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  FOREWORD





  For a writer such as my father, death can be a great inconvenience. The inconsiderate rush of illness cut short not just his life, but also his work, leaving unfinished novels

  and stories, as well as tantalizing notes and ideas for other books. Until the end both he and we continued to hope for recovery and second chances, understandably avoiding darker possibilities and

  promoting optimism as far as any of us could. Even when recognition of my father’s decline was difficult to ignore, in the last breaths of the autumn of 2000, the subject of death itself was

  never mentioned. And there was certainly no room, in those sad, awful, devastating days, for any thoughts about what might happen after – after the death of Malcolm Bradbury, husband, father

  and beloved friend, of Sir Malcolm Bradbury, the writer. My father often wrote and joked about the Death of the Author, but reserved judgement on how it might one day apply more directly to

  himself.




  After the day that changed everything, and after a small funeral for family and close friends, and then a large public service that filled Norwich Cathedral, a number of ideas circulated about

  how my father’s achievements and writing might be honoured. There were suggestions of anthologies and books of tribute, prizes in his name and other grand gestures. Still buried in grief and

  missing him desperately, none of these ideas seemed appropriate to us. Nor did there seem any need to rush into something that might come to seem, when our thoughts were clearer, inappropriate or

  out of keeping.




  Only much later, some years in fact, could we really begin to think as a family about how my father might have wanted his life and work to be commemorated beyond a headstone and memorial day. To

  begin with, we supported the creation of a scholarship fund in his memory for students attending the creative-writing course at the University of East Anglia, the course my father and Angus Wilson

  famously co-founded in 1970, with Ian McEwan their first pupil. My father, as anyone who ever met him will know, had devoted an extraordinary amount of time and love not just to this course but to

  encouraging new writers more generally. No doubt this cost him a novel of his own, or more, but in its way it helped to feed a passion for storytelling that went far beyond his own work. With the

  valued and much appreciated efforts of Jeremy Hardie, Johnny Rich and others, as well as the support of many of my father’s friends and contemporaries, the Malcolm Bradbury Memorial Trust is

  now able to continue to assist, in some small way, a younger generation of storytellers.




  At the same time, I turned to the unfinished work and uncollected stories that lay in my father’s study. Looking through his papers and archives, I began to find the notes and clues which

  led to this book. There were sad teases and lost temptations: an idea for a novel on Cold War spies in the genteel world of academia, Bloodstains on the Bushes; a handbook on creative

  writing; a compilation of short stories; a book on the fiction of the fifties, and so on.




  There was also a fragment of the novel my father was working on at the time of his death. This story of Chateaubriand was a frustrating suggestion of what might have been, littered – in

  hindsight – with bitter ironies. Liar’s Landscape was, after all, a letter from beyond the tomb (‘What is written lives far longer than we do – or so we would like to

  think,’ its narrator tells us. ‘Words persist: revised, recycled, reprinted, rewritten, they go on forever.’) Frustrating though it was to read, especially knowing the history of

  the months in which it was written, it was also fascinating, and clearly suggested the direction of my father’s work following the success of its predecessor, To the Hermitage.




  There were other plans and sketches – notes of intent. My father had started work on another book, based on an unmade ‘television novel’, Furling the Flag, about the

  British handover of Hong Kong. This original script, written in the late nineties, had much in common with my father’s other television novels of the late eighties and early nineties. His

  frustration at not seeing the script filmed had transformed, over time, into the desire to rewrite the tale as a comic novella. Again, all that existed was a fragment. The intention to publish was

  there but, to avoid further frustration, it seemed that publishing the script alongside offered a way to air the full story, a story that my father thought of fondly and one that is vintage

  Bradbury in its lightest form – a foil, perhaps, for the more earnest voyage begun in Liar’s Landscape.




  Added to that were a number of recent and uncollected short stories, again illustrating different sides of the writer’s personality: the comic follies of Convergence and The

  Recent Adventures of Robinson Crusoe from recent years contrasting with the youthful seriousness of The Waiting Game and A Week Or So In Rome from the fifties. Alongside, there

  were brief notes for an autobiographical book called Time-Pieces, a loose collection of sketches and episodes from my father’s life. Sadly – again – only a few pages

  existed. It then made sense to gather up the more intimate pieces of my father’s more recent journalism, in which his newspaper style became relaxed and easy, the voice so recognizably his. A

  number of more personal compositions from his book Unsent Letters, now out of print, also sit well alongside them. These are pieces set apart from his essays and criticism (which I feel

  belong in another place) that reveal his personal landscape and concerns; brief pages in which I can hear my father’s voice and see his face, as though sitting down again for a weekend lunch

  in one of his best-loved pubs – favourite times when as his family we had him to ourselves.




  This book, then, evolved from clues from my father’s desk. (And the knowledge that my father himself would never want his work wasted: perhaps because he spent so much time teaching,

  travelling and lecturing rather than at his typewriter or keyboard, his own writing was precious to him. An unpublished short story from the fifties might be rewritten thirty years later to appear

  in Unsent Letters or an anthology. This was not laziness – my father was, after all, a notorious workaholic – but a healthy respect and fondness for the stories themselves.)

  Assembled over time, with love and regret, I wish I could ask Malcolm Bradbury, father and writer, if this compilation feels right to him. As it is, any errors of judgement or omissions in the

  selection of the material are mine. We have, however, kept any editing of the text itself to a minimum and respected my father’s own voice throughout. This is, after all, his book, one which

  slowly evolved into a collection which explores the art, craft and life of the writer and commemorates the work and passions of someone who lived a storyteller’s existence to the full.




  My father had too many ideas to realize, not enough time to get them from the endless pages of his writer’s mind to the foolscap of reality. Thoughts and themes swirled in his imagination,

  I know, until the end. On his last day my father dreamt of walking through a small French village, streets once walked by Chateaubriand perhaps, and no doubt stopping at a café here or

  there. One day I hope to find him there and settle down for lunch with a very fine bottle of wine. I hope he will forgive my mistakes, made in love.




  Dominic Bradbury


  

 


     

  




  MACCLESFIELD, 1940




  ON A HOT SUMMER DAY, very close to the beginning of the Second World War, my father ferried me right across London to Euston Station, where he

  handed me over to the care of the guard of a train going north to Macclesfield. My first dated memories are all of the War, which started four days before my seventh birthday. Everything that lies

  before that stays vague, or at any rate timeless and dateless: the thirties. The thirties, in the general record, are the Age of the Depression, but that is not really how I remember them. For me,

  or my family, they were the age of Metroland, the era of suburban London, the time of the clerks. My own father was a clerk, who worked for the London and North Eastern Railway, and had moved down

  from the North – Manchester, Sheffield – to take a job in London. He worked at Liverpool Street Station, then a steam-filled, glass-framed train shed with a striking clock tower over

  its portico, and to my mind the finest gentlemen’s lavatories in the world. His office, high in a neo-Gothic block that has only just lately been demolished, looked out through smut-grimed

  windows at the array of platforms below. They showed a daily scene of extraordinary human movement. Bankers and stockbrokers and businessmen, with briefcases, pipes and umbrellas, came out of the

  Great Eastern Hotel to take their seats in the dining cars of the evening trains. Clerks with watch chains across their suits, typists in slim thin dresses, hurried into the cramped third-class

  compartments of the smoky commuter trains.




  In summer, steaming excursion trains stood in platform after platform, headed for Clacton-on-Sea and Southend, Great Yarmouth and the North Norfolk Coast. These were places romanticized on the

  billboards and on the elegant carriage panels that decorated every train compartment, which my father commissioned and had had designed. They crowded with summer holidaymakers, in pullovers and

  sandals, wool cardigans and floral dresses, carrying mock-leather brown suitcases and fishnets in their hands; the thirties was the age of the excursion and the claims of the great outdoors.

