  is beautiful (those large eyes . . .), and intelligent, and she can be nice, and is sensitive about at least some aspects of the outer world – landscapes, good food, flowers,

  paintings. She is articulate; nor is she devoid of self-knowledge. It is the application of it that falls short.




  Jimmy is of an entirely different breed – born in an English slum, orphaned, transplanted to America by emigrating relatives, abandoned to be raised in a dim, bureaucratically benevolent

  institution against which he tries not to nurse too big a chip, he’s been helped in this by Emmanuel whom he loves and sees plain. Jimmy is a stray; he has served with the US Army, speaks

  ‘with a kind of American accent’ but clings to his English birth as one thing of his own. He is a very nice young man – sometimes a little stern: he has principles –

  stage-struck, perfect at his job of assistant director, mediator, peace-maker, indispensable to Emmanuel who is the centre of his life – Jimmy has none of his own, except for the occasional,

  quickly discarded, girlfriend – he is often furious with Lillian (when he sees her effect on Emmanuel and his work), but also often charmed; he looks after her too. These three are a

  family.




  Now comes the fourth character, the outsider, the catalyst. She comes by way of a suddenly required new secretary – the Joyces are about to leave for New York to cast a play – a

  clergyman’s daughter fresh from Dorset, new to life, in a shapeless camel-hair coat with a copy of Middlemarch in her pocket, all of nineteen years old, Alberta, as original and

  enchanting a creation as one may ever hope to find. I will not spoil her impact by giving anything more away.




  In Elizabeth Jane Howard’s novels her men and women have always been equally convincing. With Emmanuel here she has brought off a rare double, a man and a credible first-rate artist; with

  Alberta, a girl who is spun out of goodness, truth and fun, and a brand-new child-clear intelligence, she has wrought a literary miracle.




  That is the cast; the story must be left intact for the reader to approach in the intricately structured order built for it by the author. The Sea Change is a long book but there is

  nothing in it that is garnish or indulgence. Every dazzling detail – conversations, encounters, flashes of wit, an angle of stage-craft, the colour of sea and skies – is related and

  relevant to the deployment of the whole. The control throughout never fails. We enjoy the parts as the whole becomes revealed as the complex, entertaining and at the end deeply moving tale of four

  people’s lives. We have been made to feel as well as see.




  One cannot write about Elizabeth Jane Howard without saying something about that seeing, about her extraordinary power of description, her sense of place, of the look, the sensuous feel

  of landscapes, animals, objects, houses; how much she has seen and how exquisitely she evokes it with appropriate magic or precision. She can make us see anything from a goat to a table laid

  for dinner by the sea, the expression on a face to an ashtray the morning after. She has the Flaubertian eye.




  I must mention the existence at least of assistant characters as the book is alive with them. Some are off-scene like Alberta’s saintly and eccentric father, and the poignant Friedmanns

  (E.J.H. has a way of getting to a core through grotesque exteriors); we have – on-scene – the small boy on Hydra, an infant prodigy, who speaks of himself as a critical statistician,

  walks about with H. G. Wells’s huge Outline of History, and does not wish to meet Emmanuel Joyce because ‘the Greeks wrote far the best plays and it might hurt his feelings if

  this fact were to emerge’. And we have the Greek kitten . . .




  The Sea Change is a novel that can be read all too easily at an expectant gallop; there is ever more when one reads it, and rereads it, with slow alert attention. Let me end by quoting a

  few lines here and there almost at random. At a London party of the well-known and successful:




  

    

      

        They had certainly made the most – and in some cases too much – of themselves.


      


    


  




  A fragment of a night on Hydra.




  

    

      

        They walked behind the mule to the port, facing a young moon that lay couched in little clouds like a young beauty on a bed of feathers.


      


    


  




  An expression of man’s fatal ability of living beyond the present. Alberta is facing an impending ordeal, and the dread of it ‘keeps bouncing towards me and away

  again – it has just come back like a tiresome ball that seems both unerring and silly;’




  

    

      

        there is a considerable difference between knowing what to do and actually doing it, I suppose one spends most of one’s life in this gap?


      


    


  




  And when the sea change comes it is precarious . . . There is no facile optimism in that hope. The resolution is ‘like a new-laid fire with the paper burning before the

  paper becomes black ash and the fire has to live on its own’.




  

    

      

        How rare it is to live any promise out; how hard to keep every minute of any decision; how painful to reach even to the height of one’s own nature . . .


      


    


  




  Sybille Bedford, 1986
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  1




  Jimmy




  It might have happened anywhere, at any time, and it could certainly have been a good deal worse. Paris, for instance, or even New York, before an opening; with Lillian’s

  heart giving us all a bad time, Emmanuel on his first-night strike, and I bouncing from one emotional situation to another, picking up the pieces and giving them back to the wrong people. In fact,

  it happened in London, two weeks after the play opened, at approximately twenty past twelve last night in the bathroom of the furnished house in Bedford Gardens. It might have been an hotel –

  it might have been a block of flats – in fact it might have been far worse. Far worse: she might actually have been dead. Sticking to facts, however, Emmanuel had put off sacking her for

  days: I think he’d even let her think she was coming to New York with us. We always do travel with a secretary, so it would have been quite reasonable if she’d thought that. Yesterday

  morning, when I tackled him about her, he tried to get me to do it – he even produced the gag about his being paid to be responsible for other people’s emotional problems, so why should

  he face his own? But I knew then that he would do it. She cried a lot; poor Gloria, she’s given to tears. He was very gentle to her all day; Lillian was persuaded to keep out of her way,

  which was the kindest thing she could do, and I did my best. She brought Emmanuel his letters just before we went to drink with Cromer before going to see a girl in a play whom Emmanuel

  thought he wanted for the New York production. Emmanuel offered her a glass of sherry, and we all had a sticky drink together: she seemed all right then – a bit quiet, and puffy round the

  eyes, poor thing – but on the whole I thought she was being very controlled. In the taxi Emmanuel suddenly said: ‘What a pity that girls don’t look beautiful, like country, after

  rain!’, so I knew he was feeling bad about her. Then Lillian said: ‘I look marvellous after I’ve been crying – easily my best,’ which was clever of her, because she

  made him laugh and it’s true.




  The girl in the play looked right, but she wasn’t – Emmanuel said her voice depressed him, and of course Lillian thought she’d be perfect, so what with the argument and dinner

  we weren’t back until after twelve. We had a drink and Lillian started again about the girl: it’s funny how people who love arguing are nearly always bad at it. To change the subject

  Emmanuel wondered why all the lights were on. They were: in the sitting room when we got back, and all the way up the stairs. Most people can get depressed or agitated out of their observation, but

  Emmanuel doesn’t: he never stops noticing things, but he only mentions them when he’s bored. Lillian said ‘How extraordinary!’ and dashed upstairs saying something about

  burglars. We sat on the arms of the armchairs, and Emmanuel looked at me over his lime juice, raised his eyebrows, dropped them with a twitch and said: ‘Jimmy. Here we sit on other

  people’s chairs, drinking out of their glasses. I’d like to be at least one of the three bears: I prefer an hotel to borrowing everything.’




  ‘In three weeks you’ll be snug at the New Weston,’ I said.




  He raised his glass. ‘I can hardly wait.’




