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  INTRODUCTION




  Elizabeth Jane Howard has described herself as being in the straight tradition of English novelists. ‘I simply write about other people, by themselves or in relation one

  to another. The first aim of a novel should be readability.’




  True, she does not offer the tractarian, the gothick, the prophetic, the mythic; not faction, or the experimental preliminaries of a screen script set in concrete verse, or computerized

  documentation of a junkie paradise, for an audience dedicated, even fanatical, but scanty. She writes novels, of personal conflict, scheming, dismay, resolution against odds. Social issues are

  implicit, but subtly realized through discussion, reflection, group-codes. They are never flourished like war cries or lecture headings masquerading as imagination: they are a reminder of Rebecca

  West remarking that there is very little in Shakespeare which can be used as propaganda for adult suffrage.




  ‘Straight tradition’ may suggest stodginess, at best pellucid imitation of classical models. Here, it is very misleading. Original perceptions and inventive narrative transcend form.

  This author can transform the familiar – a dinner, a walk in a park, a garden vista – into the strange, the enticing, the extraordinary. Simultaneously, she conveys the desirability of

  life, by demonstrating that appearances, however ominous, may deceive, little can be taken for granted. Life is no disease or trauma to be partly cured by worldly success, romantic coincidence,

  perfect love or a word in the right quarter. It is a gift not to be squandered or lost: both sexes must work at it, with imagination and intelligence, as they grapple with each other or with

  themselves; they must keep at concert pitch, in friendship, love, marriage, and the apparently normal.




  Humour helps. Elizabeth Jane Howard’s is not rollicking; the false nose and battered hat are not among her props. Like E. M. Forster she relishes the sly, the oblique, the deft exchanges

  of minds civilized if not always genteel. She can use satire, shrewdly, but not to hate or pettily despise and is quick to spot sudden incongruities. In this novel, she casually mentions a retired,

  one-legged prostitute residing in a Home ‘with what she described as a not very nice class of person’, and observes ‘various salads fainting gaily in their bowls’.




  Her career began with the considerable advantage of omitting school, thus saving her from her convictions and standardized thought, reinforcing some ingrained independence. She has been model,

  actress, secretary, dramatist, worked for the BBC, tirelessly served authors on platform and committee, has travelled widely, married distinguished but difficult men, been a mother and stepmother;

  splendid qualifications for writing humane novels. Her independence does not falter; she will never be fooled by some Post-Literature claque into accepting the impossibility of making value

  judgements between King Lear and The Song the Old Cow Died Of. An authority on cooking and gardening, she knows how things work. Theatrical experiences may have helped her ease

  with scenic effects, time-changes, dialogue, small clues to an eventual climax, the depiction of both the private and public self in a single incident.




  Her gaze is cool, sympathetic yet gently tempered by irony. None knows better the traps threatening freedom or happiness, however well-fortified the home, thickly padded the conscience, heavily

  stocked the bank balance. Most people are vulnerable to guilt, self-doubts, nagging suspicions, sometimes torment. Fine manners, witty rejoinders, stylish routines barely disguise the brute

  struggle to survive, if possible with dignity. Irresponsibility, wilful blindness, invite retribution. Always, freedom is important. Sybille Bedford, a leading contemporary writer, praising

  Elizabeth Jane Howard’s ‘complex and original talent’, mentions the theme of choice, of limited free will, inherent in any novel of stature. Throughout her work, Howard allows her

  characters the dignity of choice; none are ciphers, digits, pretentious symbols fulfilling some lifeless pattern. Fate may exist but it is more useful, more entertaining to behave as if it does

  not.




  In Getting it Right, Gavin Lamb does at first seem to exemplify our northern ancestors’ apprehension of wyrd, inexorable Destiny. He is a London hairdresser, skilled but

  scarcely fashionable, at thirty-one still a virgin, living with his suburban parents, perhaps fated to wither on the bough or be fatally pecked. He is spotty, dandruffy, and perforce diplomatic, at

  times obsequious. He is also decent, doggedly fair-minded, reticent. Virtually self-educated, he listens to Mozart, Brahms, Richard Strauss, discriminates between Curzon, Gieseking, Serkin; he

  reads Anthony Powell, Aldous Huxley, can quote Tolstoy; a client’s stutter reminds him of Demosthenes, George VI, Somerset Maugham. Yet he has only one real friend, feels himself ‘not

  up to real life’, is complete only in dreams and day-dreams where he is free to utter real thoughts, behave as he wishes, not as others command. An art catalogue, or a mere closing of eyes,

  can provide impossible girls against vivid southern décors but, awaking, he finds movement in any direction actually perilous. He has sex on the brain yet hopelessly confines it to the head,

  and his friend recommends him to find a boy and leave home. Familiar with a Berthe Morisot or Vuillard painting, he shrinks from real people outside his professional range, particularly those who

  ‘are up to it’, and must content himself with acute though suppressed observation, noting a face under the dryer ‘suffused to the matt apoplectic bloom of unpeeled

  beetroot’. He resembles an early H. G. Wells young hopeful, though his creator has sustained a belief in the Novel as a self-sufficient art-form, which Wells did not. Wells wanted to change

  the world by lecturing it; Howard knows that the novelist and poet are already changing the world by giving new coatings, new imageries, to make the familiar altogether unfamiliar, and revealing

  the hitherto unperceived.




  Gavin realizes that drifting can be as dangerous as lingering. He needs some shock, some catalyst, to propel him into ‘getting it right’ with those who really are up to it.

  Unwillingly, he goes to an expensive party. Elizabeth Jane Howard is finely tuned to parties, their nuances, brief encounters, chasms, blocked escape routes, ambiguous promises, the undercurrents,

  pockets of boredom, hope, menace. Arriving, Gavin is immediately closeted with his hostess, Joan, wealthy, fifteen stone, in an orange wig, who at once starts a truth game, and he unexpectedly

  finds himself talking freely to a stranger.




  

    

      He finished his drink. Then, with a final effort, he said, ‘I invent girls who are in love with me. Girls who’ll do anything I want. You’re the kind of

      person that, in a different way, I’m afraid I am.’




      (She said:) ‘I’m grotesque. I underline it, so that everybody else will know that I know I’m grotesque. I make the most of a bad job. I love men – particularly

      beautiful men – and I’m sorry for myself. When I saw you, I wondered what you’d cost.’




      There was a silence between them during which Gavin became conscious of his total absence of fear. He could look at the figure before him – at the orange hair and orange mouth painted

      on to a dead white face, the plate-glass diamanté spectacles, the corseted bulk of the silver lamé – simply as part of the pieces of declared truth about her which neither

      of them felt the need to judge or disclaim. It was as though she had made herself transparent; as though what ordinarily constituted the brick walls of personality had become like glass –

      or even clear water. Had he become like that for her? Had she accepted those fragments of truth about him, and if she had, what might happen next? Some of his exhilaration ebbed and he felt a

      familiar spasm of fear.