  ‘Harwich–Hook of Holland,’ said the exciting signs for the Continental services, the boat trains, surrounded by advertisements for the glowing bulbfields of Holland and the

  ancient pleasures of the city of Bruges, which, again, my father had had designed. Then, sometime in the thirties, in this booming railway age, he moved over to King’s Cross, where he became

  ‘Head of General Section’, looking after advertising, design, the planning of stations on the East Coast lines, including many of the stations on the long, slow line out to Norwich

  – the place where I now happen to live.




  Nowadays the clerks in the City lived not so much in Essex but out toward the West, where the great new suburban estates were going up, as the Metropolitan and the Piccadilly tube lines pushed

  ever further out, into Middlesex and toward the wooded countryside. They rode home in the evening on the red and white tube trains, through the dark underground tunnels, then out into the bright

  open air. Out past Harrow-on-the-Hill, where the large Edwardian villas stood in shrub-filled gardens beneath the church spire high up on the peak, everything suddenly grew newer and neater. The

  houses were smaller and squatter, the streets more schematic and easier to understand. The new brick and tile tube stations were designed in modernist style, with blue and white lettering by Edward

  Johnston. Around them the new conurbations grew, tract after tract of houses designed by the same builder, with stained-glass door panels, small tidy gardens, shops near to hand. In the year of my

  birth my father and mother bought their first house, new, ‘labour-saving’, builder-fresh, at Rayner’s Lane. ‘A Masterpiece of Efficiency, a Freehold Three-bed House for

  £595,’ says the advertisement of the builders, Nash’s, which I still have, ‘Why pay the landlord?’ Why, indeed, when you could have a brand new house in a neat row of

  four, a mortgage, a long garden of your own, still to be dug, a neat simple kitchen, an easy walk to the shops and a school for the children. The shops on the main street, just as new, were filled

  with mythological names: Dolcis and Saxone, Home and Colonial, Sainsbury’s, and an elegant new Odeon in the art deco style. Rayner’s Lane was neither city nor country, but something of

  neither and a little bit of both. Returning there today, you find it still keeps its unitary character, its Thirties wholeness, its houses all of a piece (then they were, and looked, modern; now,

  the modern having moved relentlessly on, they are simply ‘Tudorbethan’), even though the clerks have long gone, and the houses, heavily remodelled in the DIY boom of the eighties, now

  house Asian families and craftsmen and workers from Heathrow Airport, not so far away and getting ever nearer. The men commuted each day to their jobs in the City, the wives stayed at home and

  shopped and reared their children; everything was clean and neat and new and safe, and very modern. There were weekly trips to the cinema, occasional visits to the London shows, and then in summer

  the holidays: at Broadstairs, Mine-head, or Mr Billy Butlin’s new chalet holiday camps at Clacton and Skegness-on-Sea, where the air was so bracing.




  The thirties stopped short on 3 September 1939, the day, a Sunday, when the families all sat round their Bakelite radios, and the Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, announced that all

  negotiations with Mr Hitler had failed, and Britain was now at war with Germany. Soon afterwards, right across London, the air-raid sirens wailed in a test-sounding that marked the collapse of an

  age. This is my first date-fixed memory, and it is the memory of a feeling, of incomprehension and fear. The safe world was not safe any longer, and I realized, with all the terror of childhood,

  that the adults who ordered and controlled the world were no longer in control, and could do nothing at all to change or prevent whatever was now about to happen. To the houses in the long neat

  streets, corrugated iron air-raid shelters were delivered; my father, who had proudly planted his garden with standard roses, now planted this fragile defence in the rose bed. Ration books and gas

  masks were issued, and my father made a neat plywood box to carry his with him to work every day. We were all given identity cards, and numbers; mine was BIBR 41 3. At school, Roxbourne

  Infants’ School, we practised doing lessons in the new brick and concrete shelters in the playground, looking piglike with our gas masks on, trying to listen in a stink of rubber and urine.

  Silver-grey barrage balloons rose up over the red-tiled rooftops; we were near to the military aerodrome at Northolt. Then there were dogfights low over the houses, and the night-time raids began.

  I would lie in bed in terror as the sirens sounded, and then my father would come and collect me, and, ignoring the inefficient tin shelter, huddle us together, myself, my mother and younger

  brother, under the stairs until the all-clear came. In the morning we went to school, through streets filled with shrapnel and new war damage; one of Mr Nash’s houses now obliterated by a

  landmine, or a house roof still burning from an incendiary bomb.




  When the school summer holidays came, the War was already looking worse, and London under threat. My parents decided to send me to Macclesfield, the town on the Cheshire edge of the Pennines

  where my father had grown up, and where my grandparents lived. I had been there before, briefly, with my parents, but now, for the summer, I would go there alone. My mother packed a case. My

  father, with his black homburg hat, his leather briefcase, his gas mask in its plywood box, took me on the tube into central London, a shattered, shaken London, many of its buildings already

  battered, sandbags stacked in front of all the windows and doorways. The windows on the shaking tube train had been covered in sticky paper, the light bulbs removed or replaced by small blue lamps.

  We came to a crowded Euston Station, where the troop-packed wartime trains, large white numbers on their smokeboxes, stood. My father tied a luggage label to my lapel, found a train guard and, one

  railwayman to another, tipped him and asked him to see me safe off the train at my destination. Then he found me a seat, shook my hand, and, in his homburg, with his gas mask, he hurried off to

  work. I sat in the crowded compartment, waiting for the train to move, and wondered what would happen to me now.




  I DIDN’T WANT TO go to Macclesfield. I simply wanted to stay with my family, in the place I trusted, with the people I trusted; I didn’t

  want to go north. And I didn’t want to be with my grandparents; my grandparents, waiting at the other end, were not modern, and I was almost as afraid of them as I was of the War itself. They

  came, it seemed to me then, and still, out of a nineteenth century that had somehow never ended – or rather, since the idea of the turning of centuries and the shifting of values wasn’t

  then clear to me, they came from an eternal and timeless past that was nothing like my present. I knew them a little – I had visited them briefly before, and they had come to stay with us in

  Rayner’s Lane – and found them severe. They belonged to a world of rules and strict behaviour, a time when children had to be seen and not heard. They were my father’s parents,

  and I now suspect that my mother, who had lived with them for a short time at the beginning of the marriage, had not got on with them at all. In our pleasant small family, such things were never

  said, but they could be sensed. Both of them were formidable, square, and somehow black. My grandfather was chapel, a builder’s foreman and, as I later learned, a very fine craftsman; he was

  a Methodist lay preacher and a man of strict and clear principles. He wore – always, it seemed – a thick black suit, a white shirt with a loose high collar, a black silk cravat held

  with a tiepin, and a large grey-white moustache that matched his shock of grey-white hair. A silver wind-up hunter watch hung, audibly ticking, in his waistcoat pocket, with a stone on the fob that

  hung on the other side of his chest. He was also a great handyman, always at work on something: a writing desk, a bookcase, a chair. My grandmother was small and squat, with grey hair in a tight

  bun; she wore high-necked floral blouses and a black skirt that reached from high above her waist to her ankles, sweeping along the ground. Over this she generally wore a black coatjacket, and,

  even in the house, a vast domed black straw hat, with a big buckle decoration on the front. She suffered from ailments, used smelling salts, took a great deal of patent medicine, and rested

  frequently, when she was not to be disturbed, even by the noise of play. Indeed the Victorian horsehair sofa seemed to have been invented exactly for her needs.