  He’d gone blue under the eyes; whenever I most want to comfort him I seem to underline his despair – well, perhaps it isn’t despair, but it is so quiet and continuous and often

  makes him look so sad that I can’t think of another word for it. And then, whenever I feel like that about him he always makes me laugh. Now, his eyes snapping with the kind of amusement that

  people who don’t know him think is malicious, he said: ‘If we have burglars upstairs, Lillian is getting on with them rather too . . .’




  And then from upstairs she screamed – if you can call it that – the most dreadful sound: I can’t describe it – a scream, a howl, a wail of terror with a train of shock in

  its wake – a thud, and silence. Emmanuel’s face had closed on the instant to such a breathless frozen acceptance of disaster that I thought he wouldn’t be able to move, but he was

  ahead of me up the stairs.




  Lillian was out on the bathroom floor: the door was open, the lights were on, and we could see her as we rushed up the stairs. Emmanuel was on his knees by her: ‘She’s fainted: look

  in the bath.’ But he didn’t need to tell me. In the bath was Gloria Williams. Her shoes were arranged neatly beside it as though she’d gone to bed, but she was still wearing her

  horrible mauve jersey and her tight black skirt, and she looked exactly like the jacket of a crime story. For a moment I thought she was dead.




  ‘She’s not dead, is she?’ said Emmanuel. He was hardly asking and he didn’t look up. Then I realized that the heavy, groaning breaths were not Lillian’s but

  Gloria’s. ‘No.’




  I felt for her heart in an amateurish sort of way: there was a reluctant, irregular bumping. There was no water in the bath.




  ‘Help me to get Lillian on to her bed, and call a doctor.’




  We did that. Emmanuel put a handkerchief soaked with something out of a bottle from the dressing table on to Lillian’s forehead while I was talking to the doctor’s wife. By the time

  I’d finished the air reeked of eau de Cologne, and Emmanuel had gone.




  In the bathroom he was kneeling by the bath, slopping cold water on Gloria’s face and slapping her hands, and he didn’t seem to be doing much good.




  ‘Phenobarbitone,’ he said; ‘and God knows how much sherry. Sherry!’ he repeated with a kind of wondering disgust. ‘Doctor coming?’




  ‘About five minutes. I told his wife about the breathing while he was dressing. Lucky we know a good doctor.’




  ‘We always know a good doctor,’ he said.




  ‘How much stuff has she had?’




  ‘The bottle’s empty, but I don’t know how much was left in it. Let’s get her on to the dressing-room bed.’ She was much smaller than Lillian, but unexpectedly

  heavy, and her breathing was beginning to frighten me.




  ‘I’m sure we ought to prop her up.’ We did this: her head rolled to one side and I heard a little click in her neck.




  ‘Black coffee?’ I said tentatively. ‘I mean – isn’t the thing to wake her up?’




  ‘The thing is to get the dope out of her, and I defy you to do that. How do you make somebody sick if they’re unconscious?’




  ‘She’s not absolutely unconscious – look.’




  Gloria had half opened her eyes, but only the whites showed which made her look worse. They flickered heavily and shut. Emmanuel said: ‘Lillian!’ as though even the idea of her was

  his fault, and vanished.




  I tried to prop Gloria’s head up more steadily, but it resolutely drooped: ashamed and inefficient, I pushed her dry wispy hair off her forehead, and wondered why the hell she’d had

  to go to these lengths. Love for Emmanuel? Despair? Spite? Sheer bloody-mindedness? Or six vital months spent with one of our leading dramatists? I was just thinking how awful it was that I

  couldn’t feel sorrier for her when the bell rang, and I heard Emmanuel go down. The doctor was coming – and immediately I started to feel sorry for her. Poor Gloria; she was an awful

  colour: her face looked as though it had been made up over nothing . . .




  The doctor looked tired and reliable; Emmanuel followed him into the room and then said: ‘Keep an eye on Lillian for me, would you, Jimmy? She’s rather confused.’




  Lillian was lying on the bed with her eyes closed. She had then, and always has what would once have been described as ‘a striking pallor’. Emmanuel had put her mink over her which

  somehow made her look even more weighted down and fragile – because although she is tall, she is extremely thin. She has ash blonde hair like shot silk, and is not at all like poor Gloria.

  Asleep, she looked gentle and delicate: she wasn’t asleep – her eyes opened smoothly like a piece of exquisite machinery and she nearly smiled at me.




  ‘Shock,’ she said. ‘Light me one of my cigarettes, Jimmy, like a lamb.’




  Her bag was on the stool in front of her dressing table, and in the triple glass I could see her watching me. She has one of those faces that are all eyes and mouth and white complexion –

  very attractive at a distance.




  ‘The doctor’s here,’ I said. I gave her a cigarette and struck a match. The huge black pupils of her eyes contracted from the flame: eau de Cologne and the herbal cigarette

  were horrible together. Her face clouded.




  ‘Why hasn’t he come in then?’




  ‘He’s seeing to Gloria. She’s not very well,’ I added carefully.




  Her long thin fingers clutched my sleeve, and painfully, a bit of my arm. ‘Gloria! Oh! Is she—? Has she—? Oh, what on earth has Em done now?’




  ‘He’s helping the doctor, I think.’ I was determined not to understand her, and she knew it, because she wouldn’t let go of my sleeve. ‘If you’re all right, I

  think I’d better go and see if I can do anything.’




  ‘Jimmy – I got such a dreadful shock – I can hardly remember a thing. You know my heart stuff in the bathroom? If you’re going to leave me, I think you’d

  better get it. Don’t worry anybody – just fetch the stuff.’




  I got it. In the bathroom I saw the decanter with ‘Sherry’ on a silver vine leaf slung round its neck. It was almost empty. Somewhere in the house a clock struck one. I met Emmanuel

  on the stairs looking brisk and very sick.




  ‘He’s telephoned for an ambulance. How’s Lillian?’




  Then he saw the bottle in my hand, and the much-worn mechanism of concern marked his face.




  ‘She’s OK. She’s smoking. Is Gloria going to hospital?’




  He nodded. ‘But the doctor says she’s all right. She’ll live to regret it.’




  ‘Is he going with her?’




  ‘He wants to talk to us first.’ He looked suddenly bitter, and good tempered. ‘You’ll have to do the talking, Jimmy.’




  I gave Lillian her stuff, and she said that if someone brought her some brandy, she thought that she could get up.




  ‘You’re much better off in bed,’ I said truthfully. ‘And you’d better lay off the brandy until the doctor’s seen you.’ I escaped downstairs on that. At

  that moment, the last thing I could bear was Lillian: the same old Lillian, only this time it would probably be worse, because although several of Emmanuel’s secretaries have fallen in love

  with him, none of them has ever done anything like this. ‘I happen to love my husband so much,’ it began, ‘that I would do anything for him. Naturally he needs outside

  interests, and who am I, constantly ill (etc. etc.) to stand in his way? I know they are not serious: his only serious interest now is writing plays – but all artists need a sense of

  freedom and every kind of opportunity . . .’ and so on: whitewashing anything is a messy business. ‘He knows if ever there is any trouble, I am always there . . .’ was the end of

  it. He did, indeed. Hell, even if I did think she was a bitch, I was being worse about her than that. She’s had her share of disaster – the trouble was that none of us ever forgot it

  – and her active ambivalence about Emmanuel’s work nearly drove him crazy at times . . .




