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  to Prue Shaw




  

    

     Mi trasse Beatrice, e disse: ‘Mira


     Quanto è il convento delle bianche stole!


     Vedi nostra città quanto ella gira!’


    


  




  Paradiso XXX, 128–30




  





  I have looked upon those brilliant creatures,




  And now my heart is sore.




   




  Yeats, The Wild Swans at Coole




  But when Queen Guenever wist that Sir Launcelot bare the red sleeve of the fair maiden of Astolat she was nigh out of her mind for wrath. And then she sent for Sir Bors de

  Ganis in all the haste that might be. So when Sir Bors was come tofore the queen, then she said: Ah, Sir Bors, have ye heard say how falsely Sir Launcelot hath betrayed me? Alas madam, said Sir

  Bors, I am afeared he hath betrayed himself and us all.




   




  Malory, Le Morte d’Arthur, XVIII, 15
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~ INTRODUCTION ~





  This book is my second attempt to avoid writing a novel. The first, called Unreliable Memoirs, I got away with by labelling as an

  autobiography, but the same trick will not work twice. So this book will have to be called a novel, even though it is patently not a novel in the accepted sense. For the novel in the come out each

  year and the few that I manage to absorb rarely fail to astonish me by the author’s capacity to take a genuine interest in the world and put his own personality in the back seat. I have made

  all the usual cracks about there being too many novels. I believe I was the first to suggest that there should be an Arts Council grant for not writing a novel. The candidate would submit an

  outline of the novel he proposed not to write. If he proposed not to write a whole sequence of novels, the grant would be renewed annually.




  But such jokes were defensive. I had long since become impressed, not to say depressed, by the high state of development the modern novel had reached, especially among my acquaintances. Some of

  these latter I knew to be personally ambitious beyond the point of mania, yet their novels were miracles of detached limpidity. All the lessons ever taught by my illustrious ancestor Henry (this is

  a rare acknowledgment of consanguinity, since the Australian branch of the family seldom mentions the American connection) had been thoroughly assimilated. Not even the first-person narrator, if

  the novel had one, could remotely be identified with the writer. If a man were writing, it would be a woman’s viewpoint. If a woman were writing, it would be a child’s. If a child, a

  dog’s. Everything was distanced, poised, gravid with implication. What room could there possibly be for a would-be novelist who wrote directly from the self, could create no characters that

  were not elements of the self, and had no real area of interest beyond what Gide, talking about Montaigne, called the mutability of the self? Not a lot.




  Not a lot, but some. Because although the novel proper has always tended towards an autonomous naturalism in which everything must pass the test of credibility, there has also always been,

  tending in the opposite direction, the novel improper. The relationship of the novel improper to the novel proper is nothing like so grand as the relationship of antimatter to matter. There is no

  antagonism: they do not explode when they meet. Indeed there is no real equivalence: the novel proper is in the main line of human achievement and the novel improper is, at best, what used to be

  called a sport. But in the English language the novel improper has its own interesting heritage from Sterne down through Peacock to Firbank and beyond, and in addition there has always been a

  gratifyingly high incidence of respectable novelists who show signs of wanting to kick over the traces. Trollope often got sick of thinking up realistic names, for example, and employed facetious

  ones instead, to the pious anguish of my aforementioned great namesake thrice removed.




  Whether Finnegans Wake is the one thing or the other is a question that a sensible critic will dodge answering, even if he has read it. All I mean to say is that for the writer who

  hasn’t got what it takes to write an adequate novel, there are precedents to suggest that the inadequate novel is a worthwhile category of its own. Peacock’s Nightmare Abbey

  hasn’t got much character development, but think of its high good humour. Firbank’s Vainglory hasn’t got much political commitment, but think of its distilled elegance. It

  will be pointed out that these men had genius. But often, in the arts, that is what genius does for the rest of us – it shows the way by taking childish liberties. Peacock wanted to goose his

  friends while unloading some of his curious erudition, so he did it. Firbank wanted to call a stuffed shirt Sir Somebody Something, so he did it.