  At this time, and predictably enough, I was not interested in the past. In fact I was disturbed by it; it seemed to me oppressive, threatening – perhaps, I now think, because my father was

  so obviously in escape from it, leaving his own past behind for new opportunities, a career, modern times. It was not a good feeling to be going northwards, backwards, and I blamed this on Hitler

  and the Germans, just as I blamed all pain and evil on them too. The train moved on toward them, stopping frequently, at stations where, to confuse the Germans when they landed, most of the signs

  had been removed – bleak, urban, shuttered, shattered places, all bathed in the uneasy half-silence of wartime, when so many were away at the fronts. Even in the general gloom of wartime, the

  greater gloom of the North – with its unrolling trackside factories, camouflaged in dun and grey against the bombing, the long unbroken terraced streets of workers’ houses, the little

  yards with their outside lavatories – was plain. There were the vast dirty marshalling yards and train sheds of Crewe, the bottle-shaped potbanks of Stoke-on-Trent and the Potteries. The long

  journey confused me, made me anxious; I sat in the crowded compartment, with soldiers and wartime travellers, and had no idea where I was or when it would end. At some unmarked station the train

  stopped, started, then stopped again. A railwayman from off the platform came along the corridor; the guard had forgotten me, but some station foreman who knew my father (he had worked at this

  station once) was waiting, and he found me and collected me off the train. I got out on to the platform and into a Macclesfield smell – the smell of coke from the steaming, stinking gasworks,

  near to the line.




  An aunt, Auntie Laura, in steel-framed glasses, was waiting for me, in the station waiting room. She took me by the hand and led me through the town. There, across the market square, was the

  blackened stone parish church, and leading up to it the 108 Steps, which someone my father knew had driven up in the first car to arrive in Macclesfield, before the previous war. We went through

  the great arches of the railway bridges, and walked past the great glass-windowed emporium of Arighi Bianci’s, the Macclesfield furniture store, which provided the contents for most of the

  houses in the town. Everywhere there was the sound of clacking looms; Macclesfield, a town of silk mills, was busy in the War, making parachutes for the air force, and the mills were busier than

  they had been for a long time. There were the stained brown waters of the River Bollin, smelling of industrial waste. We walked through cobbled streets, past millworkers’ cottages in long

  rows. Many were three-storeyed, with a long row of upstairs windows, meaning that home weaving went on there. My aunt, whom I liked, was elderly; she lived in a backstreet near my grandparents,

  with another aunt, Auntie Louie; neither was really my aunt. We turned up Hurdsfield Road, a steep cobbled climb up past Brocklehurst’s Mill, one of the biggest in Macclesfield, a great

  industrial monument from the Victorian age. Horse-drawn drays came out of its yards, and girls in snoods sat or stood on the steps. Hurdsfield Road went up to the Pennines; halfway up it was the

  tower of Hurdsfield church. Just below it, opposite the little general shop with the Hovis sign and the Rising Sun pub, in a terrace with raised steps and railings, was No. 191, the small,

  stone-fronted house in which my grandparents lived.




  

 


     

  




  ROYAL TRAIN




  MY FATHER really loved trains. Railways, for him, were the iron bonds of civilization, tying the whole world together, creating wonders of

  mechanical engineering, raising up cathedral-like monuments called stations.




  Each winter he sat down ritually in his armchair and read the obscure, long-columned pages of Cook’s Continental Railway Timetable: an orange-coloured paperback, as I remember,

  entirely filled with numbers. He was devising remarkable rail journeys through the wonders of Europe, a continent he only knew by its railbeds. Thus if – let’s say – you took the

  railway ferry to the Hook of Holland, picked up the sleeper express from Zeebrugge to Milan and then, just after midnight, with a clear ten minutes to spare, changed trains in Zurich (Hauptbahnhof

  of course), you could board the schnellzug from Barcelona to Vienna. By disembarking at Salzburg, you could be among the bierkellers of Munich by the middle of next morning – which left

  plenty of time to pick up the slow train to Nice.




  There were some serious problems in turning this from winter dream to summer actuality. One was the unsupportive attitude of my mother. Another, rather more serious, was the outbreak of the

  Second World War. He could divert the first, but not the second. With hostilities declared, battlelines drawn, frontiers closed, stations bombed flat, marshalling yards torched, tracks used to move

  troops, tanks and material, his winter planning grew more difficult, rather more idealized, as it were. Yet he was never deterred. There was, after all, the British railway system itself: the

  first, the best, and – before the horrific advent of axeman Dr Beeching – probably the most rambling in the world.




  As a result, my own growing up was illuminated by a series of zigzag railway journeys, perfectly educational in intent, totally surreal in character. The unlit and window-netted passenger trains

  we travelled in were regularly shunted into sidings for the sinister duration of an air raid, or to allow troop-trains and wagonloads of tanks or jeeps to trundle by. We must have made a strange

  little quartet – my father with timetables and railway privilege tickets in hand, my unwilling mother, my squally younger brother, my schoolcapped self, all carrying our gas masks – as

  we circulated mysteriously around wartime Britain.




  But, despite Hitler, circulate we did. Up the East Coast line to Edinburgh, over the Forth Bridge (several times), over to Glasgow, on to the camouflaged Clyde steamers, which belonged to the

  railways, up to Loch Lomond, which was partly netted against, I believe, flying boats. Down the West Coast line, perhaps popping over to Rhyl and Holyhead on the way. East to the mined beaches of

  Skegness and Mablethorpe; they simply had to be seen. South through the old kingdom of King Brunel, to Exeter, Penzance, and Land’s End, where the next train beyond here ran from Boston to

  New York. Everywhere he talked to stationmasters, signalmen, engine drivers, booking clerks, guards, in the great brotherhood of the rails.




  Yes, my father did love trains. He loved, of course, the great ones: the Orient Express, the Mozart Express, the Blue Train. And we did travel on them finally, after hostilities ended and

  Continental timetables resumed, despite bombed stations, closed frontiers, visa problems, travel restrictions and ration books. But he no less loved the little ones: the unsung plodding stoppers on

  the most obscure of branch lines. He loved the great locomotives: Mallard, Sir Nigel Gresley, the long-pistoned French monsters you found fuming at the Gare de Lyon. But he cared just

  as much for the saddle tanks, the grimy pit engines that nobody bothered about at all.




  He loved the great luxury coaches, the pink-lamped Pullmans and the grand wagons-lits. But he took equal pleasure in non-corridor third-class coaches with moquette seats and gas mantles. Though

  he could never afford to stay there, he also loved the great station hotels: the Great Eastern at Liverpool Street (where he worked), the North British, Gleneagles. He equally loved those little B

  & Bs kept by some signalman’s wife three streets back from the seafront, where, with our cardboard suitcases and gas masks, we usually ended up. And he would surely have loved the

  Royal Scotsman. Or that is what I told myself, when I decided – in grateful and nostalgic memory of those ancient journeys which I now know he devised to provoke our childhood wonder

  – to take a tour on board it in his homage.




  NOW THE Royal Scotsman, in case you don’t know it, is a dream of a train. In fact it is just the sort of dream my father might well have dreamt when, changing at Crewe at two in the

  morning, he found the Holyhead train unaccountably delayed, the waiting and refreshment rooms surprisingly closed, and we slept on a station bench till the dawn rose and the signals on the platform

  began clanging again. The Royal Scotsman is a classic of nostalgia, a museum of the iron-horse age, a loving restoration, in fact a kind of royal train for the unroyal. Its chief journeys

  are in the Scottish Highlands – which in my father’s imagination was ideal railway land. And it begins and ends its five-day tours at Edinburgh Waverley, the railway station he most

  loved.




  Our homage started, appropriately enough, at the Balmoral Hotel on Princes Street. In our day of political uncorrectness, fifty years ago, it was called the North British, and was one of the

  great railway hotels. Then you could enter it by a subtle entrance from the station itself: go up in the lift and into its grand public rooms, where the grouse-shooters gathered and the kilts

  swung. We could not afford to stay there, of course, but we did run to an indulgent tea and scones in the lounge. Its noble rooms look out over Princes Street, where in the drizzle the clowns are

  already gathering for the Festival, and across to the rock and castle. You can also glance down to the glass-roofed train shed of Waverley, its raison d’être – though the subtle

  entrance from the platforms is now blocked.