  The doors of the ambulance slammed outside, and I opened up to the men before they’d managed to ring the bell. They tramped carefully up the stairs with a stretcher, and carefully down

  again with Gloria, extraordinarily diminished, upon it. Emmanuel and the doctor followed. The doctor went out with the stretcher, and Emmanuel, looking guilty, said where was the brandy, Lillian

  had got to have some before she would face the doctor. I poured out a small glass, and to my dismay, he drank it – as quick as a flash – and held out the glass again.




  ‘Lillian, this time,’ I said. I couldn’t bear his mournful brown eyes asking for trouble.




  ‘Lillian this time.’ He took the glass and went.




  The doctor shut the front door, pulled the curtain across it and walked towards me (the door opens straight into the sitting room which has always seemed to me to be carrying the English system

  of draughts about as far as it can go).




  ‘Would you like a drink?’ I was nervous: I knew he was going to ask questions, and I felt that some of them might be rather awkward to answer. He said he’d like a small whisky,

  and I set about it. I was just about to ask him if Gloria was all right, or something silly like that, when he said: ‘You are another secretary of Mr Joyce’s?’




  ‘Well, in a way. I manage things for him: business, and travelling, and if he directs his plays I act as a kind of assistant.’




  ‘Miss Williams is his secretary?’




  ‘She was.’ I handed him his drink, and he nodded sharply at me.




  ‘What do you mean, “was”?’




  ‘She has been for the last six months. We’re leaving for New York in a week or two, and he wasn’t taking her there.’ I felt a kind of nervous patience in my voice; this

  was like the police, and, if I wasn’t very careful, the newspapers. Before he could say it, I said: ‘Look – I fully realize that this is a serious matter – we’re all

  most upset by it. Apart from anything else, it was a frightful shock. I’m afraid I don’t know what happens about these things, but if you’ll tell me how I can help –

  anything you want to know – ‘ I heard myself make an unconvincing noise – ‘naturally I’ll do my best.’




  He sat turning his glass round and round in his hands, looking at me tiredly and not saying anything. I ploughed on. ‘Mr Joyce told her this morning that she couldn’t come to New

  York. She was terribly disappointed and so on. I suppose that is why she took the phenobarbitone.’




  ‘How do you know that she took it?’




  I think that gave me the worst shock of the evening. ‘She must have! She was all alone . . .’ The icy trickle reached the middle of my spine – ‘I

  don’t, I suppose.’




  He smiled then, in a finished sort of way which made him look incongruously pathetic. ‘Oh, I think she did take it. I wondered why you thought so.’




  ‘She is going to be all right, isn’t she?’




  ‘She should be all right. They’ll be pumping it all out of her now, and then I shall go and have another look at her. The point is, Mr . . .’




  ‘Sullivan.’




  ‘Sullivan, that people don’t do that sort of thing without what seems to them, at least, good reason. And, as you know, whatever the reason, it is an offence to do that sort of

  thing. Is there any chance that she can have taken it by mistake?’




  ‘I don’t know. She could have, I suppose – ‘ I left that straw in the air where it belonged.




  ‘Was she attached to Mr Joyce?’




  ‘Well – I think she admired him. You know, he always seems a glamorous employer – the theatre, and so on, and all the publicity . . . ‘ I took the plunge –

  ‘and while we’re on that subject, it may seem callous to you, but it’s part of my job to stop anything like this getting a press. Not that anything like this has ever happened

  before, of course.’




  ‘Of course,’ he agreed. He almost seemed faintly, not unkindly, amused. ‘Who found her, and when?’




  ‘Mrs Joyce. It must have been about five minutes before we called you.’




  ‘About twenty past twelve. Where did Mrs Joyce find her?’




  ‘Upstairs. She went up to her bedroom because the lights were on, and that’s when she found her.’




  ‘On the bed?’




  For some idiotic reason, I just nodded.




  ‘What about her relatives? Have you got their names and addresses? The hospital will want them, tonight, if possible.’




  ‘She lives with a sister. I can find the address.’




  I had just done this, when Emmanuel came into the room. He walked straight over to the drinks table, poured and drank another brandy. Then he turned and faced us: his eyes were bright, and he

  looked unnaturally fresh.




  ‘Give Doctor Gordon another drink, Jimmy.’ He looked amiably at us, but there was a kind of defiance about him which I knew and distrusted. ‘Well, now, where have we got to?

  Have you got Gloria out of the bath yet?’




  He noted the doctor and me – he positively revelled in our reactions before, in an intentionally flat voice, he said: ‘I’m sure that Jimmy hasn’t made the situation clear

  to you, doctor. He is under the impression that he has to protect me – annihilate at least one dimension of mine. We found this young woman in the bath having taken all the available sherry

  and phenobarbitone, because she fancied herself – and very possibly she was – madly in love with me, and having had an affair with her as short as it was unsatisfactory, I was

  abandoning her. I was not, you see, at any time in love with her. These discrepancies occur – particularly if one is irresponsible and unscrupulous; they are probably inevitable, but one

  doesn’t anticipate them. If anticipation is the thief of experience, every now and then one needs an experience – even if one is just ticking over because of the repetition.’




  I knew it all. The way that he could be explicit and pompous, give anybody the other side of the picture with such a devastating honesty that it was the only side they would see. They would end

  up hating him with all the good reasons for doing so that he had handed them on a plate. He was making for the drink again.




  ‘Emmanuel: you’re drunk now, and you’ll be hell if you drink any more. We’re not amused: have some nice lime juice and lay off talking for a while.’




  He stood where I had stopped him, clapping his hands gently together: the doctor, who at least had a kind of hardy convention which was soothing, made a dry noise in his throat and suggested

  visiting Mrs Joyce upstairs.




  ‘I am sure she would be enchanted to see you,’ said Emmanuel graciously.




  I started up with the doctor (I was fairly certain that even if it occurred to him, Emmanuel would not make it), and by the time I got down again, he had pinched another drink.




  ‘I was wondering where your courage – ‘ his voice rose – ‘your fidelity . . . Jimmy, why don’t you find me sooner and tell me to stop whatever it is . .

  .’




  ‘Drinking?’




  He made a shambling, helpless gesture with his hand. ‘Further back.’




  ‘I wasn’t born far enough back.’




  ‘My fault again.’ He leaned forward. ‘Jimmy – don’t you ever want a life of your own?’




  ‘No,’ I said. ‘I’ve thought about it, and I don’t.’




  There was an unpeaceful silence edged by the rise and fall of Lillian’s voice upstairs.




  ‘Do you know how old I am?’




  ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘you’re sixty-one.’




  ‘Sixty-two, sixty-two,’ he reiterated more easily.




  ‘According to the files, you won’t be sixty-two until the nineteenth of September.’




  He glared at me. ‘I’m like a century. I like to think ahead.’




  The doctor came down, said that Mrs Joyce was all right; he’d given her a sedative and she was going to sleep. He’d ring up in the morning and he’d be getting along now.




  When he’d gone, Emmanuel looked up hopefully and said: ‘Jimmy. Let’s go out to drink. Let’s find a nice bar where our feet don’t reach the ground from the

  start, and everybody but us is drunk.’




  ‘You can’t,’ I said; ‘wrong country; you can’t drink all night here. Let’s get some sleep.’




  He took no notice of this. ‘Why don’t you want a life of your own? A private life? You’re young enough.’




  ‘I have yours,’ I said gently: he was beginning to look as though he was made of glass, or paper.