  We are all thankful for the way contemporary poetry explores the depths, but most thankful is the poet who scratches the surface, because he can go on working with a clear conscience. By the

  same token, with so many gifted, dedicated novelists pushing their medium to its limits, there is some warrant for reactionary frivolity. The worst that can happen is that nobody

  will notice. So in this book, with my sense of duty taken care of by a hundred seriously toiling contemporaries, I have undertaken to do nothing except indulge myself, although I hope it has not

  been done at anybody’s expense except my own. The character called the world’s most famous young female film star might possibly recognise herself. There is a notoriously clever

  playwright who might just pick himself out of the crowd. Otherwise those who think that every roman must have a clef will speculate in vain. Everyone in the book is a fabrication,

  either fulfilling the author’s wish for virtue or placating his regret for vice. Saints and monsters may identify if they wish, but no normal person looks like any of these people, talks in

  their measured sentences, or has so much free time in the day. Everyone I know works for a living if he is lucky. There are no bright and beautiful television girls who drive Porsche 928 sports

  cars. Most of the bright ones aren’t beautiful, most of the beautiful ones aren’t bright, and of the two that are both, one can’t drive and the other owns a second-hand Audi with

  the back bumper crumpled from a shunt.




  These are the creatures of my mind, such as it is. Perhaps I invent them only to prove that solipsism, in its next to final stage, is at least capable of diagnosing itself. ‘I am all the

  daughters of my father’s house,’ says Viola in Twelfth Night, ‘and all the brothers too.’ There are no prizes for feeling like that. But there should yet be space on

  a bookshop shelf for the kind of novel that can never win the Booker Prize. And there is no telling that I will not get a grant to write another. In Australia a novelist got a grant for a book

  called I Strapped a Mirror to My Brain.




  Which could almost be the subtitle of this book, if I stopped to think about it. But why think about it when I have a trained scholar to think about it for me? Ably providing the critical notes

  at the end of the text, Peter C. Bartelski (of Sydney, Sussex and Sidney Sussex College, Cambridge) is a living legend who, if he did not exist, I would scarcely dare to invent. To fabricate my

  polymath compatriot would have been to ape Nabokov’s Pale Fire, an example of the novel improper with which only a fool would try to compete. Besides, as a part-time critic myself I am

  slow to mock the full-time don who can go on seeing significance when the rest of us have been forced by pressure of time to abandon the quest. Most readers will call it a night

  at the end of the last chapter if they get that far, but in the unlikely event of My First Novel making its mark in the academic world, Peter C. Bartelski’s efforts will at least help ensure

  that any critical discussion, even if condemnatory, takes place at a suitably informed level. He knows everything. If I have ever read half the books he says I have, I long ago forgot what was in

  them. It is good to be told that their contents have been incorporated into my innermost being. Only one objection to his line of argument can I find. He seems to suggest that this book rehearses

  the imminent collapse of civilisation as we know it. I don’t think we’ll get out of it that easily.




  This book is so full of other books, old pictures and remembered music, is such a box of borrowed clothes which the characters put on themselves and on each other, that it might seem at first

  like an echo of what Nietzsche once said about how only an aesthetic attitude can justify the world. But it will emerge, if the reader perseveres, that my own belief is to the contrary. The world

  justifies itself and would still be worth living in if there were no art. Only on that assumption does art provide solace. Art can’t be escaped to. It isn’t Switzerland.




  This is the story of a man who thought it was. He mistook his weak moments for sensitivity, gave himself up to the allure of the beautiful, and almost vanished. One knows him well, although one

  can never know him well enough. In the year 658 BC a certain Chinese individual, important then but forgotten now, was described in the official annals as having been robbed

  by Heaven of his mirror. They meant that he had become blind to his own faults.