    


  




  Very soon, in stark contrast, he meets Minerva, waifish, unstable, clinging, and surely a liar. If his relation with Joan resembles an operatic duet, that with Minerva seems a

  duel, at first clumsy and tentative, then points are scored, feints accomplished, a swipe dodged. A direct hit might settle everything. There emerges, however, a third girl, hitherto barely noticed

  though continually present and unobtrusively waiting. To disclose more would spoil things. Suffice that rosebuds are swiftly gathered, a tree of knowledge is partially ransacked, and Gavin realizes

  that set-backs can be transformed to assets, that glittering prizes can tomahawk the recipients, and that chance can be as fruitful as design. Joan’s party presents him with a maze, with

  intricate twists and illusions, perhaps leading to a challenging centre, or perhaps only to an escape-hatch no longer wholly desired.




  There ensue comedy, pathos, suspense. A visit to Weybridge, visiting self-made rich at their nastiest, introduces Sir Gordon, who ‘held out his hand with a gesture just short of warding

  him off that turned into a handshake’, and whose face drains from plum ‘to the mauve, twilit dusk of far-off hills’. Gavin’s mother is a memorably comic compression of

  aggrieved self-contradictions and scathing non-sequiturs, the perpetual small explosions ‘of an excitable person who was short of excitement’.




  

    

      Mum kept the rest of the house so nice that it was in a perpetual state of suspended animation – there was no sign that anyone ever read, sewed, talked, left things

      about, or even dropped or broke them – whatever they did, she cleared it up almost before they had finished doing it. Even meals were cleared off the table the moment their mouths –

      or possibly only plates – were empty. The garden was rather like that as well. It was so tidy and symmetrical that putting even one deck chair in it made it look lop-sided. Largely on the

      strength of these things, Mrs Lamb had the reputation for being a wonderful wife and mother.


    


  




   




  Getting it Right is an excellent story, yet some very good stories have made very bad books. The matter of style is crucial, the author’s individual slant on life, thus on

  language. Vision, though this word is too often followed by the pompous or vague. Yet vision, style, ensures the survival of such writers as dissimilar as Henry Green, L. H. Myers, Patrick

  Hamilton, and extinguishes a long gallery of bestsellers ennobled by Hollywood, gossip columnists, and indeed the Crown. Some styles are so instantly recognizable that to name the author is

  unnecessary –




  

    

      The woman’s a whore, and there’s an end on’t.




      With the single exception of Homer, there is no eminent writer, not even Sir Walter Scott, whom I can despise so entirely as I despise Shakespeare when I measure my mind

      against his.




      The station master’s whiskers are of a Victorian bushiness and give the impression of having been grown under glass.


    


  




  Evelyn Waugh is unlikely to be mistaken for Charles Lamb, Virginia Woolf for Pepys. Several facets of Graham Greene entwine in a single sentence:




  

    

      A man like Titus Oates occurs like a slip of the tongue, discharging the unconscious, the night-side of an age we might otherwise have thought of in terms of Dryden

      discussing the art of dramatic poesy, while his Thames boatmen rested on their oars and the thunder of an indeterminate sea-battle came up from the Medway no louder than the noise of swallows

      in a chimney.


    


  




  Elizabeth Jane Howard has assured literary personality, a style not declamatory or grandiose, but fresh, flowing – one cannot strain for originality – and very

  visual. She presents notable set-pieces but it is often the small observation slipped in almost as an aside that can illuminate the page:




  

    

      Her mouth, as moist and pink as an uncooked chipolata, curled into its miniature smile.




      She must have looked extraordinary when pregnant – like a young tree with one enormous pear.




      Her profile was almost beautiful if her skin hadn’t been so stretched over her bones, like silk on a model aeroplane.


    


  




  Inexperienced writers give us too much explanation, too many details, not trusting their readers’ imagination, so that the work sags. Getting it Right is brisk

  in pace and leaves fruitful gaps, because its author well knows that, however substantial the evidence, answers are seldom final, that truth, like love, is usually provisional, neat verdicts can be

  unreal. Some areas of life will, and should, remain mysterious. Mystery, of course, is one thing, jargon and obscurity quite another; the former quickens the imagination, the latter suffocates it.

  A rereading of this novel will prove what a heap of pleasure remains long after the outcome is known. Indeed, for some readers the deepening, more leisurely pleasures, will then actually begin, the

  coordination of craft, characterization and language.




  Peter Vansittart
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  ONE




  ‘Mr Gavin! Mrs Whittington’s ready to come out.’




  He glanced across the salon to the table at which a large middle-aged woman sat, under a hairdryer, her face suffused to the matt apoplectic bloom of unpeeled beetroot.




  ‘Take her out then, Mandy, and get her ready for me. Tell her I’ll be over in two ticks.’




  He was combing out Lady Blackwater, who had remarkably little hair the colour, but not the consistency, of steel wool. A blue rinse idealized this effect, and having brushed the sparse, curly

  tufts he was now engaged upon a good deal of ingenious backcombing to give the illusion of body. Lady Blackwater’s eyes – round, pink-rimmed, and the shade of well-used washing-up

  water, watched him trustfully. Gavin was most reliable. Now he was folding the surface hair over the puffed sub-strata – merging the tufts into three, main diagonal sweeps; Lady Blackwater

  evolved from looking like a very old negro child, to someone amusingly surprised in bed in an eighteenth-century print, and then – and this was what Lady Blackwater paid for – to some

  distinguished old dyke – a Fellow of the Royal Society – famous for some esoteric service to the Arts or Sciences.




  He stepped back from his work, and handed her a looking glass.




  She looked at herself carefully. The sculptured effect emphasized the fleshy folds and cracks between what had always been the anonymous features of her face.




  ‘Very nice, Gavin.’




  ‘A little spray?’




  She shook her head, nearly blushing. Spray seemed wickedly theatrical to her.




  A receptionist came into the salon.




  ‘Gavin, would you be able to see Mrs Buckmaster about her daughter?’




  He put his comb back in his pocket and glanced again at Mrs Whittington. She was not reading her magazine, and was patently awaiting him. He observed that Mandy had simply removed the dryer, but

  had done nothing about the rollers.




  ‘Mandy!’




  Mandy trailed over to him. She walked as though her feet hurt.




  ‘I told you to get Mrs Whittington ready. Take the curlers out and put everything back on the tray.’




  ‘She’s outside at reception now. Shall I tell her you can spare a moment?’




  ‘Right. Perhaps you would take Lady Blackwater through for me.’




  As he turned to say good-bye to her, Lady Blackwater clutched his jacket and made a futile attempt to slip some coins into the lower pocket. A 5 and a 2p coin rolled across the black and white

  checkered linoleum. The mean old bitch exposed for once, he thought, as he retrieved the money, thanked her, and popped over to Mrs Whittington to tell her how soon he would be with her. Mrs

  Whittington was not pleased. ‘I haven’t got all the afternoon, Gavin,’ she untruthfully announced. Mandy was listlessly removing rollers, and the client’s hair was emerging

  as sausages the colour of custard.




  ‘Back in two ticks, Mrs Whittington,’ he said and hurried through to reception. On his way there, he nearly ran into Mrs Courcel, an immaculately turned out young woman for whom

  hairdressing was an obsession.




  ‘Here I am for my usual,’ she said as though presenting him with an especial treat.