  ‘She was so beautiful. She wore a blue cotton dress: it was old, and it had faded on the tops of her shoulders in the sun. Her hair was a real brown, and her skin smelled of fruit and the

  tops of her arms were round. We lay in a chalk hollow on the Downs by the sea, and the air was streaming with poppies over our heads, and the blue air was brittle with larks. I asked her questions

  and she answered – she never told me anything more than I asked. She filled me to the brim and never slopped anything over. She had the most complete smile I’ve ever seen in my life.

  That was one fine day.’




  He took his head out of his hands and said: ‘Jimmy: now I must have one more drink.’




  ‘We’ll have one each.’ I got up to get them and he said: ‘I’ve told you all that before, haven’t I? It is one of the things I tell you, isn’t

  it?’




  ‘Yes; you’ve told me before.’ The odd thing was that in one sense he’d never told me. The feeling was the same; but the settings, and even, perhaps, the girl, would be

  different each time. I’d heard about it in a pub – all plush and frosted glass, and they were sharing a bag of hot potato chips with a fog outside; another one was on top of an open

  tram with a tearing sky above them; she was wearing his raincoat and the wind made her hair come down. No – the girl wasn’t different, I suppose: he’d simply pick out different

  aspects of her – her fingers eating the chips – her eyes looking up at the sky – her neck before her hair came down over it. Once it had been a snowy morning at the Zoo, and once

  a lake and a rowing boat on a September afternoon, with leaves dropping silently on to the water round them burying her reflection. I knew it was the same time in his life: and the more times that

  he told me, the more sure I was that there had only been one time. There was a kind of pure joy about the way he remembered her, and a kind of pure grief at the end of his memory. If I’d

  asked her name, he would have given her a dozen names, but it was the same girl, and each time he told me he added another occasion to that one time. He only told me when he was drunk, anyway, and

  I don’t think he told anyone else.




  On the stairs he stumbled, and clutched my arm to steady himself. He stood for a moment clutching me, and then said – much too loudly:




  

    

      

        ‘There once was a bastard called Joyce




        Whose shoes on the stairs made a noyce . . .’


      


    


  




  He’d gone a bit green by then.




  ‘We mustn’t wake Lillian,’ I said hopelessly, and he earnestly agreed.




  At the bathroom he looked at me as though I hardly knew him and said: ‘Jimmy, if you want the bathroom, use it now, because I shall have to be sick.’ He gave me the harassed

  embarrassed smile he usually reserves for actresses he can’t remember, and added: ‘My heart always goes to my stomach.’




  Later, after I had made sure that he finally got to bed, I fell on to my own, but I couldn’t relax. The others could sleep one way or another; it was I who was left twisting and turning

  over the practical problems – soothing myself with the might have been much worse formula. But if I thought much about that, it stopped me cold. Supposing she had been given the

  phenobarbitone by somebody? Not by Emmanuel; he might hit anyone if he got angry fast enough, but he’d never poison them. Not by me – I was all for a quiet life. That left Lillian. She

  was mad about drugs; she’d probably think that phenobarbitone was a nice quiet death for Gloria. Of course, she hadn’t had anything to do with it, but I was tired enough, and

  resentful enough and sorry for myself – all the usual reactionary crap – to consider the responsibility with brutal calmness. It was I, after all, who would have to pack up this

  particular set of Emmanuel’s troubles – all he had to do was to smile; and Lillian could lie on her back racked with nostalgia and the mitral valve in her heart . . .
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  Lillian




  I have woken up in so many bedrooms that now I concentrate upon the shape of my body before the shape of the room. There are three kinds of waking for me. One is like being

  cast from some smooth deep water on to a rocky shore; I am aground and wake with the same shock – the day is hard and slippery under my eyelids and my bones ache from years of wrecking. There

  is a kind when I move like a ship mooring so unobtrusively to the day that memory of my last dream is not crushed; I come so meekly alongside reality that I can scarcely believe that I have

  arrived. And there is a third kind – when I seem slowly, imperceptibly to discover myself lying in warm sand, and the water is creeping down my body, leaving it bleached in a delicious

  lassitude. This last kind is the best, but I only have it now after sleeping-pills, and they won’t always let me have them. This is the time when I am devoted to myself; before I have made

  any false move of the day: when I can imagine actually wanting to eat breakfast; and then dressing – putting on for the first time a pair of simple, but exquisitely made shoes, and a scarf of

  some ravishing colour that I’ve never worn: spending the morning with somebody younger, not very happy, who really needs me to be gay and gentle with them; having an exciting lunch with

  somebody I have never met before; in the afternoon buying wonderful shirts for Em, and some windcheater or windjammer or whatever they’re called, for Jimmy (he adores tough sporting clothes

  although he’d never see the daylight if he could help it); racing back to give everything to them while we have heavenly English tea; Em asking me about some character in his play – the

  one he hasn’t even started writing yet – but he and Jimmy look so kind and secretive that I know that something lovely is going to happen to me, and when they can’t bear it any

  longer they – no, Jimmy – goes and gets it, and gives it to Em to give to me ... a wicker basket and inside it is a golden labrador puppy that I have wanted more than anything else and

  that Em has never let me have because of the quarantine and he gets asthma with dogs – but he’s changed about it entirely, and he chose this puppy especially for me . . .




  I am back where I seemed to have begun; the last time that I had a puppy – on my fourteenth birthday, at Wilde, in 1925. That was my last real bedroom and I can remember it best with my

  eyes shut. I can remember all of that day with its currents of pleasure, its peaks of excitement: I think that it is the only day that I remember which has nothing in it that I want to forget or

  have forgotten. It was the first time that I had ever had an animal entirely of my own; it was the last birthday before I was ill; it was the first time that I stayed up to dinner (bronze silk

  stockings and my christening present jewellery – changed like the grown-ups); it was the last autumn we spent at Wilde, and the whole day had a most lingering beauty which I didn’t know

  that I noticed at the time, but now I can’t say the word autumn without remembering it; it was the first time that I thought about the future – ‘for ever and ever’ –

  ‘the rest of my life’; it was the last time that I accepted my parents as the puppy accepted me. After that day, everything seemed to swoop and pounce and happen too fast; as though I

  was running breathlessly behind my life – shrieking with the need to choose – out of earshot – in a frantic slipstream of the events which rocketed on before me; a paper chase of

  examination papers I couldn’t pass, prescriptions to stop a pain I couldn’t describe, the death certificates of my father and mother – in the same boat for the first time in their

  lives, and drowned, the catalogue of books and furniture, of pictures, of silver and glass and the auction of Wilde; a picture lying on a railway carriage seat – Em looking intelligent and

  disastrous and so fascinating that although someone had wrapped a sandwich in the newspaper, I picked it up and remembered how horrible my family had always been about Jews . . .