  And the lounge of those tea and scones is where, next day, the new aficionados gather: us dedicated takers of the train. It seems we’re mostly well-dressed Americans, though there’s

  a definite Scandinavian or German or two, and a number of British nostalgists like myself. The departure of the Royal Scotsman is evidently an Edinburgh occasion, like Burns Night or the one

  o’clock gun. Down in the station, bagpipers wait to groan us aboard the long row of maroon-liveried, fresh-painted, gleaming carriages, while the kilted train crew is resplendently out,

  holding silver platters of champagne. And then we are away, into the dark gullet of the Waverley Tunnel, and out into the light.




  The Royal Scotsman is, we find, a mobile grand hotel. It has a solid nine-carriage rake, its cars richly converted from various classic rolling stock. It boasts an observation car,

  complete with a back iron balcony for any presidential speeches you might be called on to make. There are two soft-cushioned dining and recreation cars, named Raven and Victory, one

  of them being formerly the Chief Manager’s coach for my father’s company, the LNER. Most of the remainder are dedicated sleeping cars – for every cabin is a fully-fledged hotel

  room, with real beds, desk lamps, grand mahogany walls. Only one tiny but niggling thing disappoints me. At one time this grand apparition was pulled by steam. Now problems of power generation and

  railway management mean it is pulled by a grosser diesel.




  Otherwise, everything is indulgence. The comforts and meals would have astounded and bewildered my father. From the couches of its observation car, Lothian looks oddly different already. There

  is small sign of Irvine Welsh, and none at all of James Kelman, as a spectral Glasgow disappears off to the south. Even the persistent drizzle looks like a special effect. Soon we are off up the

  Clyde, and heading for the great, folkloric West Highland line.




  Up by Garloch, up by Loch Long. I can remember this ascent. My father brought us along this route in darker times, when the lochs were filled with warships and gathering convoys, and Clydebank

  clanged to the sound of wartime production. Now everything seems austerely quiet and peaceful, clean and conifered, like so much of modern non-urban Scotland. Up past Arrochar and Ardlui, with a

  long, glinting and now unnetted Loch Lomond coming up through the conifers on the right before we reach the tops.




  There, at Crianlarich, we shunt off the West Highland line, that classic route that goes onward to Fort William and Mallaig. For we’re heading toward Oban, by an even quieter line. At

  Dalmally station we halt, and the second arm of our tour appears: this is the supporting Royal Scotsman charabanc, which is taking us to Inverawe Smokehouse, on Loch Etive. We descend to see

  salmon being cured and smoked; a glass of wine is put into our hands. There’s another of the same waiting for us on the platform as we rejoin the maroon composition in the yard at Taynuilt

  station, just short of Oban, where the long train is quietly stabling for the night.




  NEXT MORNING, even while we eat a kippery Scots breakfast, the train has already started to retrace its route. For each day of the tour is dedicated to

  a different segment of the railway system. This time we’re heading for the Central Highlands, via Stirling and Perth (another bus tour here, for us to hear, from an excellent guide, a little

  of that mixture of strange fact, romantic fiction and cultural resentment that in Scotland is called history). By Birnam Wood, on by Blair Atholl, we ride on quiet lines to the Cairngorms, and so

  to Speyside.




  Here our train is to stable at Boat of Garten, which has its own private railway: the Strathspey Railway, running between here and Aviemore, and soon beyond to Grantown, for more track is being

  laid. Our splendid maroon confection sits in the depot, among restored or still neglected locomotives and coaches that would have filled my father with painful delight. Goods engines and saddle

  tanks. A carriage from the Flying Scotsman, even a perky Thomas the Tank Engine. A railway museum, a ripe wonderful smell of steam.




  By now, the distinctive culture that is Walter Scott’s Romantic Revival Scotland has begun to make its claims. Today we’ve been to Ballidalloch Castle, at the join of the Spey and

  the Avon, one of those splendid, towered castles where John Brown romanticism has been wisely rescued by sensible commercial rationality. The estate can claim to be the source of the Aberdeen

  Angus, but has other claims to attention. Like most Scots families, the Macpherson-Grants have striking forebears. One governed Florida at an ill time, the era of the American Revolution; another,

  when secretary of legation in Lisbon, acquired a mysterious collection of Spanish Masters. Neglected as inauthentic for many years, they have now been found genuine, but still surprisingly adorn

  the castle walls.




  AFTERNOON, and we’re heading north again, across the Great Glen, via the Firth of Inverness, to take another very important leg in the great

  Scottish railway tour. For, through the Northwest Highlands, runs another treasure of a line – from Dingwall, via Garve, beneath Ben Wyvis and the Luib Summit, through Achnasheen to Kyle of

  Lochalsh. Strategic during the War, it is idling rather now. It has not quite had the fame or attention of the Fort William–Mallaig route, but has been under a similar threat of closure. And

  that would be a tragedy, since it runs through some of the most impressive of Highland landscapes – ancient mountains, clearance lands (meaning shortage of passengers), rough-managed great

  shooting estates, open wooded slopes and moors, finger lochs.




  At last it descends, by way of Loch Carron and picturesque Plockton, with their warmed-up microclimates, to Kyle of Lochalsh, the fine little port to Skye. I have been here before – fifty

  years back – and I would not say it has changed very much, except for that exorbitant if elegant toll bridge that now soars over the sea to Skye. It has dulled the port, quietened the water

  traffic, broken a frontier, and opened the island to coaches (possibly those high tolls are some pathetic attempt at control). At any rate, our train takes its place on the ferry pier, next to a

  moored tall ship. Skye lies moody over the water; our festive dinner this night is wreathed in drizzled Scots mist.




  Skye is always moody, and the mood was on it next day too: low mist, hiding the Cuillin peaks and skylines, keeping the light and the shade flickering over the moors and the waters below. We

  charabanc there too, round the watery island, and so touch the furthest point of our tour. For now our journey begins somewhat to retrace itself – back up Loch Carron, over the Northwest

  Highlands, where the sun’s now beginning to come back over the heathered moorlands and bring out the singing birds.




  WE STABLE this last night at Keith, inland from the Moray Firth. There’s a final dinner in penguin suits, a rapid exchange of addresses. For next

  morning we’re rattling south down the route everyone knows: through Aberdeen, over the Tay Bridge at Dundee, past the tragic stumps of the old bridge McGonegal made so famous. They’re

  still trying to restore the rusted iron tubes that hold up the Forth Bridge, so mysteriously neglected during the final days of British Rail rule, before they finally pulled down their little lion

  flag.




  For my father this was the greatest of all the railway engineering triumphs. That’s why as kids we crossed it so often, for he would take endless excursion tickets over to Burntisland to

  experience and re-experience the strange ironwork thrill. From the back of an open observation car, it’s magnificent, its rusting stanchions soaring, its one-track railbed rattling

  dangerously, the waters of the Forth greyly washing below.




  And then . . . we’re back into Edinburgh Waverley. Black Great Northern 125s with BLT menus, flashy red and white Virgins, cheeky little Sprinters everywhere. Backpackers pouring in for

  the Festival. Our train buffs descend, say their farewells and disappear among the backpackers, carrying their flight coupons to Florida or their tickets for the Festival fringe.




  The homage is over. At home there’s a full answerphone to see to, and rewrites for the next Inspector Morse. That’s all it was, indulgence, but I’ve loved it. And in all

  honesty I think my father just might have loved it too.




  

 


     

  




  DRACULA COUNTRY




  FOR ME THERE’S something moving in the story of Fred Offiler, the Nottingham greengrocer who went on holiday seventy-five years ago to the

  Lincolnshire resort of Mablethorpe, and has returned two or three times a year ever since. Now ninety-five and a widower, he still goes. The local council have made him a presentation in

  recognition.