  ‘May have to wait a few moments,’ he replied. Mrs Courcel came in nearly every day, and apart from tints, cutting, washing and setting and the purchase of innumerable pieces; a

  comb-out, her most frequent requirement, meant a long discussion on how her hair could be restyled. She was childless and bored, but his sympathy for her had long ago evaporated; she had nothing to

  do all day, and he could not help envying her those hours during which she did not have to earn her living and which he could so easily and interestingly have filled.




  Mrs Buckmaster, a tweedy and commanding lady, rose from the white leather chesterfield.




  ‘Ah – Gavin. I thought, before I made an appointment for her, that you might give us a teeny bit of advice. Cynthia!’




  By the time he got back to Mrs Whittington, he found her testily examining Vogue.




  ‘I ask you, Gavin! Can you seriously imagine anybody going out like that?’ She held out the magazine, so that he could see the picture of a young girl wearing what seemed to be lilac

  sequinned culottes with wide sequinned braces that miraculously covered her nipples. The girl’s strawberry blonde hair was blowing, and she stood poised by a Palladian bridge in some great

  park.




  ‘Incredible, isn’t it? What gal could ever go about seriously looking like that?’




  He smiled pleasantly as he began brushing the custard sausages.




  ‘I really don’t know, Mrs Whittington.’ He was wondering whether the bridge was from Stowe, or Stourhead, or Wilton or Blenheim.




  ‘I mean, if one faces up to it, it’s disgusting. It simply isn’t on. If I had ever suggested to my daughter that she should go about in that state she’d have laughed her

  head off.’




  Gavin had seen Mrs Whittington’s daughter. Her appearance had struck him forcibly as that of a heavyweight policeman in County drag. He had felt quite frightened at tackling her hair,

  which was dark, and painfully springy, like heather.




  ‘It takes all sorts,’ he suggested dutifully. Mrs Whittington did not care for unpredictable conversation.




  ‘It must do.’ He had brushed all her curls together, so that her hair looked like Instant Whip. ‘Oh, well.’ She gave a huge liberal sigh, discarded the magazine and told

  him a good deal about what she thought of the law on abortion.




  After Mrs Whittington, there was just time to settle Mrs Courcel’s discontent with her appearance for the day before he started a big restyling job upon a retired opera singer who wanted

  her long hair cut off and permed. Mrs Courcel had lost him his lunch.




  Although it was in the middle of London, the establishment that Gavin worked for was not fashionable. It was no scene for the young: there was no music: glamorous personalities – such as

  models, pop stars or other people whose pictures regularly appeared in the press and on the screen – did not frequent it; its clientele were middle-aged to old. It combined experienced and

  highly professional service with more individual attention than was commonly to be found in the newer places, and therefore its patrons tended to stay; its staff to remain. The chief problem was

  getting juniors, as fewer and fewer girls (or men) were prepared to face the gruelling three years’ apprenticeship – with one day off for the college every week – where they were

  expected to do only what they were told from nine to six; sweeping up, washing hair, handing rollers and pins for setting until their feet killed them for wages that were less than they could earn

  almost anywhere else. Already, Gavin and the other three hairdressers he worked with were having to do some of the shampooing and clearing up, and as the appointments they were responsible for did

  not diminish, they were all a good deal more tired at the end of the day.




  Gavin, far the youngest, did not mind any of this; he had always been a hard worker and it suited him to work with and for people older than himself. The thought of a salon filled with the young

  and beautiful would have terrified him. He was thirty-one – had been in hairdressing for fourteen years now, and experience and expertise had slowly alleviated some of his agonizing shyness

  – in the salon, at least. Outside it, he reverted to square two – that is to say he had learned to conceal most of his terror – although he still knew nothing about how to get rid

  of it.




  He had worked out a kind of Ladder of Fear that began with meeting people he already knew, and thence, step by step, having to talk to them, having to talk to one of them, meeting

  someone he did not know, and having to talk to them – until it ascended the astral plane of meeting a beautiful girl alone and having to talk to her . . .

  The Ladder of Fear only catalogued the problems and arranged them in order of strength from a mild breath of discomfort to the gale force of panic; it did not help in the least with their

  dissolution.




  None the less, the years in the salon (where he had stayed on after his apprenticeship) had certainly improved his public persona: he did not any longer find it in the least difficult to talk to

  and advise women about their hair, or to listen to them about almost anything else. He found, indeed, that his middle-aged or aged clients made an interesting change from his parents, who, father

  and mother respectively, were dedicated to making money and keeping things nice.




  In the train by six-twenty, he reviewed his evening. Home by five past seven, go and tell Mum he was back – of course she heard the gate and the front door but didn’t count that as

  being told – up to wash and back down for the meal, a cup of coffee and a Wilhelm II and then . . . He might watch the programme on China, or play his new Strauss recording, or finish the

  latest Anthony Powell. And then – to bed.




  When he got a seat on the train, he found he was opposite a young girl who was laughing and talking a lot to an older, plainer friend. She had short, curly, auburn hair, a creamy skin –

  freckles, though – and pale, gentian-coloured eyes. She was making her friend laugh a lot, and he wished he could hear what she was saying, or enough of it to find out whether she was really

  funny, or whether it was just girls being silly. Quite soon he noticed that other people in the train were looking at her too; in fact, all the men coming in and getting out of the carriage looked

  at her, and some of them stared. She was really – well, he would call her arresting to look at; not beautiful, but then he had very high standards of beauty: he was not a person who was

  easily pleased; in fact, where that was concerned, he knew what was what. She had small, wide-apart breasts well defined in her white orlon sweater. As she was sitting down, he was unable to pass a

  serious judgement upon the rest of her until he got to her ankles, and they were far from perfect. Her friend was pathetic. He felt a twinge of pity for her, but there it was. Beauty, the faintest

  shade of it, had utterly passed her by.




  His home was a good twenty minutes’ walk from the station: on wet days he waited for the bus, but he walked whenever possible because one doctor had told him that fresh air was just as

  important as diet if one was prone to skin problems. He nearly always had a spot – no pun intended – of trouble in the spring; lots of people had, though; it was something to do with

  getting rid of the impurities of winter. It was a lovely evening; for some reason this particular kind of late spring light always made him think of the Suffolk coast: mysterious and bland; a

  painter’s light – Mary Potter came to mind. He wondered whether the Dutch coast was the same: whether it was simply the North Sea – a great deal of it – that informed those

  skies but the only time he had been to Holland he had been to the museums at Amsterdam and The Hague, except when he had walked about parts of them later to look at tarts sitting in the windows

  waiting for customers. A thoroughly civilized arrangement he had thought at the time, but, inevitably, the girls had turned out to be disappointing. Still – a good idea, and he had enjoyed

  looking at them, even if they hadn’t come up to scratch.