  Marrying Em – papers, papers, papers. I nearly caught up with the chase then; seemed to reach something, but he only stopped a little while to admire the view of me, and then flew on: my

  heart was affected – I couldn’t keep up – I gasped and pounded and had always the weak angry sensation that he could fly; for him, at least, there was no uneven ground. He

  streamed away, above and ahead of me, scattering a new trail of paper – of plays, opinions, letters, cuttings, invitations, and tickets, tickets – for theatres, for boats, for trains

  and aeroplanes; ‘I’ll go on ahead by plane; you follow by boat in comfort.’ In comfort! I seemed always to be in mid-ocean, in the dark, cut off – from the remains of my

  family who never approved of my marriage, the combination of somebody who was half Jewish and wholly an artist exceeding the wildest bounds of their worst imagination (they concentrated as

  hopelessly on his origins as I on his destinations) – cut off from Em to the point where I seemed only to discover him through secondhand sources; through reading his plays – through

  the people he worked with and swung towards with the sudden irascible illumination of a lighthouse – through the newspapers who fired rumours and accounts of his more violent, scandalous

  doings which lit up his behaviour to me like starshell. And then, for two years, Sarah – but she dies – in such hideous evil agony that I wanted to kill her. I sat with her for

  seventeen hours, until her small mechanical shrieks ran out and her head was still: then there were telegrams. Hatred; murder; and a great fear of God: I wanted the doctor’s children to be

  like Sarah; I wanted everyone I knew to suffer for her – to nail them to her pain which they would not stop: I wanted to brand them with the senseless wicked cruelty which had been done to my

  little, beautiful, dear Sarah. I had been weeping – imploring them to do something – to stop it, and when they had done nothing and it was stopped, I tried to kill one of the nurses. At

  least I struck out at her and wanted her to be dead. Then Em took me away for nearly a year. We travelled, but he was with me all the time – with such patience for my bitterness that in the

  end my heart, which seemed so hard and intolerably heavy, suddenly opened, and a great weight of grief gushed out: the exquisite relief, the weakness; the sinking into a single merciful sorrow

  – that Sarah was dead – it was almost like bleeding to death. It was then that Em gave me transfusion after transfusion of his love; seemed to pour all his life into me – all his

  creation into my comfort – gave me every breath of his compassion. At first I couldn’t say anything about her; then from the morning when he held my head and for the first time since

  before she died I could weep and say again and again ‘I’m so sorry that Sarah is dead: I’m so sorry that she is dead’, I couldn’t stop talking about her. Then he

  mourned with me, and gradually he made of it a natural grief – not monstrous, but life-size – until he had taught me to live with her death. He said that her dying was an innocent

  business: that there was nobody to hate or to forgive for her death – that it had not the terror and dirt about it which there must always be when people were responsible to one another for

  such things . . .




  These are the things that seep through my mind on the mornings when I have the third and best kind of waking – all past and done with – but in them I have a memory of life, a distant

  gratitude for gesture, for that committed animation from which I seemed to have died. Out of Em came Sarah; out of Sarah came Em; but I also had something to do with it, and I want so much to have

  something to do with somebody.




  The daily maid who brought my breakfast said that Mr Joyce had overslept, that he was finishing his coffee and letters, before he came up. There was only one letter for me, and it is curious

  that only when I picked it up did I remember the extraordinary shock of seeing that woman in the bath the night before . . .




  

    

      

        Dear Mrs Joyce,




        I wonder if you have any idea of the misery you have caused me during the last few weeks? But I imagine that you are so completely wrapped up in yourself that it has hardly occurred to you

        that I existed (by the time you receive this I shan’t exist any more). All this time – the only time in my life that has mattered to me – I have been watching you –

        wondering why he ever married you – whether he ever felt anything but pity for your weakness which you have made so dull and dangerous for him. You thought that I was just another

        secretary – there must have been so many I can see that now – you never realized I was different because I had a heart. I may not have your background, or your looks, but in the

        end, you know, that doesn’t make any difference to what one feels inside. All I asked was to be with him, I recognize his loyalty to you. He’ll never leave you, however much he

        wants to, but you couldn’t even let me have that. You have to hang on to both these men – being as bad a mother as you are a wife because that’s all that Jimmy wants from

        you. I could have borne anything if only I could go on being with him, but suddenly, for some mysterious reason I am not to go to New York. I am to be sacked as though I was anybody.

        He would never have done that by himself – not to me – so that in my sanest moments it is hard for me not to guess who arranged that I should be left. Let me tell you that

        you will do this sort of thing once too often, and then God help you. He must be on somebody’s side though apparently not on mine. It’s odd that most people are sorry for you

        because of your past, and the only shred of pity I can work up for you is about your future. Well – thanks to you, I have none, but at least I had a present, once, which is more than

        you ever had.




        GLORIA WILLIAMS


      


    


  




  There was something about those pages being impeccably typed that made them worse – something striking and venomous and machine-made: only the signature was written – sprawling in

  green ink, like somebody suddenly revealed in the wrong coloured underclothes. I was still staring at it when Em came in. He walked straight over to the window and stood with his back to the light,

  but even then I could see that he looked dreadful, and I felt suddenly angry that he, out of all this, should look ill.




  ‘How are you?’




  I didn’t reply; just looked at him as though I couldn’t understand what he meant by such a question. I was thinking of Gloria’s shapeless silken knees tilted in the bath; sick

  that he had touched her, angry that I had no longer an innocent anger with him – that I knew so much that I couldn’t understand. He was picking a matchbox to pieces – seemingly

  intent – but I knew he was watching me with the acute delicacy of somebody in a fight waiting for an opening to knock me out with pity – to leave me defenceless and protective towards

  him.




  ‘How is Miss Williams?’




  ‘Not dead. All right,’ he added.




  I wanted to smoke; my hands were shaking too: I had no matchbox, and instantly he was lighting my cigarette: he looked pathetic and intent doing it, and my anger rose again.




  ‘As far as I can remember, it is approximately eighteen months since you last achieved anything like this.’




  ‘My dear Lillian – nobody has ever been found in the bath before.’ But his eyes filled with tears, and he sat down on the bed suddenly.




  ‘Well, if you wanted first-hand evidence of a young woman literally dying of love for you . . .’




  ‘I don’t want any of it: no part of any of it.’ He reached for one of my cigarettes, put it back, and started fumbling for one of his own.




  ‘She might have been dead, and I might have died discovering her. What does that make you? Lucky? Apart from being damned irresponsible, of course. But perhaps you think it’s

  bad luck. A clean sweep and you could have started making all the nice familiar mistakes, with nobody to watch you. Except Jimmy, of course – he’s a real audience – numb,

  dumb and devoted . . . ‘ Suddenly I heard this thin and savage voice; I had never heard it before – hearing it twisted everything round so that what I was saying sounded reasonable

  – a better life for him if I had died and only Jimmy was left to care for him. This was extraordinary: I stopped, and thoughts streamed back in the silence. ‘I can’t admire

  you.’




  ‘No,’ he said at last. ‘I don’t see how you can.’




  ‘And I don’t seem able to help you.’




  ‘Are those the reasons?’ He looked sad and enquiring – and intolerably like Sarah, and he was going to twist about like some intellectual fish: I had to make him laugh, or

  I’d lose him.




  ‘All I ask is that they shouldn’t end up in baths. It’s so bad for my heart.’




  ‘You can ask more than that.’ He spread out his hand, and I pulled the bedclothes round me.




  ‘If I did, you’d say I was blaming you. “Let there be no deserts,” you said.’




  ‘Now I say – mind on your own count. Don’t fabricate a climate for concern.’




  ‘Do you remember when you said “Let there be no deserts”?’




  ‘Cherry said it in The Orchid Race. Just before she goes back on her street.’ He sounded preoccupied, which he always does when he’s trying to evade me.