  







  
~ one ~





  ‘Hark!’ cried Lancelot Windhover, waking up in his usual frenzy of hyperventilation, or whatever you call it when you can’t

  remember how to breathe. ‘Whelk! Faugh! Noah! Quark!’ He gave himself artificial respiration. After a while it worked. When the panic was over the despair started. With heaving chest he

  mentally reviewed his troubles and could see no real reason for continuing to live. Elegantly he tottered to the window, his body, with the possible exception of a pair of small motorcycle-style

  panniers at the waist, looking like the corporeal manifestation of a fit man half his age – which would have been, should you have made it, a pretty fair assessment of his true emotional

  development, since nobody so old can look so young without a certain deficiency in the gift for self-criticism. Or so, at any rate, Lancelot thought, giving himself points for the critical insight

  but taking them away again because of the revealed proneness to soul-searching, which he regarded as self-obsession. Not quite the same thing as self-criticism, but more than enough to reduce him

  to desperation all by itself, even without the aid of the joke panorama visible when he dragged aside the heavy curtains.




  Rain fell as if an expensive postal address gave you no privileges at all. Members of the Royal Family lived not far away. Were they getting rained on to this extent? Lancelot flaked crusts of

  yellow sleep out of his eyes. As a physical satisfaction this activity ranked somewhere below nosepicking but sometimes it takes only the tiniest success to bring a waverer back from the brink. He

  formed the intention not to commit suicide after all. It was his first big mistake of the day.




  Elsewhere in the large house, his wife and children were no doubt up and about by now, if not gone shopping or to school or whatever it was they did. Although Lancelot still made love to his

  wife he drew the line at sleeping with her, and thus tended to get out of touch with her plans. Charlotte he had married for an automatic entrée to the less interesting

  but, he had presumed, more deeply satisfying world which lay beyond and above the Bohemia he had already conquered. In his then role as the stylesetter of his Oxbridge generation he had found many

  doors open, thereby gaining a perspective of further doors which only a judicious marriage could get him through. Charlotte was a particularly beautiful, particularly clever daughter of the

  academic establishment. Her family had been professorial since well before Darwin left for Tierra del Fuego. Lancelot, not wholly blinded by love, had seen a chance for the kind of respectability

  that mere brilliance finds it difficult to attain. Perhaps he should have realised that the pleasure Charlotte took in his company was a token of how the studious network in which she had grown up

  bored her to distraction. She wanted from him the excitement of primal creation, he from her the secure base of enrolment in a secular clergy. So each of them had in time found that the new door

  led into an empty room. But at least for him it was a safe place, where he had been at first surprised, and then saddened, to discover that his proposed exploitation of his wife’s connections

  had turned to an actual dependence on her stable personality. Nowadays he never fell in love without dreading the possibility of being forced to leave home. He was like that Chinese firework called

  a plate-spinner. It must have a plate or it won’t spin.




  Nine in the morning in London meant that it was well before dawn in New York, so it would be foolish to telephone Samantha. Disturbed at that hour she would be spiteful even if alone. Not that

  there was any doubt about alone being the way that she would be. That she would be alone was so inevitable there was no point checking up. Also the question was moot whether being subject to a

  stream of abuse would necessarily be all that much better than not hearing her voice at all. Certain sections of her body came into his mind, inducing a rush of aching sweetness which he guessed

  must be what heroin felt like when injected – he was too old to know. Samantha probably knew, just as she knew everything else that was not worth knowing. She touched herself while making

  love but then all the girls in her age-group did that nowadays, just as they all had the same cursive handwriting. He supposed his daughters did it too. Telephoning her would be

  a mistake, no question of it.




  ‘You woke me up.’




  ‘It doesn’t sound like it. Have you got somebody with you?’




  ‘That’s difficult to say.’




  ‘Is he on the job at this actual moment or are you just lying beside each other radiating a soft glow of well-being?’




  ‘It’s impossible to tell at this stage. Why don’t you ask me when I’ve had a chance to go through the documents?’