  At home, the gate was sticking again, a lovely waft of the white lilac, and then, the moment he had the key in the door and before it was properly open he smelled (oh dear) curry. One of the

  things Mum hadn’t got the hang of was curry. When he bent to kiss her he noticed that his dandruff was on the march again. He had never met – he had never even heard of anyone

  who was subject to such virulent and persistent attacks of this tiresome complaint, and if anyone ought to be able to deal with the problem it should be he. Nothing seemed to avail for long, and he

  had stopped wearing dark suits years ago. A good thing he was the sort of person who noticed this kind of thing about himself, because if he didn’t, who would ever tell him? He

  patted Mum’s shoulder, thereby dismissing as much of the dandruff as was tactful. His father was watching some violent, deafening film on telly.




  The house was square, double-fronted and built by Gavin’s uncle in 1937. Uncle Keith had been considerably older than Dad, had worked for a local builder all his life until he won three

  thousand pounds on the Grand National, whereupon he had started his own business – with Dad and a couple of men, bought himself a third-of-an-acre plot in a lane off the main road in New

  Barnet and constructed his own home upon it. He had had a profound and informed contempt for architects and, as he was not much of a draughtsman, the house was a simple rectangle – in shape

  much what might have been drawn by a child. But he had had, had always had, an eye for detail, and on this, his own home, he spared no detail that sprang to his mind. The surface textures

  of the house embodied every technique he could employ: three kinds of brick; tiles, pebbledash, roughcast and timber beams; the front door had a porch with both rustic wood and stained glass of

  wine-gum hues; there were casement and sash windows and even a pair with diamond leaded panes; the chimney stack had Tudor associations and, too tall for the size of the house, looked as though he

  had found it somewhere and not wanted to waste it.




  Gavin’s room was unlike any of the others in the house. This was partly because it was the two attics in the roof turned into one; partly because he had – naturally – been able

  to do what he liked with it. The roof sloped so that he could not stand upright at the sides of the room, but this no longer troubled him. He had painted the walls and woodwork white, and bought a

  second-hand carpet with flowers on it that entirely covered the floor. Books and gramophone records covered both end walls. He had built out wide window shelves for each of the four dormer windows

  on which he kept his cacti and ferns and one miniature Japanese elm. A screen concealed the wash basin: he had pasted it with postcard reproductions of pictures he had particularly liked, and

  sometimes buildings cut out of old Country Lifes from the salon. His bed was covered with a rather tattered old Persian silk rug that he had come upon years ago in a junk shop. His –

  so far small – collection of Baxter prints, his shells (juvenilia, this, he sometimes thought, but, when it came to the point, he couldn’t bear to part with them) were arranged on two

  shelves over the bed. There was a small kitchen table for answering his correspondence. He had put hardboard over the fudge-coloured tiles round the fireplace and his antique mirror – gold,

  with two doves and a wreath of roses roving round them – over it. He had bought an old chaise-longue at the same shop as the one where he had first seen the mirror – from the top of a

  bus. It had been very well upholstered in red velvet that had faded with age and the sun: only the bits behind the faded buttons showed you the original, royal colour. But he had not wanted to

  change it, which had driven his mother into a frenzy about germs and worse. She sprayed it angrily with fly-killer and had been known to dab at it with almost neat Jeyes Fluid till he’d

  stopped her. She thought second-hand things equated with being poor and there was no shifting her, so he had simply said that he was funny that way, and that had turned out to be immediately

  acceptable. The room was certainly Gavin’s rather than his parents’. Mum kept the rest of the house so nice that it was in a perpetual state of suspended animation – there was no

  sign that anyone ever read, sewed, talked, left things about, or even dropped or broke them – whatever they did, she cleared it up almost before they had finished doing it. Even meals were

  cleared off the table the moment their mouths – or possibly only plates – were empty. The garden was rather like that as well. It was so tidy and symmetrical that putting even one deck

  chair in it made it look lop-sided. Largely on the strength of these things, Mrs Lamb had the reputation for being a wonderful wife and mother.




  When he had washed, he came downstairs to find that his mother had propped his post against his glass on the table. There was a card from the library saying that the book he had asked for was

  now in and also a travel brochure about Greece – the country he was planning to go to on his next holiday: a good post.




  Supper was eaten in silence. Mrs Lamb did not realize the heat of the curry because she did not eat it. She hardly ever ate at meal times, and was not given to tasting the food she cooked. This

  meant that whenever she strayed from the family recipes learned from her own mother, her food became an anxious business for her consumers. She was particularly fond of trying out new recipes for

  ‘foreign food’ and various curries were a recurring hazard. But she also had the unshakeable notion that all printed recipes were mean: if it said ‘one teaspoonful of chili powder

  and two of plum jam’ she carefully measured these amounts and then chucked in a whole lot more for good measure. The results were extreme; scalding, dizzily sweet, briney beyond belief.

  Sometimes the skin was removed from the roofs of their mouths before they were blown off – sometimes not. Mr Lamb and his son dutifully ate as much as they could of whatever was put before

  them and kept their criticism to an heroic minimum ever since the dreadful evening some years back when Mrs Lamb, looking more like a nervy little witch than usual, had served them their first

  curry, asked what they thought of it, and on being mildly told that it had seemed a bit hot, had burst into wracking sobs and a tirade that beginning with their ingratitude had extended to the

  futility of her whole life. It had taken hours to calm her, and even then she had not been really appeased and they had been treated to tinned food served with sardonic sniffs and nasty remarks

  made to Providence for nearly a week. Afterwards, Gavin had realized that it had been the anniversary of Caesar being put down. As she refused to have another dog, Gavin and his father made a note

  of the anniversary, and were always especially bright and obliging on it, but they had also divined that criticism, however tentative, was not something that Mrs Lamb wished to experience. So, this

  evening they chewed their way through shredded strands of beef in coconut syrup and sultanas while Mrs Lamb sat, a little apart, crocheting a playsuit for a teddy bear; her small speedy hands in no

  way impairing her watchfulness: the teddy bear, clad in tangerine nylon fur, lolled beside her.




  ‘Very nice,’ Mr Lamb said at last. He drank the last of the water on the table and met Gavin’s eye without expression.




  ‘You haven’t finished the coconut,’ she said, without apparently taking her eyes from her crochet.




  ‘You gave us so much, Mum.’ Gavin got up to move the plates.




  ‘You could finish it up on your pears,’ she continued inexorably. ‘They’re waiting for you outside.’




  They were indeed. Fruit out of a tin did not count as tinned food for some mysterious reason that had never been uncovered. There was a whole lot of nonsense in tins – and then fruit. The

  pears were in sundae glasses, lying on what looked like raspberry jam and topped with custard. The kitchen was spotless. Salt evenings could be worse. He had a quick drink of water and switched on

  the kettle. In a minute or two, she would come out and make tea for herself and Dad, and coffee for him.




  ‘Don’t you forget about the Castle puddings,’ he told her as he returned with the pears.




  ‘I won’t.’ She did not mind being admonished to make things they liked.




  ‘Pears are good for your complexion,’ she added, an unexpected number of minutes later. ‘There’s strychnine in pears.’




  He knew that with peeled, let alone tinned pears this was most unlikely, but the occasional – and surprising – pieces of misinformation were yet another spice in his mother’s

  life and he was very fond of her. It was Marge who argued with their mother; they could keep the same argument going for days – for weeks now that Marge was married and they met only at

  weekends, when she brought the kids over for Sunday dinner. They did not have rows, exactly, but neither of them gave an inch.