  ‘You said it after Sarah died. In Florida on the beach in the dark. You simply put it in a play afterwards – like everything else.’ The familiar sweet aching was there

  when I said her name to him. Miss Williams, or anybody else, couldn’t destroy that, and with the life of this feeling I burst into tears. ‘You wouldn’t have done these things if

  she hadn’t died. If there had been another child! You would have had some difference between real life and what you write – it would not have all been the same. She would have been

  sixteen – I can’t bear how far I have to imagine her now. You wouldn’t have wanted her to have that kind of shock – you’d have conducted your life with

  more taste – more discrimination – I wish you’d stop worrying about humanity and live more like . . . like . . .’




  ‘A gentleman? Or other people?’ But neither of us even tried to laugh. He picked up the napkin from my breakfast tray.




  ‘Darling, don’t distress yourself. Have a quiet morning in bed. Don’t race so much.’ He was mopping my face, and I didn’t mind his touching me now.




  ‘What are you going to do?’




  ‘Jimmy has organized the morning to the brim. I’ve got to lunch with Sol Black, and there’s this party at the Fairbrothers’, but you can cut that.’




  ‘What are you doing in the afternoon?’




  I saw him square himself to be elusive.




  ‘Going to work a little.’




  ‘Here?’




  ‘No – out. Lillian, you know I can’t work here.’




  ‘I won’t disturb you. I’ll take the receiver off. I’ll only warn you in time for the party.’




  ‘I’ve told you a hundred times I cannot work in the house: I must be alone.’ He managed to look both angry and patient.




  ‘I’m coming to the Fairbrothers’ – I want to.’ It would be the only time of the day with him. ‘And you needn’t think I’m going to lie about in bed

  all day. I’ve got a lot to do before we go to America.’




  ‘Rest in the afternoon before the party. How are you feeling, really?’




  ‘Perfectly marvellous.’




  ‘Jimmy said don’t answer the telephone today – he’ll do it.’




  ‘Don’t start telling me how wonderful Jimmy is.’




  He didn’t.




  ‘Perhaps I’d better engage the next secretary. At least we might have a lady, while we’re at it: they’re no more expensive and at least they won’t wear such

  awful stockings.’




  ‘Were Gloria’s stockings so awful?’




  ‘All greasy and stretched; panic-stricken stockings.’ I felt better that he hadn’t noticed. He smiled faintly when I said ‘panic-stricken’. ‘All I ask is that

  we don’t have another neurotic virgin. All their imagination’s gone the wrong way.’




  He laughed suddenly.




  ‘What?’




  ‘I was thinking how very little that had to do with “being a lady”.’




  ‘Em; you know perfectly well what I mean.’




  ‘You mean somebody not brought up in a slum as I was.’




  ‘Now you’re just being difficult. You’re different because you’re an artist.’




  ‘That’s like the countless dear people who’ve said to me: “I don’t usually like Jews but you’re different.”’




  ‘There’s no point in getting angry with me: I’ve never said that.’




  He threw the napkin on to the floor. His hands still shook. ‘Imagine Lillian – imagine meeting an elephant, and presuming so far. Different from what? From whom? How many elephants

  have you met? Are you sure that what you met was an elephant? What kind of palsied constricted vulgarity are you employing now? If I am the exception, then I am interested in the rule. You are so

  much the rule that you can’t stand an exception. You’re only nourished by being able to take things for granted, and the only things we can take for granted are either not pretty, or

  totally unreal. Honest intentions, I tell you, are the fertile ground: they edge their way out and make cracks in society . . .’




  Jimmy came in.




  ‘I did knock. Some society in Bradford want to know whether you’ll waive the royalty on Our Little Life.’




  ‘That awful play. Why do they keep doing it?’




  ‘Seven women, two men, and one set.’ There was nothing Jimmy didn’t remember about Em’s plays. ‘They call themselves the Mad Hatters,’ he added morosely. He

  looked ill too.




  ‘What are they doing it for?’




  Jimmy picked up my telephone.




  ‘Mr Joyce would like to know why you are putting on the play,’ and Em snarled silently at the instrument.




  ‘They say it’s to raise money to build a swimming pool for their Club premises.’




  ‘No. Tell them I haven’t got a swimming pool. Parochial bastards.’




  ‘Mr Joyce is very sorry, but he only waives royalties for international charities.’




  When Jimmy had finished, Em said peevishly:




  ‘That play’s like a double-bed eiderdown in a cheap hotel. It gets thinner and thinner, but it still slips all over the place. I thought we didn’t allow ourselves to be

  besieged on the telephone anyway.’




  ‘We don’t, usually. It’s my fault. I just can’t help being unnaturally polite this morning. It’s my weak character. How are you, Lillian?’




  ‘Displaced. Em’s been bullying me about class structure.’




  Em got up from my bed. Jimmy said: ‘Emmanuel, you’ll have to shave before lunch today. Don’t you think so, Lillian? He can’t go out to lunch like that, he looks like a

  charcoal biscuit.’




  Before I could agree, the telephone rang, and Jimmy was caught between blocks of interminable listening and short bursts of disagreement. Em lit another cigarette and wandered to the window. It

  was raining: it would probably rain most of the day, with cold, gusty sunshine – like somebody who does not know how to laugh. Suddenly, because I knew then that I could not laugh either, I

  had a picture of the three of us – back this morning where we started, to our shallow centre made up of ritual allowances for one another, traditional misunderstanding and a kind of idiomatic

  discomfort. Em turned towards me, and for a moment I wondered whether we were both thinking the same thing, and whether he knew it.




  ‘But those are twenty-four-foot flats,’ Jimmy was saying: ‘you might as well put them in Piccadilly Circus – you can’t: you’ll have to border

  them till the whole thing looks like the wrong end of a telescope.’




  He was tapping his cigarette with his forefinger – not listening to Jimmy – preparing to go. If only Jimmy wasn’t on the telephone I might have caught him: we could have talked

  about telescopes – which was the right end, or were they just an instrumental admission of failure, only resorted to when one could not really see anything at all . . . He left the

  room and my mind reeled after him: I hadn’t even shown him the letter – but weeks later I’d say something about it as though I’d said it by mistake. This kind of restraint

  would impress him: his face would light on me – already I could feel a warmth like the instant’s burning of the piece of paper on which Miss Williams had written her letter . . .




  When Jimmy had finished, I asked him to have lunch with me. He couldn’t, he said. He’d got to have a drink with the girl we’d seen last night to tell her that she wasn’t

  right for Clemency in New York. There was a call for understudies at two – he didn’t think he’d get lunch at all. He turned all these reasons into excuses with his face.

  That’s when I know about people – with the most bitter, exacting certainty. ‘See you at the Fairbrothers’?’ he finished hopefully.




  ‘My dear Jimmy, I’m not going to the Fairbrothers’ to see you.’