  ‘Go to buggery.’




  ‘That would be marvellous. I’ll ring you at work.’




  Feeling sick, Lancelot headed for the nearest bathroom. What he saw Feydeau doing on the stairhead landing made him feel sicker. Youngest of the dogs, Feydeau was trying to screw his expensive

  behind into the weft of the carpet. Presumably this had something to do with an irritated sphincter, although whether the condition was being exacerbated or ameliorated by the treatment was hard to

  tell, since the resulting whimpers were open to either interpretation. Lancelot tried to take solace from his ability to do that sort of thing in a specially designed room. There was something to

  being human even when you were brought face to face with your inadequacies.




  Not that what he saw in the mirror showed any particular signs of anguish long endured. Nor would it have done even to, say, Colette, who when analysing her hero Chéri’s physiognomy

  had been able to tell so much from the texture of his eyelids. In Lancelot’s case there was simply not a great deal to analyse beyond a pleasant regularity of features, the lower planes of

  which he now shaved, sealing the open skin with a liquid which boasted in Spanish that it had been created especially for men. His plenitude of straight blond hair felt itchy at the roots but he

  decided to postpone washing either it or the body which held it a slightly greater than average distance off the ground. Tonight would do. It was the second such procrastination in two days:

  Lancelot felt no compulsion towards a diurnal bath. If challenged he would invoke the threat it posed to the natural oils, over which he now drew various items of plain, well chosen and expensive

  clothing.




  ‘Feydeau’s doing something unspeakable on the landing,‘said Lancelot when he reached the kitchen, in which their cook, called something like Mrs Hermesetas,

  was currently ferrying bacon and eggs from the stove to the stripped pine table. At the window end of the table sat Lancelot’s wife. At the other end was his younger daughter Tessa, who was

  dressed in jet-black jodhpurs and a sequinned bomber jacket, as well as being painted and decorated like an extraterrestrial doll. Her hair was arranged in spikes, each a separate colour of Italian

  ice-cream and terminating in a tinsel star. Also present were two more dogs, Scribe and Sardou, snuffling in counterpoint as they sucked up separate platefuls, left over from the previous evening,

  of a chopped food which was supposed to contain so much meat that there was really small point in the dog-owner’s not sitting down to join the animal for an intimate supper by

  candlelight.




  ‘Did you walk him?’ Charlotte asked Tessa, who shrugged her puffed shoulders by way of reply and left the room with a tinkling of little bells. An independent observer might have

  supposed that she was absenting herself in order to compensate for her error by dealing with the result, but her mother knew that such a chain of cause and effect could be brought into being only

  with the kind and intensity of struggle which was not worth initiating until her husband was out of the way.




  ‘Will they let her into the school looking like that?’ asked Lancelot, adding hot water to the grains of a species of decaffeinated coffee whose name sounded like a man being

  tortured.




  ‘She isn’t at school, for God’s sake. Have you been ringing the inspirational Samantha?’




  ‘Just checking up on something at work.’




  ‘With the night watchman, I suppose.’




  ‘No, the secretaries have to get in early. Some of them do, anyway. Victor’s very strict in that respect.’




  Charlotte looked around the racks of carefully displayed ceramics as if wondering what it all added up to, beyond an elaborate homage, brightened with half an acre of stripped pine, to the

  history of British crockery in the pre-modern period. Lancelot was pleased that what he had said was sufficiently up to snuff so as not to provoke outright contempt, belief having long since been out of the question. Scribe and Sardou had by now absorbed their morning ration of diced filet mignon. Sardou sniffed Scribe’s behind and looked away in vague

  discontent, as Pierre Balmain might perhaps have done before belatedly deciding that an early prototype of Jolie Madame verged on the unsubtle.




  ‘Are you gracing us with your presence tonight?’ asked Charlotte.