  Fred’s loyalty seems almost foreign to our age of mass international tourism. Now the options are massive, the packages many, the general idea to go each year to a fresh, more exotic

  destination. Yet, for several generations, a holiday in the same English resort was for most ordinary people the familiar rule.




  Each city had its destinations. Nottingham went to Skegness or Mablethorpe (‘Nottingham by the sea’). Leicester went to Great Yarmouth, Rochdale and the Lancashire mill towns to

  Blackpool. Sheffield, Leeds and Bradford went to the Yorkshire coast: Scarborough if you could afford it, Filey or Bridlington if not.




  When I was a child, I went to them all. My father organized the excursion trains that, through the summer, brought the visitors in. You could go by charabanc, car if you had one. But the

  railways made the resorts function, and the visitor’s first memory was generally of the seagulls screaming over the station forecourt as you looked around for the sea.




  Today the historical posters (‘Skegness Is So Bracing’) and the seafront boarding houses, many filled with benefit claimants, mark what’s left of a once dense, very English

  holiday culture. It bred summer colds, friendships, holiday love affairs, and many loyal visitors who came back to the same boarding house in the same week, year after year.




  The Beeching cuts did these places terrible harm, and the temptations of modern tourism and amazing travel offers mean it makes sense for the British to flee the country in summer, when the rain

  is likely to pour and a Siberian wind blows in down the east coast. The result is that the resorts that were founded in the nineteenth century and boomed with the growth of mass holidays have

  suffered a long slow decline.




  Now Hotels de Paris sit half-empty over the harbours. Piers never see any of the steamers they were built for. Bandstands covered in graffiti lack their musicians. Skateboarders occupy the

  concrete promenades that were built – of course – for promenading, taking a stroll, looking at the girls or boys. Day trippers rather than regular boarders crowd the streets.




  Yet the reasons for the existence of these resorts – the sweeping bays and rock pools, the fishing sheds and fish-and-chip shops, the dancehalls, the amusement arcades and cliff funiculars

  – are still to be found. And I confess to a special fondness for the many English resorts that are a bit off the beaten track and a bit out of favour.




  Around the start of the 1960s, I visited many of the resorts along the Yorkshire–Lincolnshire coast. I went in the middle of winter, teaching adult evening classes. I worked in the evening

  in the local library, stayed in a boarding house. Resorts in winter reveal their secrets: bedrooms that stay eternally unheated, wardrobes with doors that can never shut, drained swimming pools

  revealing a serious need of re-tiling.




  We kept our cottage in the Yorkshire Wolds, and I returned each summer to write there. But the attractions were greater. I have always loved to go back to the coastal resorts, from Hornsea and

  Withernsea, down by the disintegrating Spurn Head, to the tiny fishing villages of Staithes and Runswick in the north.




  Scarborough, which can boast Alan Ayckbourn and a massive conference trade, needs no recommendation. But to appreciate many of the other places along this coast, it helps to have a touch of

  nostalgia. They are redolent with old holidays, past ways of doing things. It’s not difficult to recall the spirit of the boarding houses that took in vast extended families, and turned them

  out between breakfast and supper rain and shine; or the large cavernous hostels that did group weekends for mechanics’ institutes and cycling clubs.




  I love these places: Hornsea with its dark mere, Bridlington with its Georgian square round the fine parish church, Filey with its brig and the best fish and chips in the universe. Midweek in

  early summer, before the school holidays start, is the best time: water, wind, fish, chips, antiques, bygones, curios, fishing nets, sand in the shoes, crying children, nothing smart,

  celebrity-obsessed or designer-led at all.




  But the finest places lie further north, toward Dracula Country, where the great North Yorkshire moors cut off the coast from the inland world. Here are strange places: Raven-scar, where the

  remains of some once ambitious holiday resort scheme survive like an old monastery on the lonely clifftops, and Robin Hood’s Bay, where, sensibly avoiding the windswept tops, the cottages

  huddle dangerously under the cliff on the sea’s edge.




  A little further is Whitby, where, according to Bram Stoker’s novel, Count Dracula of Transylvania came ashore as a dog during a remarkable storm. Writing in the 1890s, Stoker picked his

  location perfectly. Whitby is the heartland of Victorian Gothic. The box pews still rattle in the clifftop parish church during every storm. The graveyard is filled with those lost at sea, some no

  doubt with a stake through the heart.




  Down by the harbour you can buy Whitby jet, Victorian mourning jewellery. Old photographs of the ancient whaling and fishing port show grim seafarers, and whale tusks still form a portico on the

  very top of the cliff, where Captain Cook looked out before he sailed.




  I have returned to Whitby year after year. In the days when I taught my evening classes here, I was from time to time snowed in for several days when winter blizzards blocked off the twisting

  dangerous road over Fylingthorpe Moor, and the sea-storms washed across the road down the coast.




  It took the Victorians to develop the wonders of places like Whitby. The Brontë sisters came here, and their friend Mrs Gaskell wrote a novel about the area, Sylvia’s Lovers.

  Even as late as Stoker’s book, Whitby was a major European harbour, and all the way up and down the east coast the steamers went back and forth, bringing tourists from Teesside and coals from

  Newcastle.




  Whitby still heaves in the summer, though mostly with bikers from Teesside and caravans from everywhere. The Dracula experience is available down by the harbour, and you can still take fishing

  trips off the coast. The spectacular railway line that ran down the coastline has disappeared, and so have parts of the cliff.




  But the reasons why once upon a time Whitby was as romantic and important as Geneva or Florence are still apparent. I love to go back, as often as I can, and take every excuse to do so. Which is

  why I think I understand Fred Offiler – and wish him all the luck in the world.




  

 


     

  




  SONS AND MOTHERS




  MY MOTHER lived a long life, and saw nearly all this troubled century. When she was born in 1898, Queen Victoria still had three more years of her

  reign to come. By the time she died, in 1993, in her mid-nineties, there had been a moon landing, and the Berlin Wall had come down. The inventions and quandaries of the twenty-first century were

  already in sight. The nature of marriage, the family and gender itself had all deeply changed.




  Over her lifetime, my mother had seen two World Wars, as well as the long Cold one. She had seen Britain go from the proud imperial confidence of the Victorian age to the gradual drain of power

  after the Second World War. She’d started her life in an age of long skirts, widows’ weeds, houses packed with servants, churchgoing each Sunday. She’d seen votes for women, easy

  contraception, a total change in female opportunities, and the wild fashion styles of the modern catwalk.




  Like all children, I only knew a portion of my mother’s life – from her mid-thirties on. She married in her late twenties, and I was born in 1932. Just at this time my father was

  appointed to an office job with the London and North Eastern Railway, at Liverpool Street Station. He bought a fine new semi in Metroland, out in Rayner’s Lane, still close to the

  countryside, and commuted to work each day on the new red trains of the Central Line.




  I think these years were the happiest of my mother’s life. She’d moved down from the North into her first married home. This was a good time for family life in Britain. Modern

  domestic appliances – Hoovers and gas cookers and modern fireplaces – were taking many of the old chores out of domestic existence. In new communities like this, there were friendly

  modern neighbours, a Home and Colonial store, a brand new Odeon to watch romantic Hollywood movies, a smart hair salon where you could have a permanent wave.




  My mother was light-hearted and very spirited; she was also quite reserved and shy. She was tall, dark-haired, willowy – a kind of look I find I have always admired in women. She wore very

  little make-up, and bought all her clothes with care, looking for things that would outlast the season’s fashions. She liked going to the cinema once a week ‘for a treat’, but she

  also read a great deal, borrowing books from the local public library and Boot’s. She had not had the chance of anything more than a board-school education, but she was highly

  intelligent.




  As her first child, I was probably something of a trouble to her. I had been born with a heart defect, and was supposed not to run or play games. From time to time she took me round the London

  specialists in the great hospitals of Edgware or Great Ormond Street, and she looked after me with enormous care. My younger brother was born in 1935, and throughout the thirties she devoted

  herself to the problems of raising a young family on a just about sufficient income.