  ‘No chance,’ he said, and contrived to look defeated. When he had gone, I squeezed the letter into my hand against the sick burning jolt of being humoured. I hate it: I hate that

  kind of shallow understanding – the allowances made for me and the person who allows himself to make them. I’ll make my own allowances for myself: I’d rather he’d taken the

  trouble to say I was a bitch. But although he thinks in those terms, he’d never call me that. It doesn’t go with my liking poetry and Sicilian jewellery and English country life. And

  after all, I am Em’s wife: a kind of holy relic. I looked at the letter, crushed up into exactly what it was worth. Em didn’t care about her; probably was bored by and disliked

  her; might even have swung into a violent distaste – so active with him that he would actually have wished her dead . . . But this suddenly frightened me, fitting too easily into my second

  picture of Em – not the majestic migratory bird, but the little figure with mournful eyes – on a platform by himself, in the dock; against the party, the crowd, the law, who hate him

  and do not know why he is here, and he does not hate them but does not know why either. I am the only one who knows, and they cannot hear me, and he won’t understand because he is fixed upon

  the crowd with a kind of reckless grief – indifferent to their judgment. My head has started to ache, and it is raining hard now. The only kind of day that I could have by myself would sound

  like a schoolgirl’s diary. ‘In the morning, head ached – am I in love? In the afternoon bought gramophone records.’ And then some extraordinary little clutch at a cultivated

  comparison: Satie with Seurat; Renoir with Roussel – the self-conscious yardstick of appreciation so pathetically employed by the young; such intellectual bathos in the old. I shall stay in

  bed until I am better, or it is time to go to the party. If I could tell them that simply to know something was only like having keys that will unlock anything but one’s private house, they

  would not write about Satie in their diaries: but Sarah did not even have time to write her name: she just liked colours, and any noise designed to charm her. Remembering her little starting shout

  of laughter is as sharp as Em’s sudden blaze of anger – it seems so extraordinary to be left simply with the anger, and that it should be his . . .
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  Emmanuel




  He left the house with the spurious sensation of freedom that he had come to associate with leaving any place where he had slept. There was no sense of accomplishment –

  no movement in a better direction; simply an opening, with the streets and the daylight before him. His day had been arranged for him by Jimmy and Lillian – on the usual basis of ought and

  not. Lunch with Sol Black and another possible Clemency – early, because he had said that he wanted to work all the afternoon. That meant going to the dreary little top floor room in Shepherd

  Market that Jimmy had hired for him. He had spent a week actually trying to write in it, but had been defeated by its impersonal cosiness – its almost furtive air of artistic information.

  With its divan, its cheap bookshelves packed with the sine qua non of the last thirty years – its postcard reproductions of Etruscan art and its chipped pottery ash trays, it had seemed to

  him the place to be poor and young, silly and serious, and desperately in love. He was sixty-odd; his income bounded precariously ahead of his enormous income tax; he was no longer silly without an

  effort, and hardly at all serious, and he had the greatest difficulty in remembering what it was like to be in love. In fact, the room seemed to underline to him everything that he had lost; and so

  he had used it off and on, but not for writing. Anyway, did he want to write another play? Poor Man’s Friend looked like running here for a year, at least, and the Broadway production

  was assured – it only remained to find a girl for Clemency. Somebody of nineteen – like Betty Field; but there wasn’t anybody like her. The young actresses today couldn’t

  kick up their heels any more – there were no pretty clowns whom you fell in love with while they were laughing at themselves. Nowadays they were all stern and intelligent about it, and talked

  about timing – somehow they’d forgotten their bodies: it was like meeting a kitten who turned out to be a ballet dancer. No good talking like that, and worse to think so: nostalgia was

  a dangerous drug – one developed such toleration to it that even deadly doses failed to stimulate the imagination which ended by living on its own fat with no hunting summer ahead . . .




  He was on a bus – he did not know where he was going – but he bought, as usual, a sixpenny ticket, and allowed himself to be swept, with good-tempered surges and patient moments,

  down Bayswater Road. It was raining quite hard now, and the park looked its worst. Enormous trees, their new green lumpy and sodden; the grass, soured by soot and frost, had no sense of direction,

  and all this endured under a sky both dirty and hopeless. There had been some streaks of blue – Lillian’s favourite colour – when he had looked out of her window earlier. Poor

  Lillian. He wished that he either wanted to write another play, or, at least, didn’t want not to write one. But what on earth was he to do this summer if he didn’t write? His

  inability to think with any hope or confidence so far ahead jolted up more recent events: the last few weeks; last night. Lillian, who might really have had a bad heart attack: Gloria, who might

  really have killed herself: Jimmy, who might easily have lost his head or washed his hands at the unnecessary shock and squalor of the whole business . . . But when he came to himself in all this,

  he was assailed by exactly the pattern of panic that made him have a drink (he’d even got the first drink out of Jimmy by a trick) – such horror of being himself, of consequences

  spreading like ink on to other people that he had to desert, to abandon himself, to go out of his mind which so disgusted him, and become a man who would naturally do such things. He was feeling

  sick again – must get off the bus; must stop drinking; must stop seducing secretaries; must stop upsetting Lillian ... He got off the bus, took a taxi (he always took them if he knew where he

  wanted to go), and went to the theatre to find Jimmy. In the taxi he felt such profound, humble gratitude to Jimmy that he wasn’t at all sure he could bear to meet him. He had had it before

  – several times now – and once when Jimmy had actually been there he had said: ‘I don’t know why you do it. You’re worth six of me.’ And Jimmy had looked at him

  – soft and cynical and said: ‘Yeah, but there aren’t six of you, Emmanuel; thank the Lord for that, whichever way you like to look at it.’




  He found Jimmy with a photographer arguing about stills. They were both leaning with their hands on a large desk over which the glossy plates were strewn. The photographer was sulking, and Jimmy

  was discarding plate after plate with a kind of professional petulance. They both looked up when he came in – the photographer assumed good humour and Jimmy winked. ‘Don’t think

  that you haven’t done a wonderful job, Lionel, in the main, it’s just that, particularly with Miss Cockeral – I’m looking for a different quality; a kind of . .

  .’ he paused with two fingers held an inch and a half apart; ‘you know what I mean?’




  The photographer, let loose like a horse in new pastures, tossed his head, snuffed this meaningless air, and seemed soothed.




  ‘It’s elusive, but if anyone can get it, you can.’ Jimmy began blocking up the plates. He had metaphorically shut the gate and was talking over it – finishing the job.

  ‘Now look, Lionel. She’s filming for the rest of the week as we all know to our cost – she won’t be in the mood to co-operate in the way you need. I’ll talk to

  her, and fix something for next week, and then I know you’ll get some wonderful pictures for me. How’s that? By the way, have you met Mr Joyce?’




  The photographer held out a hand like a fish slice.




  ‘I’ll show him the pictures,’ said Jimmy, still soothing.




  The photographer whinnied, released Emmanuel’s hand, and looked reproachfully at the plates.




  ‘He’ll understand about them being roughs,’ said Jimmy smoothly. ‘Be seeing you, Lionel,’ he added as an afterthought.




  Emmanuel smiled – really with pleasure at being able to see Jimmy so easily: the photographer gave him a yearning, dazzled look, and went.




  ‘He wants to do you, of course.’ Jimmy lit a cigarette. ‘My God. What’s he done to Elspeth though? She’s a nice, sexy girl, and he’s made her look like

  she’s been underground all her life resisting something.’ He shoved the plates into a drawer. ‘You haven’t forgotten your lunch, have you?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Got the key to your room?’




  He began feeling absently in his pockets for the key, but before Jimmy could say, ‘It’s OK, I’ve got the duplicate here,’ he said: ‘I don’t know that I want

  to write another play, Jimmy.’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘”Why not?” That’s not how to do it. I’ve no statement to make.’ He touched the desk – pressed it with his fingers. ‘Out of touch: equal

  proportions of feeling helpless and detached.’




  There was a silence during which he knew exactly what Jimmy was not saying. ‘Have you got Gloria’s home address?’