  ‘Only to change. Reception at Victor’s for Hildegarde’s book about India.’ Lancelot wondered how Charlotte managed to make her clothes look so staid. To the extent that

  he still paid her any attention at all he was prepared to admit that her smocks and so on suited her unassertive beauty. But only the unclad bits of her, it seemed to him, could plausibly be

  regarded as flesh. The bits that were covered up could not be said to exist. She was like a fashion sketch from a knitting magazine. Actually he felt about her body the way she felt about his

  personality, but he had fewer resources for guessing this fact than she had. The image of Samantha once more burst into his mind, this time holding one of its breasts in one hand while the other

  hand anointed the shadow between its thighs with baby oil.




  ‘Must go,’ he said through a mouthful of grains. ‘I’ll just try that call again quickly first.’




  ‘Secretaries weren’t there after all?’




  But Lancelot was already half way up the stairs. Being far more willing to embrace tragedy than farce, he adroitly hurdled the still gruesomely preoccupied Feydeau, but did not hesitate to dial

  the same fourteen-figure number which had cost him so much anguish a few minutes previously. This time it did not answer at all. He redialled in case of a mis-dial and went on standing there for a

  long time while unacceptable imaginings attacked. He could picture the completeness with which, if suitably distracted, she would ignore the telephone. She would be capable of enjoying herself

  immeasurably even if the apartment house were under siege by black commandos with flame-throwers. On the other hand she might have gone for an early morning run. After all, she was on the east side

  of the Park and the buildings on Central Park South form an even more beautiful skyline in the first flush of dawn than they do after dark. Samantha, however, despite her

  scintillating academic record, could not be said to have any aesthetic interests apart from those she mugged up ad hoc as background for the feature articles she contributed to glossy

  magazines. What interested her chiefly was social adventure combined with highly concentrated erotic experience. He hung up, rang again, and found the number engaged. It was engaged a second time

  and a third.




  On one of the shelves in front of him were twenty-five or so copies of Special Pleading. He had bought the surplus stock of his early and only collection of verse rather than see it go to

  remainder. Once the shelf had held two hundred copies but some of them at various times had made convenient gifts for business acquaintances and he had conferred one each on his successive

  mistresses as part of the initiation process. The collection had made a considerable impact when it came out. He had shared the political irascibility of his literary generation and indeed still

  did, to the extent at any rate of espousing socialist principles and voting Labour, or at any rate not voting Conservative. But unlike his contemporaries he had never climbed into a roll-neck

  sweater which did not emanate from Sulka at the very least. While his friends were proclaiming the advanced tooth decay and gingivitis of the social system, Lancelot was assembling an Adrian Stokes

  archive which soon included Adrian Stokes himself, who found him brilliant. Maurice Bowra also found him brilliant. Isaiah Berlin had not found him brilliant but had found him charming. He spent a

  lot of time being found either brilliant or charming even before his book emerged. While being sufficiently combative to earn him a place among the dissatisfied, its constituent verses assuagingly

  reproduced, in soap and wax, the enamels and cameos of his French models.




  From that day his name stood for a tasteful eclecticism contained within an apparently rigorous formal symmetry. In the following decade his reputation deteriorated into fame. He graduated from

  writing poetry to writing articles, from writing articles to editing, and from editing to being a consultant. The Sixties he had spent being a celebrity. The Seventies he had spent profitably enough with harking back to the Sixties and helping pump oxygen into the guttering idea of flair. As half the board of Style Consultants – his Keble contemporary

  Anthony Easement constituted the other half – he was a keeper of the flame. One of the large firms most importunate for advice had been Victor Ludorum, owned and managed by Victor Ludlow.

  While retaining his interest in Style Consultants, Lancelot had joined Victor Ludorum the year before last as Senior Special Projects Adviser. It was one of those steps forward that feels like a

  step back before your foot has even finished travelling through the air. But Style Consultants was no longer doing well. If he were to go on bringing home any bacon at all he needed to do great

  things for Victor Ludorum. To do that he needed to please Victor, and the moment Lancelot needed to do something he lost his facility for doing it. It was like trying to walk while thinking about

  how to walk. It was like remembering how to breathe. The overseas operator said he had no means of checking the line. The operator in the US said she had but wouldn’t. Maybe he should just

  assoom, she suggested, that his party was tied up.