  For various reasons she almost never talked about her own earlier days. It was partly reticence; partly, I think, her pleasure in getting away from home into a new life of her own; and partly a

  kind of embarrassment – very common in the thirties – among people who had already done better than their parents, but were doing all they could to make sure their children would do

  better still.




  So it was not really until after her death, when a small suitcase of papers filled with those things that families always keep – certificates of birth and marriage and death, old

  photographs that get pushed away in the backs of drawers – came my way amongst her possessions, that I began to have much sense of her earlier years, and how her life had started out.




  She had been born in Darnall, a working-class district of Sheffield, which until quite recently still clanked with the noise of the nearby steelworks and the railway carriage and wagon works.

  Her father was an engine-driver, her mother – remembered by me only as an elderly grannie with grey pinned-back hair, wearing a long black dress and a flowered pinafore, sitting all day in a

  chair tended by three unmarried daughters – a linen power-loom weaver. One generation back of that, her grandmother, on her marriage, had signed her name with a cross.




  She grew up in a family of seven children by two different fathers; five of them were girls. In the twenties, her father had been killed in a street accident, run down by a

  ‘car-owner’ named Garside, who was prosecuted but acquitted. The two sons had already married, leaving together a household of women, who fended in various ways: nursing, hairdressing,

  shorthand typing. Only two of the daughters ever married. This was the generation whose marriage prospects were blighted by the wholesale male slaughter of the Great War.




  My mother must have had a short but quite good education, which included learning to play the piano. Then she trained to become a skilled shorthand typist, and worked as a railway clerk for the

  Great Northern Railway, and afterwards the LNER, at Sheffield Victoria Station. Here she met and married my father, an ambitious young booking clerk from Cheshire who sang with the Sheffield

  Orpheus choir. When he got the promotion to London he wanted, she remained with her family in Darnall to have her first child.




  I was born at Nether Edge Maternity Hospital. According to the family papers, I cost £5 4s 3d, only a pound or so more than the fine maroon pram she pushed me in when she rejoined

  my father in London. She and my father were close, but with very different temperaments. He was strong-minded, firm in opinion, talkative, gregarious, fond of travel. And, as he worked for the

  railway, he got free or cheap travel round Britain and in Europe – even in the difficult postwar years when foreign travel was restricted.




  So we went – my father, mother, younger brother and myself – to the Butlin’s and Pontin’s holiday camps at Skegness and Portcawl, the classic family holidays of the

  thirties. In wartime, when the trains were filled with troops, he took us off to bed-and-breakfast in Scotland and Ireland. After the War, when much of Europe was still in ruins, we went by train

  to Spain, Italy, France and Austria. My father had no foreign language, but a great ability to start conversations. My mother was uncomfortable – it got much worse after they began taking

  holidays by plane – and longed for the place she liked best: home.




  When war came in 1939, our life of the thirties came to an end. The railways were strategic, and my father was moved all round the country, organizing troop train movements. When the Blitz began

  to shatter London, my mother moved to stay with her married sister in Sheffield. It wasn’t perhaps an ideal move. Sheffield was blitzed heavily, and we spent much of the War huddled in a

  garden shelter, as the German bombers smashed the city.




  It was a grimly unpleasant time, but we survived it as a family. Finally my father was able to move us to the greater safety of Nottingham, and there, in the last years of the War and the

  postwar austerity, I grew up. The new educational opportunities of the welfare state gave children like myself a fresh layer of opportunity. I won a free place at grammar school, then went on to

  university. Slowly my life began to move away from that of my parents, intellectually and geographically.




  But we stayed very close. I returned home as frequently as I could, and I remained particularly close to my mother. I was never very sure what she made of what I did. When I started to write

  articles and then books, she was plainly proud I had written them, but I was never sure she read them, and she never commented on anything I produced. Until she died, so recently, I worried that in

  some way they might upset or offend her, though I don’t know they ever did.




  And when I became a university teacher, she was just as unfamiliar with that world. Universities were strange distant places, places she hardly ever visited – though she did go to see my

  brother graduate, and I would sometimes drive her through the campus to look at the buildings, without her ever wanting to go inside. She was not fond of restaurants; she rarely went to the

  theatre, except once in a while for the pantomime when we were young. She preferred reading and home entertainment – though by the time I started writing for television she was convinced the

  programmes were already ‘going off’.




  Once my father retired, my parents moved to a bungalow on the south coast. Then came the great tragedy in her life; another car accident first paralysed, and then killed, my younger brother, who

  was also a university teacher. The accident deeply upset her. Always reserved, she became withdrawn and almost agoraphobic, not wanting to leave the house. When my father died, my wife, to whom she

  was wonderfully close, brought her to Norwich, to a flat nearby. Though she rarely left it, she remained interested in everything, following the world in newspapers and magazines.




  I greatly miss my mother, and feel every day that I have inherited, like some gene, a considerable part of her character. Like her, I have a taste for home and family life. Like her, I seek

  privacy and my own independence. I distrust crowds, and I don’t much like big cities. I feel very suspicious of fads and fashions. I distrust extremes and wild enthusiasms. I respect ordinary

  common sense, and want people to behave with moral responsibility.




  All these feelings are hers, ingrained in me, I suppose, when she spent so much time with me as a child needing considerable attention, before and during the War. Today I suppose her life would

  be seen by modern women as narrow, self-sacrificing, too much devoted to others. I don’t think that was how she saw it, and I don’t think that was how it was. It was a private,

  unspectacular life of great value. And I still look for qualities like hers, considerate, thoughtful and restrained, in the women, and the men, I meet.




  

 


     

  




  A WEEK OR SO IN ROME




  AFTER THEY HAD LEFT the Fergusons at their hotel, the Boyles walked back through the streets of Rome to the smaller hotel at which they were

  staying. ‘It’s good of the Fergusons to take us around so much,’ said Jenny Boyle.




  ‘Well,’ said Boyle, ‘I suppose he feels he rather owes it to us.’




  ‘He doesn’t owe us anything,’ said Jenny.




  ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Boyle comfortably. His attitude annoyed Jenny. ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Robin,’ she said. ‘You see debts where there are none. The

  Fergusons owe you nothing.’




  ‘Perhaps he feels he does,’ answered Boyle. It was true that a strange relationship had sprung up between Boyle and Ferguson. The two couples had met one day while on a conventional

  bout of sightseeing. Robin Boyle was a lecturer at Oxford, a citizen, as he liked to put it, of no mean university; David Ferguson described himself, wryly, as ‘a creative man’ in an

  advertising agency; but they found that they had much the same interests in Rome. Boyle insisted on condescending to ‘poor old Ferguson’; he would, he said, have made a damn good

  classicist, but of course there was nothing under the present dispensation to do with a classics degree except do what ‘poor old Ferguson’ had done. And, on the other side, what the

  relationship had brought out in David Ferguson was deference. He saw in Boyle, perhaps, what he had wanted to be; rather perhaps he felt the need to give homage to what he counted as integrity.




  The Fergusons had a car, while the Boyles had not (‘A university lecturer with a car?’ cried Boyle, when Lena Ferguson had asked them where they parked it. ‘NOC, dear lady; not

  our class. We can’t live like you, you know.’), and they had taken the Boyles about a good deal, inside Rome and even up to Siena. It may have been that she came from a good

  family, it may have been an unbecoming pride, but Jenny Boyle liked to think that she was ‘independent’; she was disturbed by this tacit agreement that Ferguson, with his agency

  background, had somehow sold out his cultural interests, and that his superior possession of commodities had to be made up to Boyle, who had stayed so honest and so poor. For one thing, she

  couldn’t see the situation in that light; Boyle surely had indulged himself in his way by doing what he wanted to. Then she was disturbed by her husband’s open willingness to accept

  this humble patronage – the trips in the Fergusons’ car, meals and drinks at the Fergusons’ much better hotel, evenings at the opera on the Fergusons. Nothing was ever refused,

  invitations were angled for, no return offers were made. ‘If he gave you his last pair of trousers you would take them,’ she said.