  ‘She’s still in hospital.’




  ‘I want to see her sister.’ He waited a moment, and then said: ‘I must.’




  When Jimmy had given it to him, he said: ‘You know anything about this girl Sol’s bringing to lunch?’




  ‘Only what Sol said: nothing. She’s had no experience to speak of. Of course Sol says she’s out of this world.’




  ‘I don’t blame her: it’s not a very nice world.’




  ‘You come along with me and get fixed up at the chemist’s.’




  ‘I’ll have to do something, or Sol’ll talk me into engaging her blind. Why can’t you come?’




  ‘I’ve got to tell Annie it’s no go, and there’s a two o’clock call.’




  ‘Annie?’




  ‘You saw her last night. Her voice depressed you.’




  ‘Yes, it did. Didn’t it you?’




  Jimmy looked embarrassed. ‘She’s depressed me in other ways.’ Then he said almost angrily: ‘Pay no regard. I shan’t lose any more sleep over her. She

  wouldn’t be right for Clemency – I always told her that, but she wanted me to get you to see her.’




  ‘Well, I may have to get you to see Sol’s girl. I don’t suppose she’ll be right, either.’




  ‘If we ever find any who is, I’ll fall for her. I love Clemency. Come on; drug store?’




  ‘Chemist,’ said Emmanuel gently. At that moment he loved Jimmy.




  Sol Black, who had chosen the restaurant, met him in the padded draught which was its entrance. After they had stood there for a few minutes exchanging greetings and being hit

  and trampled on by waiters and other clients (they were neither of them large men), Sol indicated a very small, low table jammed in a corner near the bar between two groups of drinkers. Their

  chairs, higher than the table, were wedged behind it, but with some skill Sol levered them into position and they sat – the table rocking, and Emmanuel brushing potato crisps off his knees.

  It was almost dark, but otherwise the general impression was red: the air impregnated with scent, French dressing, and damp suits (it still rained). Sol talked, but it was difficult to hear what he

  said: ice shakers (or bracelets?), women laughing who had no business to do so in public, and the heavy murmur – like distant surf – of men boasting about money, made anything but an

  exchange of platitudes almost impossible. The air-conditioning operated just above Emmanuel’s right ear and he tried to shift himself a fraction towards Sol’s white shining face.




  ‘Of course! You want a drink,’ Sol said instantly: he had a capacity for looking tragic over imaginary shortcomings. ‘Hey! We’ll get one ready for Martha, too.’




  Emmanuel said he didn’t drink at lunch time.




  ‘You don’t say! God! How I admire you people. Sure you won’t break the rule – just this once?’




  ‘Tomato juice.’ His voice sounded useless – it sank into the padded walls anonymously – without a murmur.




  Sol ordered two Bloody Marys and a tomato juice for Mr Joyce, and the waiter moved off like a knight on a chessboard with the order.




  ‘. . . As I was . . . saying – about this girl – Martha – she’s not the usual run – you must believe me. She looks good, of course, not conventional, mind

  you, but is that girl intelligent! She’s read everything! And she really understands your work: she’s said things about it which really made me sit up. Little things, mind you. And you

  know all those Russians? Well, she’s read them! Not just the dialogue – the whole works . . .’ his face glistened, his voice broke: ‘and music,’ he said

  hoarsely, ‘boy! Has she come out the other side of that!’ Their drinks arrived and he waved the bill away.




  ‘Has she done any acting, Sol?’ Emmanuel asked gently.




  ‘Well now you’re asking. Cheers! Yeah, she’s been in Rep: wanted to do it the hard way – she’s cultivated . . .’ He took a deep drink.

  ‘She’s twenty, you know – just a kid really – she couldn’t have done much of anything. I want to bring her in on the top, because I know she’s got what it

  takes – I’m a hard man,’ he added appealingly: ‘Look at me!’ he gazed at Emmanuel with liquid eyes; ‘Broadway, London, Hollywood, I’ve been

  everywhere – they’re all the same to me. You can’t tell me any more about human nature, and if I tell you this girl’s got what the public wants and a great future ahead of

  her – she’s got a great future, period.’




  ‘Have you seen the play, Sol?’




  ‘Took Martha last night. It’s great: she’s wild about it – just crazy about that girl Vlem – Clem . . .’




  ‘All right, stop selling her, Sol. I’d like to see her.’




  ‘Well, now: here she comes!’




  He tried to get up, and Emmanuel clutched the table. A tall girl in a dark blue suit was weaving her way over to them. The skirt was tight, the jacket was loose on her shoulders; her dark brown

  hair was neatly scraped back from her face, which was big and well proportioned. Sol introduced her; everybody smiled, and she sat down on a third chair which seemed to grow up out of the floor.

  She was wearing a white shirt, very open at the neck, and as she sat down Emmanuel realized that she had the most beautiful breasts that he’d ever seen in his life. This made him laugh aloud

  which he seldom did: the others looked at him enquiringly, but at that moment, the head waiter, a man with a diabolic expression and shoulders like a grand piano, loomed over them and laid a menu

  about twice the size of the small table upon it. They protected their drinks like guilty secrets between knees numb with cramp and screwed their eyes in the appropriate directions. The menu was in

  mauve handwriting hectographed on to rough grey paper; it was written in food French, and Emmanuel couldn’t be bothered with it. He watched the others: Sol expansive, generous –

  struggling with greed and his waistline; the girl – Martha Curling she was called – trying to choose what was expected of her; the head waiter whose features had settled to an

  untrustworthy co-operation – and then back to Miss Curling’s breasts. He had never seen anything like them – he wanted to congratulate her, to laugh again – to celebrate

  such a delightful phenomenon. He ordered oysters in their honour, and tried to take a more general interest in the proceedings.




  ‘. . . you dig your knife in and all the butter runs out,’ Sol was saying.




  The girl was fingering one of the buttons that were not done up on her shirt: she had large irresponsible hands, and Emmanuel wished she’d take them away; ‘but then I suppose she has

  to eat with them,’ he thought.




  ‘Is it a Russian dish?’ she was asking him: ‘I mean, Kiev?’ she added intelligently. Emmanuel smiled charmingly at her and didn’t reply: he never answered a

  question that bored him. She decided to leave the button alone, and have steak. The waiter went, and Emmanuel realized that unpleasant though he was, he nevertheless created an area of calm.




  Eventually they were herded to a table which was not unlike a roundabout on the Great West Road, only smaller, and unless they actually sat on the table, much less safe. It was a good table

  anyway, said Sol, with satisfaction. He loved people, but they made him sweat – and already he had exerted himself until he looked like a melting candle. They all had lunch: but the girl had

  a kind of inert self-confidence that Emmanuel found dispiriting. She tried to fix him with her large pale blue eyes, which seemed somehow to reflect great wastes of her character: she worked her

  way perseveringly through his career – comparing his plays with one another – broadcasting her innocuous opinions like weed killer on a well kept lawn, with Sol behind her rolling the

  mixture in. Emmanuel ate his oysters and tried not to feel predatory or exasperated. The other two drank a wine foisted on them with expert contempt by the wine waiter: the girl unfortunately added

  bravado to her repertoire and Sol gleamed phosphorescently in the gloom. She was practically asking for the job now, and Sol was heading her off – he had finesse if you looked at things large

  enough – by asking about Lillian and Jimmy.
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