  Mr Lamb was hurrying with his pears because he wanted his tea, and then his pipe so that he could get back to television before the programmes got too highbrow. A quiet man, he none the less

  enormously enjoyed violence in his viewing: sex, he often said, he had never cared for – his morality entailed knowing a great many things that were not right – but the sight of

  somebody being machine-gunned to pieces or battered to death afforded him genuine entertainment. He even enjoyed the news occasionally for this reason.




  Mrs Lamb would sit with him whatever he watched, but she would not watch herself. This was not because she did not like television; she watched it in the afternoon when Fred was out building or

  repairing people’s houses. It was simply that she disapproved of women doing anything with men: women – particularly wives – were meant simply to be there while

  their husbands spent their leisure hours as they pleased. Now, observing that they had finished their pears, she laid the playsuit carefully beside the bear, seized their sundae glasses and nipped

  into the kitchen. Gavin met his father’s eye again: they had little in common, but in particular they shared a benign conspiracy geared solely to not upsetting Mrs Lamb.




  ‘Yes, well – a nice cup of tea won’t do any harm,’ Mr Lamb said in a voice designed for his wife to hear.




  Outside, an ice cream van jingled its Greensleeves way down the road and Gavin wondered fleetingly whether this was tremendously unfair to Vaughan Williams, or whether he would have regarded it

  – ruefully – as some kind of accolade – vox populi to the chime. This made him feel lonely: a spring evening with some hours in it that he could spend as he pleased. If he stayed

  downstairs, he would get The Streets of San Francisco: if he went up, he could be alone with Brahms and he did not quite want either of these alternatives. But, when he started to think of

  what he might want, he felt merely spasms of fear and a kind of despair – an almost irritable anxiety: there must be more to life, and could he stand it if there was?




  The telephone rang and he leapt to answer it. ‘I’ll go, Dad.’ It might be his friend.




  It wasn’t: it was a customer of Dad’s, having trouble with a skylight. Mum had brought in their drinks and was now quivering with anxiety to see them drink them. To make up for the

  exasperating possibility that Dad’s tea would be cold before he came off the telephone, Gavin scalded his already fiery tongue on his Nescaff. Appeased, Mrs Lamb handed him the Daily

  Mirror.




  ‘No thanks, Mum.’ He’d read the Telegraph on his way to work.




  ‘You ought to look at the paper.’




  ‘I’ve read one already. Anyway – you never do.’




  She seized the playsuit. ‘I’ve got better things to do with my time.’ She never read any papers on the twofold grounds that she didn’t believe a word they said and that

  they never had anything in them.




  Mr Lamb returned from the telephone. ‘There’s no money in skylights,’ he said.




  ‘They make a nice light, though,’ Gavin said.




  ‘If they can’t make do with windows, they can fall back on electricity,’ said Mrs Lamb. She was watching to see whether her husband wasn’t enjoying his tea because he had

  let it get cold. Mr Lamb was up to this, however; he signalled his enjoyment by wincing appreciatively at the first sip, drinking the rest in fairly noisy gulps and mopping his moustache with an

  old Army handkerchief – faded khaki – out of which fell a little clutch of washers.




  ‘I wondered where they’d got to.’




  ‘You’ll wear your handkerchiefs out keeping things like that in them.’




  ‘I said to Sid last night, “You got them washers?” “No,” he said, “I ’aven’t got ’em, you had ’em.” “I

  ’aven’t got ’em,” I said and ’ere they were all the time!’




  ‘Wearing everything to a thread like that, nasty sharp things’ – she was cramming the bear’s indifferently hinged limbs into the playsuit, twisting him this way and that:

  it looked quite painful, but Gavin noticed that his expression of wilful unreliability remained unchanged.




  ‘Nothing sharp about a washer, dear, unless it’s worn. Nothing sharp about a new washer.’ He had finished filling his pipe and leaned back to pat for his matchbox in

  his jacket. ‘These are new washers,’ he explained reassuringly.




  She darted to her feet to seize his tea cup. ‘Tobacco all over the table!’




  She was always one jump ahead, Gavin thought; no sooner had they laid one anxiety at rest than she pounced upon another and they lumbered after her shovelling sand into all the ground she cut

  beneath their feet: she called it ‘Where would you be without me?’ and he called it ‘Understanding women’. It gave them both a sense of domestic strategy, Gavin thought, but

  it hadn’t, exactly, anything to do with him. He decided to ring his friend, Harry King.




  ‘Harry – ’




  ‘Oh, hullo!’ There was a faint, but unmistakable crash of breaking china. ‘Shut up, you silly quean, it’s Gavin. We were just finishing dinner. Why don’t

  you pop round for a cup of coffee?’




  ‘Thanks: I’d like to.’




  ‘I warn you, there’s a certain amount of tension in the air.’




  Another crash – it sounded like glass this time.




  ‘Are you sure you’d like me to come?’




  ‘I’d like you to come, dear boy.’




  ‘Hadn’t you better ask Winthrop?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘All right.’




  ‘Come on your scooter, or you’ll be all night.’




  Harry lived in an extremely small block of flats in Whetstone. It was built of concrete which looked as though it had been severely pecked by giant birds; whether this was in preparation for

  some more indulgent facing or whether the concrete being some three years old had failed to stand up to the exigencies of the British climate, Gavin did not know: he did care, since he

  thought Harry – and even Winthrop – merited a lovelier home, but he had not liked to ask. There were only six flats in the block: each containing a living room, a bedroom, bathroom and

  kitchen. The living rooms sported balconies, large enough, as Harry had once said, to accommodate one deck chair or a medium-sized dog, or, alternatively, a dog in or on the deck chair – the

  space involved was described by him as fanciful. The building was rather surprisingly called Havergal Heights (years ago they had wondered whether it could possibly have been named after Havergal

  Brian: Gavin, who had just at that time finished reading Ordeal by Music, had said he hoped not, or if it was so, he hoped the poor old composer didn’t know, and Harry said he

  thought it was perfectly in keeping with the rest of H. Brian’s life). Winthrop had said who the fucking hell was Havergal Brown and then, when Harry started to tell him, said that Harry was

  patronizing. This evening sounded like another of those, Gavin thought as he immobilized his scooter on the concrete crazy paving and rang the bell marked F. King – highly unsuitable, as

  Harry always pointed out to newcomers.




  ‘That you?’




  ‘Yes.’




  The buzzer went: Gavin leaned on the door but it remained shut.




  ‘I don’t think it’s working.’




  Nothing happened for a bit. Gavin thought what a good thing he knew Harry so well: it meant that, if nothing went on happening, he could ring the bell again without feeling bad about it, and

  also he could wait to see if something would happen without his mouth getting dry. But this thought, like so many of the few he indulged in that were of even a faintly consoling nature,

  only went to show him how many other people he would find it impossible to visit because of hazards of this kind. Listening, he could hear a quarrel, a spin dryer, Radio Four and a gun-fight on

  telly: the soundproofing in the flats was poor, to put it mildly.




  The door opened suddenly and there was Harry. He was wearing his tartan sleeveless pullover and his shirt sleeves were rolled up.