  Burst tears thinly coating the whole area of his eyes, Lancelot strode out of his study in a commendably dignified manner and trod with his full weight on Feydeau’s tail, which was thus

  compressed, for the width of a shoe, to the thickness of a beer coaster. Since Feydeau was already in the blast-off position, with his legs splayed and his pampered fundament screwed well down into

  the carpet, he lost no time in becoming airborne, leaving nothing behind him except some roughly parallel dark smears and a brimming sonic reservoir of protest. Lancelot, standing against the wall

  with one hand over his eyes and the other on his fibrillating heart, was yet able to hear, if not see, that the dog had gone to the kitchen in order to swear out a complaint in front of the other

  dogs and enlist their vociferous aid as witnesses. Charlotte left them to it and opened the front door for him.




  ‘I might go to the country a day early,’ she said, ‘and leave you to get on with it. You’re miserable, aren’t you?’




  ‘A bit. Work, mainly. It’s all too awful.’




  ‘Did you get through to her?’




  ‘That was work, honestly.’




  ‘By the time she gets back I’ll be out of the road. She can have jet-lag on your shoulder. But tomorrow I have to be here because those people from Prestige are coming to

  photograph my Ideal Academic Table. Shouldn’t you have wellies on or something?’




  ‘It’ll probably ease off.’ He darted a kiss at her temple, raising a small puff of talcum, or at any rate the whiff of it. Under the columnated portico he hesitated long enough

  to notice all over again that the masonry was showing some ominous cracks. Between the puddles in the gravel forecourt he zigzagged to his unassumingly smart foreign car, the rain speckling his

  lightweight trench coat to give an effect he quite liked. Of course he should have been wearing Wellingtons – at his age he should have been wearing waders and a sou’wester – but

  vanity, he told himself, would not allow it. He knew about his vanity and thought that that made it less. He knew he thought that and thought that that made it all right.




  The spring rain sluiced down, differing from the winter rain in that you could see it for longer each day. Heading out into the traffic, he was reminded by his wet skin of Biarritz the year

  before last. The tide had been out far enough to leave room for a good-sized frisbee-throwing circle on the gently shelving sable d’or. Lancelot was just getting set to field a

  long-distance fizzer from his son Toby, when he noticed Samantha walking towards them from the direction of the southern beach. Samantha was the daughter of one of Charlotte’s academic

  colleagues, an eminent if irascible philologist who always holidayed at a big house down there, a tumbledown crenellated nonsense about a kilometre back from the cliffs. Once she had been a very

  pretty girl. Then for several years she had not been present, a fact noted with regret by the children, and especially by Toby, who had a crush on her even though she was several years older and

  notoriously cruel. Now, when she appeared again, she was a beautiful young woman. Her delectable body attracted the sunlight so powerfully that Lancelot could practically see the photons speeding

  up on their way towards her. While the frisbee was still in mid-air, the role that he might play in her life became clear to him all at once, like a clairvoyance. Absorbing these two revelations,

  the look of her and the thought of what he must do, he turned with elaborate casualness to catch the speeding frisbee behind his back. It hit him in the kidneys like a discus.

  There was a good deal of uninhibited laughter from the assembled golden youth, abetted by a discreet but visible giggle from Charlotte, lazily guarding her pale skin under a driftwood shelter while

  she got on with her self-imposed task of keeping up with the serious new writers. The whole holiday arrangement was a flagrant example of everything that Lancelot believed needed changing. He was

  proud that his gauchiste convictions had never altered. That they had never been tested was a separate issue. What was the point of a bourgeois funk-hole beside a foreign sea? Only London

  was real. London, whose gritty actuality was turned by your windscreen wipers into grisaille fans on which no Mallarmé would ever write a poem or Conder paint a pink Arcadia. And about time

  too. Give the people a chance, thought Lancelot, driving past a long wall comprehensively decorated with such rubrics as DEATH TO NIGGER SLIME AND YID FILTH OUT.