  Of course, Robin Boyle had come from a bad home, had been a scholarship boy, had fought his way up the academic ladder. But nowadays that was really rather easy, and she found it hard to see why

  Robin should still feel angry about his background, and the energy he had had to put into his efforts. They disagreed about politics, of course; Boyle still felt imposed upon, wanted to destroy

  things. It was illiberal no doubt to think it, but perhaps the implicit doctrines of her own family did make sense – perhaps bad blood showed. He was not, to use her family’s most

  painful condemnation – a condemnation none the less painful for being made so gently – a gentleman, for Oxford cannot make gentlemen, but merely improve them. For instance, he did

  rather leech onto people; she had noticed it before. Not that he was humble; humility would have got him nowhere, and he had got somewhere. He took because he thought he deserved; and that, my

  lass, thought Jenny, is how he married you. He made even that seem a favour, though to see our families together at the wedding, you could see where the breeding was. But (as he had often told her)

  this was the twentieth century, and you can’t live on breeding forever.




  She knew that Lena Ferguson agreed with her, knew it from the first moment. Boyle disliked Lena, and of course he would. She was a woman of strong features and equally strong character, and

  Boyle disliked assurance when it was founded upon nothing, or upon something undeserved, like pride of class; the fact was simply that Boyle was made uncomfortable by people who approved of

  themselves. Lena’s assurance was based upon something – it was based upon the fact that she was a woman. And Boyle disliked her surely because of the evident feeling she had, a feeling

  commoner in women than most men suppose, that anything, for a woman, is all right – that because the female lot is hard and difficult, a woman has the right to forget abstract morality, human

  feeling, human responsibility, in her efforts to get for herself and hers the things she wants. Lena was naturally acquisitive; life was a stocking up of goods; the making over of things

  into her realm was the function of life. This, Boyle insisted, was what was destroying Ferguson. Jenny saw his point, and yet admired Lena’s single-mindedness; it had the air of a virtue.




  After all, Lena was pregnant – ‘Just barely pregnant,’ she had told Jenny – and one could understand how she felt, one did surely want to carve out a safe and secure and

  rich plot in the world for one’s children. To Boyle, the pregnancy made her seem all the more unpleasant. And he was uneasy about the influence that she might have on Jenny, on

  his Jenny, in whom, Boyle liked to think, this protective acquisition, and this material stockpiling, were not real motives. ‘We’ll miss them when they go to Positano,’

  said Jenny. Boyle agreed, but he could not help wondering just what it was that Jenny would miss.




  UNCERTAIN OF each other, still tasting the expensive and therefore excellent wine that the Fergusons had given them, they walked on in silence through

  the hot streets. Somewhere behind baked houses, dogs barked. The sky was a hard blue. A violent heatwave had possessed the city, making the very air they breathed dry and dusty. After the

  air-conditioned hotel, which they had just left, the heat was an offence.




  ‘I admire his choice in wines,’ said Boyle suddenly. Boyle had a palate; he had worked hard for it. ‘Yes,’ said Jenny, who had a palate too, but had not worked for it at

  all, ‘and such splendid food . . .’




  ‘I suppose,’ said Boyle, ‘I should apologize to you that we’re not staying there.’




  ‘Oh, Robin, for goodness’ sake . . .’




  Suddenly, in a narrow street, they found their way blocked. Standing in front of them was a youth in a cotton suit, light blue with faint white stripes, a dandyish, vain, cocksure suit; he

  wanted to sell them a Parker fountain pen. The city was full of these shifty street vendors, who clustered on corners, preying on visitors who looked American or English or German. ‘Come on,

  you buy,’ said the youth. Boyle, who resented – and was intimidated by – these intrusions, said surlily: ‘It’s a fake, an imitation.’ He tried to walk on but the

  youth stepped in his way. Looking, surprised, into his face for the first time, Boyle saw that he was extremely ugly – his eyes were badly crossed and his features ill-shaped. There was a

  scar. All this, combined with the dandyishness of his appearance, which so plainly suggested that he did not withdraw from making sexual claims – indeed the way he looked at Jenny showed that

  he made them all the more, that he felt his ugliness to be of sexual interest, something special – put Boyle into an impotent rage. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Go away.’




  The youth laughed. ‘No, these the real thing. Stolen. Look inside,’ he said, talking to Boyle, looking at Jenny.




  ‘No,’ said Boyle. He took Jenny’s arm and rushed past. ‘Where are you staying?’ said the man suddenly to Jenny. He named some hotels, among them the one where they

  were. They walked on quickly; and still the man was behind them. ‘Pen like this very cheap for such a lady. Special offer for the lady.’ He continued to pursue them for the length of

  the street; ‘No, wait, mister, take a look at this watch; turn round, lady,’ and the joke was that while it was Boyle he was shouting to, it was Jenny that he was pursuing. The chase

  continued down several streets, narrow, baked, and Boyle hurried on, with his arm under Jenny’s, regardless of where they were going. Then finally: ‘Hey girl, don’t leave

  me,’ shouted the youth, and he dropped away. ‘I find you again.’




  They came out, suddenly, from between the houses into a large open square. The burning sun filled it; there was a parched tree or two; a dry fountain, composed of cherubs gasping for water from

  the mouth of a fish, which now refused to oblige, stood in the centre; saddened dogs hung about it with their tongues panting. ‘Well, after that,’ demanded Jenny, ‘where

  have you brought us?’




  Boyle looked at her in rage, as if the whole misadventure were her fault; and indeed in a way it was, for had it not been for Jenny’s attractiveness, the foolish pursuit would never have

  taken place. Jenny’s eyes dropped at his look. ‘The randy little beast,’ said Robin wildly. ‘All right,’ said Jenny, ‘don’t be indulgent. He didn’t

  hurt you.’




  But he had: Boyle’s incompetence welled over straight away into self-pity. Why had he let the little bastard frighten him? And why, he asked himself, looking at Jenny – in whom no

  consolation was promised – why did he always offend simply by being self-chastising? Why did his misery in his own performance have to disgust her?




  Jenny looked around; she saw, under the parched trees, some little carts where they were selling slices of chilled melon; the bright scraps of fruit were packed in ice, which was melting and

  dropping to the pavement, to dry with a hiss. ‘Buy me some melon,’ said Jenny. Boyle felt that the words sounded like a challenge; and he was in no mood for a challenge. For Jenny did

  not like to be left to do all the purchasing, to ask the way always, to work up, always, her Italian. He caught the note; he knew she thought he lacked stamina, consideration for her,

  responsibility for her. But he was sorry for himself; he was damned if he would; he had no space to deal with more situations, even little ones like asking prices. He didn’t like situations

  which rested squarely upon him, and if she didn’t like the way he handled the tout she knew what she could do. He’d always considered that he was somehow constituted so that his spirit

  broke when outside its range. It was broken now, but the range, he believed, was right and sound. Rome was at fault; he had no place in Rome.




  Jenny looked at him a moment, shrugged, and went over alone to the little carts. A hot wind blew toward them both, bringing up the dust. Birds hopped in the sandy gutters. ‘Oh, this

  infernal city,’ said Boyle, as Jenny came back with a slice of melon which she silently shared between them.