  ‘The bloody thing’s always going wrong. When they mend it, it only lasts five minutes. How are you, dear boy?’




  ‘Fine.’




  As he followed Harry up the concrete stairs Harry said:




  ‘Winthrop’s having a bit of a moody. If I’ve told him once, I’ve told him a hundred times he must not use the wok without oiling it. Pay no attention to him –

  he’s just a child.’




  The flat was one of the top ones. The sitting room – not large – was furnished rather as Gavin imagined a small V.I.P. lounge at an airport would be. A large black leather

  chesterfield, black glass-topped table, a huge – almost menacingly healthy – houseplant; two walls of black coffee; two of coffee with milk in it. The floor was covered by a

  surprisingly white, rather furry carpet (people were encouraged to take their shoes off before they came through the door). The only things that one couldn’t expect to find in a bona fide

  V.I.P. lounge were the hi-fi equipment and the books. There was a hatch through to the kitchen.




  ‘I was just finishing the washing-up to save any more disasters. Like some coffee?’




  ‘I would.’




  ‘French or Turkish?’




  ‘Turkish – if it’s not too much trouble.’




  ‘No trouble at all. It’s a bit late to be drinking it, but we all have our little vices.’




  Gavin watched as Harry measured coffee beans and poured them smoothly into the electric grinder.




  ‘Has Winthrop gone out?’




  ‘No. He may have passed out. But he hasn’t gone anywhere so far as I know. Unless he’s jumped clean off the balcony, which, so far as I’m concerned, he’s

  very welcome to do.’




  Harry had a trick, with which Gavin was familiar, of lowering the volume of his voice with dramatic suddenness towards the end of a sentence, while using his mouth to enunciate the final

  syllables with the sort of care that he might have employed if he was teaching someone to lipread. This was something that Gavin had noticed many times, but now he realized that it was

  connected in some way to what Harry was feeling: his eyes were uneasily bright. He switched on the grinder and, in the few seconds that it took to chew and roar its way through the beans, little

  shreds of Harry played back relentlessly in Gavin’s mind: like clips from a film: Harry describing the end of The Ring: Harry talking about his first evening in Venice: Harry telling

  him about picking up Winthrop . . .




  ‘I wouldn’t mind his tantrums, I wouldn’t mind – well, to be scrupulously fair, I do mind – but I could put up with the fact that he is congenitally

  incapable of sticking to any arrangement. I’ve always known he’s bone idle – he’s always been quite honest about that. It has a certain charm and it makes

  you understand why he can’t have any sense of time – ’




  ‘Look out!’ The rich brown froth was starting to mushroom over the top of the pot. Harry whipped it off and lowered the gas.




  ‘It’s the lies he tells – ’




  ‘Lies?’




  ‘You ask him if he’s done something and of course he says, “Yes.” It bears no relation to the truth whatsoever – ’ without warning, he darted out of the

  kitchen.




  ‘Shall I put the coffee back?’




  ‘If you keep an eye on it. It should come just up to the boil twice more. Don’t let it actually boil, though.




  ‘I put them out on the balcony: I was afraid they’d infect everything else. Look at them.’ He dumped two flower pots on the draining board.




  One contained a stephanotis, Gavin observed, and one a fern. Both plants looked decidedly sick. The stephanotis was glistening with sticky drops – many leaves were discoloured, and one

  fell even as he watched. ‘Looks like scale,’ he said, and just caught the coffee in time.




  ‘That’s what it is: the fern’s got it too. Caught it – it’s wildly infectious.’




  ‘Yes, I know.’ Gavin put the coffee back on the gas determined to watch it whatever Harry said or did.




  ‘He knows that perfectly well. If I’ve told him once, I’ve told him a hundred times. I’ve said, “Don’t just buy any old plant off a stall, and if you

  do, quarantine it for a couple of weeks.” Does his Lordship take a blind bit of notice?’




  ‘You can try sponging the leaves with a weak solution of paraffin and water. But I’ve never got rid of scale myself. I think the coffee’s ready.’




  ‘I’ll make him do it. He loathes paraffin: serve him right.’




  Harry had the wrong face for looking vindictive: with his small, nervous eyes, his long nose quivering, his narrow mouth braced with resentment, he only succeeded in looking like an anxious rat.

  Gavin who had owned a white one when he was considerably younger felt a surge of affectionate nostalgia.




  ‘If you’ve got some rubber gloves handy, I’ll have a go. Can’t get paraffin on my hands, the clients wouldn’t like it.’




  ‘Me neither. No – let’s play some Tchaik.’ But, as if on cue, a blast of what sounded like four cowboys in a frenzy of self-pity burst upon them.




  ‘My God! Watch the coffee.’ Harry almost ran out of the kitchen, his spikey hair on end. Gavin stood in the kitchen: he did not like to go into the sitting room, since the bedroom

  led straight off it, but he could not help hearing . . .




  ‘Winthrop! You miserable boy, you. How many times have I told you I won’t have that row here!’




  The music stopped as abruptly as it had started, there were sounds of a scuffle, a thud, and a shriek of pain. The bedroom door slammed. Gavin found a glass and had a drink of tap water: he was

  extremely thirsty, and the thought of a scene in which he might be expected to take sides, or at least some part, made his mouth even dryer than his mother’s curry had already achieved on its

  own. He thought longingly of the more peaceful evenings when he and Harry, and even sometimes all three of them, discussed their holidays, and listened to records and worried about their mothers.

  Harry’s lived with a senile brother in Potters Bar and still worked as an office cleaner, and Winthrop’s was an unwillingly retired prostitute with one leg – it hadn’t been

  the absence of a leg that had impeded her career, but a nasty car accident that had otherwise affected her mobility. She lived in a Home with what she described as a not very nice class of

  person.




  Harry and – more surprisingly – Winthrop were both devoted sons, visiting their mothers regularly, never forgetting their birthdays, taking them on outings and devising treats for

  them; more than that, they were unfailingly kind to each other’s mother, discussing her respective welfare with a serious concern. He listened: they were talking, but things sounded

  calmer. He decided to take the coffee into the sitting room. As he did so, Harry emerged from the bedroom holding a handkerchief to one side of his chin.




  ‘He hit me with that ashtray we brought back from Pisa. He knows I can’t stand blood.’ He sank on to the chesterfield and added unexpectedly:




  ‘It’s all right now, though: the air has cleared. No Stones and no Tchaik is the contract.’ He poured the coffee that Gavin had put on the black glass table. ‘He’s

  coming to join us when he’s done his hair. Just behave as though nothing has happened. How’s the job going?’




  ‘All right; just the same really. How’s yours?’




  ‘Well, it’s nothing like the last one, but one does feel one is doing some good. The most embarrassing thing about my clients is that what with being out of condition and then having

  nothing but raw fruit or vegetables they’re so full of wind. I don’t mind, because I’ve come to expect it, but they get so embarrassed. And I suppose,’ he finished

  honestly, ‘that if they weren’t – I mean if they employed a whole lot of sang froid about it – I’d feel embarrassed.’




  Harry was a masseur: he had recently gone to work in a fashionable Health Farm because there had been so many rows with Winthrop when he worked at the Turkish Baths in Jermyn Street. For some

  reason Winthrop seemed to feel that the presence of at least an equal number of ladies in the clientele obviated temptation, although so far as Gavin could see, all it did was halve his chances.

  The coffee was good; he said so and Harry replied:




  ‘The secret is to have it really fresh: freshly roasted, freshly ground: like everything else – it’s no good if you don’t take it seriously. Winthrop wants you to cut his

  hair, by the way – if you feel up to it.’




  ‘I’m afraid I haven’t brought my scissors with me.’




  ‘He’s got some. Humour him, there’s a dear child, or we’ll be having another moody.’ He met Gavin’s eye and winked – a desperate plea. Then

  more briskly, he said, ‘I meant to ask you: I want to get a new recording of K.449. I’m through with Haebler. Gabble gabble. Who would you recommend?’




  Gavin thought seriously. This was just the kind of question he liked to be asked.




  ‘The performance I like best is Serkin. There was a nice one with Gieseking. Probably Haskill as well, but they aren’t recent. I don’t think Milkina’s

  done it, or I’d have her, but Klein may have.’




  ‘Klein? He’s good, isn’t he?’




  ‘He’s good. Worth asking. Of course there’s Clifford Curzon – ’ he broke off, and they both looked towards the bedroom door where Winthrop, clad in boxer’s

  shorts, track shoes and a T-shirt stood in a pose of theatrical patience.




  ‘What the fuck are you two talking about?’




  ‘A Mozart concerto, dear boy, in E flat.’




  ‘Oh.’ He prowled to the only armchair and cast himself upon it. His T-shirt said SEARCH ME YOU MIGHT EVEN GET TO LIKE IT in three rows on his rippling chest. ‘That sounds like

  a boring conversation to me.’




  Harry pursed his lips. ‘No doubt it might seem so to some of us.’




  Oh dear, thought Gavin. He asked Winthrop how the job was going.




  ‘Which job?’




  ‘I thought you were demonstrating sports wear.’




  ‘Oh that! I couldn’t stand that. Get paid far more for a beer commercial – far less work – same money for a few hours’ work as I’d get at any

  department store for a week.’




  ‘But it’s not regular work. There’s no security in it.’




  Winthrop looked at Harry with affectionate contempt.




  ‘There he goes. If he had his way, I’d be at home all day churning out chutney for a health shop.’




  ‘You make marvellous chutney, dear child. I don’t know anyone who makes chutney like him – out of anything – he’s got a real gift for it. You’ve got

  so many talents, Winthrop, you just won’t use them.’




  ‘Some of them I use.’ The room became full of sly smiles, but the atmosphere had definitely gone down a peg, Gavin thought.




  ‘Harry said something about you wanting a hair cut,’ he said.




  ‘I’ve changed my mind. I’m going out.’ He got to his feet, ran a muscular hand through his auburn curls and yawned so that Gavin could see nearly all of his splendid

  teeth.




  ‘Where are you off to, then?’




  ‘I’m going to Town. You should care. Leave you to your fucking classical music.’




  ‘I don’t mind. Where are you going to?’




  ‘Mind your own fucking business.’




  ‘Please yourself.’ Harry’s eyes had filled with tears. ‘I ask you a perfectly reasonable question and you get stroppy.’




  ‘I’m going to a disco, if you must know. Satisfied?’




  ‘It makes no difference to me where you’re going. I only asked.’




  ‘You only asked,’ repeated Winthrop and disappeared into the bedroom.




  ‘My God!’ Harry’s silky gold hair stood in spikes off his forehead and his nose was twitching again. Gavin’s heart began thudding – he could not think of anything

  to say or do that would alleviate Harry’s distress.




  In an astonishingly short space of time Winthrop emerged in a bright blue windcheater over a white track suit.




  ‘Ta ta,’ he said, ‘Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do. And that means you can do fucking well anything.’ He had two goes at slamming the front door, and

  they heard him running downstairs.




  Harry burst into tears.




  ‘Look here,’ said Gavin; ‘don’t – I mean – he’ll be back.’ He groped for a Kleenex in his pocket. ‘Won’t he?’




  ‘He’ll be back. It’s who he’ll be back with.’ Sobs convulsed him – the Kleenex was sodden before he had even blown his nose.

  ‘He’s got no sense of responsibility! Just a child! He really goes in for the rough trade – has all sorts back – I knew it was a mistake to get the chesterfield. I

  told him this is the lounge but he’ll get up to anything anywhere you wouldn’t treat a dog like you treat me sometimes and do you know what he said?’




  ‘No,’ Gavin said (what else could he say?).




  ‘“Yap yap,”’ Harry looked at his friend with streaming eyes. ‘“Yap yap.” As though I was a dog: never mind my migraines. He’s got a

  lovely nature underneath. I keep telling myself he’s had a terrible childhood – well it’s a fact – his mother’s working hours being so awkward, and she filled him up

  with Milk Tray so all his teeth had to be crowned before he was eighteen and getting the money for that set him on the primrose path I can tell you, he couldn’t be too fussy where he got it

  from.’ He took a deep breath and blew his nose on the only other Kleenex Gavin had with him. ‘When I got him back here the first time it seemed such a golden period of our lives.

  “Consider this as a haven,” I said, and he cried. And I got the trouble with his back right. It took me three months – that’s the time he got into Asian cookery and he even

  seemed to take an interest in opera – his mind was like a clean slate. He didn’t used to want to go out all the time then – he was quite happy with his photography and that rug he

  was making, and we used to make a lot of wine and have one or two people round – well, you remember how it was – an idyll. That’s how I described it then, and it’s how

  I’d describe it now. If asked.’ He looked hopefully at Gavin. Gavin, however, was far from sure that nostalgia would prove to be a comfort, and suggested a cup of tea instead. So that

  is what they had, and Gavin was pleased to find that he was right about the idea. They had three cups each and nearly a whole packet of chocolate digestive biscuits because Harry said that upsets

  made him hungry. Gavin, who loved chocolate, ate his share although he remarked that it played havoc with his spots.




  ‘The trouble with you,’ Harry said affectionately, ‘is that you need a sexual partner. Clear your skin in no time.’




  ‘I haven’t found the right girl.’




  ‘You know what I think?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Gavin because they’d had this out before.




  ‘You’re barking up the wrong tree. The reason you don’t find the right girl is that you don’t want a girl. If you did – you’d find one. You want a lovely

  young quean. Why don’t you try it?’




  ‘But if what you say about the girl is true – if what I wanted was a chap, wouldn’t I have found one by now?’




  ‘Not necessarily. You’re inhibited you know. Shy: you underestimate yourself. And living at home doesn’t make it easy: I can see that. But you’d probably find –

  after a bit of initial distress – that your mother would feel it was only natural for you to have your own pad – a nice little place of your own with a boy you can really rely on. I

  know you’d never neglect your mother, but you have got your own life to lead and it’s time you made a start, you know. You should come out with me and Winthrop one night and see what we

  can find.’