  IN THE YEARS after the last war, Rome presented to the visitor the aspect of a defeated city. It was not that there were bombed buildings, or that army

  occupation forces toured the streets in jeeps (a condition which still prevailed elsewhere, in Vienna, for instance); the sense of defeat lay rather in a mood of moral anarchy, for which the War

  had simply provided the physical forms. Wars only tired what was there to be tired. By the early fifties this mood seemed established as a way of life, though poverty and hardship and suffering

  were no longer quite the issue; they were an old issue on which the new manners had been built. Even the rich lived as though they were poor. Small cars and motor scooters filled the streets,

  braying their mechanical noise among the buildings, where it seemed to hang in a kind of permanent resonance. The noise continued all night and it was difficult to sleep. Indeed in Rome there was,

  really, no sleep; at any rate that was how it seemed to the Boyles. Combined with the noise – as if each was an attribute of the other – was the stifling heat. August in Rome is always

  stifling, but this year was an exceptional one; a curdling heat lay all over Europe, spiralling off its pavements and ricocheting between its buildings. In Rome it was a heat that reached into the

  throat and dried it, a sour, savage density in the air that seemed to desiccate the brain, to provoke lust, to irritate the temper. The effect of this on the Boyles, whose marriage was already

  under strain, had been at once to stimulate their passion for one another and yet to exaggerate the characteristics in the other that each found irritating.




  Boyle, for instance, found himself infuriated by Jenny’s choice of clothes; like any decent Englishwoman, she had always been an uninspired dresser, more interested in the material itself

  than in the way the dress was made up. Now, as Boyle kept telling her, they weren’t in England and she might at least try to develop a competitive flair in the company of the chic young

  things of Rome. He made invidious comparisons; he pointed out girls who raised his sexual desire at once, by their appearance; and he found he could scarcely control the wish to satisfy the

  appetites that the Roman girls had raised. If only Jenny were not there, if only she were more liberal-minded. But even she, under the influence of Rome, was granting more than she usually did; at

  the same time she found him merely vulgar.




  On the edge then both of passion and irritation, they spent their days wandering around the city, in a consciousness that, having extended their feelings in all directions beyond their proper,

  their normal, their appointed limits, all the conventions of their marriage had been challenged; they couldn’t go back. Nor was that all; they had questioned not only the accommodation that

  they had achieved, in time, in their relations, but also the accommodation with what they conceived to be the moral life, with the proper rate at which the moral pulse should beat for honest

  living.




  IT WOULD BE hard to go back now, Boyle perceived. It was night; they sat in their hotel room reading; still the dogs barked outside. Lying on the bed,

  unable to summon concentration, Boyle looked across at Jenny, who sat in a chair, fitted with difficulty between the door and an old-fashioned washstand. Jenny, in spite of the sly young men (like

  the youth of today) who waited outside the hotel or followed her in the street, subsisted on an image of the Italians as loveable and properly emotional, living real lives from the blood and

  the instincts. She had brought with her D. H. Lawrence’s Letters, in the fat brown Aldous Huxley edition; she would look up – ‘Listen to this; we must go there!’

  – and read a passage from Lawrence’s warmest accounts of places and people. ‘But this is all so very romantic, darling,’ he said, ‘you know what Lawrence is

  like.’




  ‘I suppose you would find that,’ said Jenny, looking across at him, ‘since the furthest your own feelings go is to the occasional little pang of lechery.’




  ‘I’m a damn sight closer to Lawrence than you are, anyway,’ said Boyle; ‘He was my class, not yours. You’re hardly a Lawrence heroine yourself, you know;

  every time you get into bed you feel you’re selling your soul to the devil. Like spitting on the family heirlooms. Four generations of the upper middle class and sex is something for horses

  and dogs.’




  ‘You can hardly say I’ve failed you that way.’




  ‘Come to bed, then.’




  ‘All right, then,’ said Jenny, ‘show me how good you are. But you weren’t very good with that boy, this afternoon, were you? I could have laughed. You were so

  jealous.’




  ‘What was there to be jealous of?’




  ‘Nothing, darling,’ said Jenny, ‘but that didn’t stop you, did it?’ She started to undress, and then halted for a moment. ‘You don’t think I’m

  turning into a nymphomaniac, do you?’




  ‘I like you like this,’ said Boyle.




  ‘I quite like you, too,’ said Jenny.




  LAFTER THAT NIGHT, as he slept, fitfully, in the hot and noisy room, and looked at her face, beaded in sweat, in his waking moments, Boyle seemed to see

  the image of another face. It was a male, mean, olive-skinned face, at once lecherous and treacherous and cocksure, that was the collective Face of all the youths who hung about the Roman streets

  pursuing girls, foreign women and homosexual rich Americans, the Face of the sly street vendors who sold fake pens and watches, the black-marketeers in cigarettes, the youths who sold themselves on

  the Via Veneto. It was a face one saw a thousand times all over Italy, North Africa, France, at home in England even, the face of the people to whom cheating someone was life and sexual adventure a

  triumph – they were all marks scored against the world. So sure of itself, so unassailable, so arrogant, it seemed to spread its horrifying triviality all over the new world. One claimed to

  be a teacher; but there was nothing one could teach the Face. Boyle tossed and turned. He ran with sweat. He determined to leave Rome the next day for a clearer and more honest air. But in the

  morning he woke to find that the sweat seemed somehow to have eaten into him; he was feverish and the room did not seem to clear, the night-time fantasies to abate in the light of day. Jenny was up

  and washing at the basin. She looked at him curiously.




  ‘I don’t thing I can stand it here any longer,’ said Boyle.




  ‘Are you all right?’




  ‘Yes, I’m all right. We’ve got to get out of this awful city.’ He tried to get out of bed; he felt wildly dizzy. ‘I can’t bear to look at another picture or

  another church.’




  ‘You don’t look very well,’ said Jenny.




  ‘What use is all this culture and civilization we talk so much about if it doesn’t play any part in the lives of people who live with it? What good is it?’




  ‘Perhaps you’d better stop in bed.’




  ‘It’s a bloody losing battle, for people like me. You talk about truth and they think about watches and fountain pens. Truth, how much can you sell truth for? You talk about the

  honesty of the liberal and behind your backs there’s all this degrading corruption. They pass these churches every day, these pictures, these buildings, and they’re just so much

  nothing. They’re just a means of fetching in the tourists so that you can empty their pockets.’




  ‘Well, it’s all very fine for people to be civilized, isn’t it, if they have their share of worldly goods and a nice little wife who’ll speak Italian for them and friends

  who’ll buy them a good dinner. But you’re protected against the germs of the world. You have messengers and intermediaries. These people don’t.’




  ‘Hell, I feel awful,’ said Boyle. ‘I feel as though the sun’s boring into my head. We must get out of here.’




  ‘Nobody’s going anywhere today,’ said Jenny, ‘you get back into bed. I’m going to get a doctor to look at you.’




  ‘I don’t want a doctor,’ said Boyle. ‘I just want to leave this place. It horrifies me.’ He remembered again the face in his dream, and remembered too that what

  shocked him was the sense of its newness, as if it were a fresh force in the world that he had to reckon with. The beggars outside the catacombs, the stray cats wailing in the ruins of the Forum,

  the small boys searching the ashtrays of the cafés used by American tourists, because Americans only smoked their cigarettes halfway down – all this became an image of a new

  dereliction. It was as if a way of life had collapsed and men were living in the ruins of a once organized society, among the scraps of all old religion. But the ruins and the defeat were not

  tangible ones, not those of war; all the physical ruins were of wars too far gone to be of interest to anyone except scholars and tourists.




  Boyle felt all this with the hypersensitivity of illness. And he was ill. Jenny, after feeling his brow, looked a little grave. She walked away from him across the room and put on a summer

  dress. Tied to his bed, he felt his impotence, the nonsense of his arguments, which could affect her not at all. ‘Doesn’t this worry you?’ he said. ‘Doesn’t it worry

  you that people are immoral and disgusting?’ He said this to provoke her; this was something she would never admit; she never could believe in evil. To her the world seemed sweet – and

  because she thought it was, the world often obliged. She said: ‘What about the people who painted the pictures we’ve seen. They were special people. There are always special

  people.’
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