  ‘How’s your mother?’ It was a deflection, but Gavin felt all the horrible, and horribly familiar, sensations of a first-class blush – the kind that surged up from just

  below his collar bone, ignited round about his Adam’s apple and exploded on his face, making the worst of his spots look as though their heads had been touched with luminous paint.




  ‘She’s having a lot of trouble with her food. What she fancies, she can’t keep down, and anything she could keep down, she really doesn’t fancy. But she’s

  all right in herself. Still working and putting up with Sydney which is more than most of us could do. He keeps on asking her the time and he won’t throw anything away – hides

  things – she keeps on finding paper bags in his bed and God knows what was in them in the first place. She’s been a good sister to him – leaving aside anything else. I got her

  some tropical fish for her birthday and they seem to have gone down very well, I must say.’ He tried the now exhausted teapot and then said with a touch of sly severity: ‘I have a

  feeling that a certain party didn’t want to pursue a subject. It’s understandable: I know you feel a bit shy about these matters.’




  So, although in a sense Gavin had got away with it, in another sense, he hadn’t.




  ‘Tell you what, dear boy. There’s going to be a little party shortly; perhaps you’d like to come to that?’




  ‘I don’t know. I’m not much of a one for parties.’




  ‘Have a go. I mean you can’t spend your whole life working and going on holidays alone and all that. Take the plunge: be open-minded.’




  ‘I’ll think about it. Have to be getting along.’ Once a week he went to work at a quarter-past eight in order to wash and set a Cabinet Minister whose hair had to be done, as

  she put it, ‘before breakfast’.




  Harry accompanied him solicitously downstairs to his bike. ‘Sorry about the slight difficulties earlier in the evening.’




  ‘That’s all right. I hope it’ll all work out.’




  ‘It’ll work out. Deep down, we’ve got quite a lot going for each other. Mind you,’ he added, as Gavin was unlocking his bike, ‘if it is a girl you’re

  after, and I’m wrong – if I am, mind you, you’re not going to meet her in that salon of yours, are you? They all sound a bit long in the tooth there, apart from anything else.

  What are you doing on Sunday? Winthrop and I were thinking of that exhibition at the V. and A.’




  ‘I’ve got to go to my sister’s. Take my mother over.’




  ‘Oh well – you mustn’t miss that. Another time then. Look after yourself.’




  ‘You too.’




  The ride back was refreshing. But, if what had happened earlier was what Harry described as ‘slight difficulties’, Gavin trembled to think what full-scale ones would be, and the

  hazards of any close personal relationship – with either sex – appalled him. Even if he went to the terrifying lengths of finding somebody, how could he rely upon them not to behave

  with the dangerous unpredictability of a polar bear? It seemed to him that with all couples there was the placator and the placated, and he was pretty sure which he would turn out to be. He was far

  more like Harry or his dad, than he was like either his mum or Winthrop. He put his bike away with the uneasy feeling that he was not up to real life, although real life was supposed to be

  what he was in. It was quite chilly – felt like frost.




  The house was dark, except for the lantern light in the hall, and it smelled faintly of curry; and Ronuk: ‘keeping everything nice’ did not extend to smells. His mother’s

  activities could always be traced by smell: on Mondays, the washing; on Tuesdays, the furniture polishing; on Wednesdays, the disinfectant (on the rubbish bin after the dustman had been); on

  Thursdays, the cakes she made for the weekend; on Fridays, the fish. He went – quietly – into the kitchen and got himself a glass of Express Dairy orange juice out of the fridge; he

  felt it was good for his awful blood, and it was the size of whim that his mother fell in with. His thirst had not abated in spite of the tea. Breakfast was laid with military precision: his cereal

  by his place, his father’s knife and fork at the ready for his fried bread and tomatoes. The sugar bowl had a muslin cloth weighted with beads on it; the electric toaster a linen cosy

  embroidered with a cottage and hollyhocks – his mother’s precautions against flies and germs combined in the case of the cosy with a general feeling that things were more refined if

  they appeared to be other than they were. The lavatory was particularly like that. The seat was covered in candlewick, the paper in a felt box appliquéd with sequins. In the bathroom he

  cleaned his teeth, surveyed the battlefield of his face (his spots really were a case of swings and roundabouts – whenever half a dozen swings subsided, the roundabouts got cracking: nothing

  seemed to finish them off; if one generation succumbed to calamine, disinfectant creams or even surgical spirit, another thrived on just the same treatment). He had tried the school of

  ‘don’t touch them leave them alone’, but this simply meant that they took their own interminable time to burgeon. He had tried the ‘nip them in the bud’ school which

  simply meant that they redoubled their efforts. Discrimination was the best method and careful timing. There came a moment with each one when it could be effectively squeezed, disinfected and left

  to heal. He dealt with two such, took out his contact lenses and bathed his eyes. After reading Huxley’s book, he had taken to a modified version of the Bates method – the exercises,

  and hot and cold water bathing. His eyes were the colour of ginger nuts, and gave the impression of resting widely apart upon very shallow declivities – he had been called Froggy at school.

  Somehow, he thought wearily (because he had thought it so often before and knew that it didn’t help), the things that were better about his face – a broad forehead with

  knowledgeable bumps, finely-arched brows of a pleasing bronze shade and high cheekbones – seemed merely to make the bad things worse. It was as though two conflicting forces had composed his

  features and a kind of angry democracy had ensued. He did not know that his smile made everything not only all right but unusually better than that. He never smiled at himself in a glass –

  could see nothing to smile at.




  His room, the door of which he kept shut, did not smell of curry. He had tacked a piece of felt to the bottom of the door (to exclude draughts he had told his mother but really it was to shut

  out the various consequences of his mother keeping everything nice). He allowed her into his room once a week – on Saturdays, when he was there; she exclaimed over the dirt, barked his shins

  on the Hoover and wondered incessantly what things were for. He liked order, and did not mind dust.




  Without his lenses, the Persian rug had a kind of suffused glow – its casual geometric patterns were all of the colours that reminded him of a really good azalea garden – startling

  but compatible pinks and oranges and reds and yellows – it made his bed look very inviting.




  When he had undressed and laid his clothes for tomorrow carefully out on the red sofa he went to the dormer window the shelf of which was occupied by his little bonzai elm and opened the

  casement: fresh cold air streamed in. He hopped into bed and drew the rug up to his chin to enjoy its faint, musty smell. Then he turned out the light and shut his eyes.




  Where was he? Oh yes – he always went back a little bit, so that he could recapture the last thrill from last time. He had been walking – well, here he was, walking along the cliff

  path. It was noon and high summer – the hot air spiced with thyme and the countless little flowering plants. The sky was serenely blue and the faint, chalky path – circuitous and full

  of small declivities and ascents – gave him a feeling of mystery and of purpose. The sea was not visible but he knew it was there, and part of the adventure was to find it. The path was

  ascending more and more steeply until he was using his hands to help him climb, and then, but suddenly, he was at the top – a spur of land curving away to his left and looking down upon a

  perfect little bay the shape of a scallop shell, invaded by a pale-green sunlit sea and edged with pure sand. In the centre of the bay and lying on the sand with her long red-gold hair fanned out

  round her head, lay a girl . . .
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