  Having completed the journey from the extremely fashionable postal district in which he lived to the extremely unfashionable postal district in which he worked, he found the car-park behind the

  Victor Ludorum building full, which gave him a chance to circle several of the surrounding blocks in search of a space, find one in a side street, and then run on tip-toe in his mandatorily minimal

  shoes for several hundred yards through the rain. As Senior Special Projects Adviser he was entitled to parking space but he was so senior that there was no one above him to complain to and as an

  Adviser he had no department below him through which to enforce an order. He reported directly to Victor, which effectively made him powerless while Victor wasn’t around, and Victor, for whom

  book publishing was only a minor part of an undercapitalised empire which also embraced at least two national newspapers and four magazines, spent as little time in the office as possible, running

  his enterprises either from his large house in Hampstead or from any one of a constantly fluctuating aggregate of other dwellings throughout the world. Consequently the only thing Lancelot could

  immediately make happen was the expulsion of his secretary from the office while he telephoned.




  The rear view of his retreating secretary was not pleasant. Her name was Janice and he was convinced that even an independent observer would be able to guess the loudness of

  her voice from one glance at the size of her bottom, which at the moment was converting the normally parallel vertical lines of a pair of corduroy jeans into a spaciously curved magnetic field

  pattern. Swinging away from that grim spectacle as he dialled, he found himself regaled with an equally depressing outlook seemingly assembled for the specific purpose of characterising a

  fractionating society. Apart from getting wet, what were those three Arab women doing in front of the Indian cinema? Her telephone was still engaged. He hung up, folded his arms on the desk, and

  rested his head on them, like a child in school during an enforced period of quiet.




  







  
~ two ~





  You don’t take sugar, do you?’ shouted Janice, not so much asking a question as stating a fact – as well she might, because she

  had been making Lancelot cups of coffee for many months. Her excuse for forgetting such things was that he wasn’t normally supposed to be there. Actually nowadays he was usually there all the

  time, having discovered that to take up his privilege of staying away was tantamount to removing his finger from the dike. Not for the first time he pondered the easy, imperceptibly divided stages

  by which he had progressed from valued counsellor, meeting Victor over lunch at the Garrick or at carefully planned planning meetings complete with agenda, to hapless dogsbody moving one step ahead

  of catastrophe, with nowhere to park and haunted by a secretary whose fog-horn voice was a warning that something enormous was travelling just behind it.




  ‘This came,’ yelled Janice, vaguely waving a manila folder before putting it down in front of him. ‘From that chap in Los Angeles. You said you wanted to see it.’




  Focusing on the front of the manila folder helped blur the image of Janice going away, so that she looked merely like a hessian-wrapped bale of sponge rubber floating out of the room under its

  own power. A typed label said: ‘A World History of the Short, by Ian Cuthbert’. Just under that it said ‘An Expanded Synopsis’. Lancelot did not want to see that word

  ‘synopsis’. At the very least he wanted to see a label saying ‘A First Draft’. Lancelot had already seen a synopsis of this book and did not really want to see another,

  however heavily revised. Ian Cuthbert had been given an advance of several thousands of pounds for this book during the initial flurry of activity when Lancelot had joined the firm. One of several

  old friends from whom Lancelot had made the capital error of commissioning books, Ian Cuthbert was a particularly flagrant proof that in such circumstances the possessor of a

  wayward temperament, far from nerving himself to behave more predictably for friendship’s sake, will actually become less pindownable than ever.




  ‘In A World History of the Short’, Lancelot read for what seemed the hundredth time, ‘the course of history is traced in terms of what has been achieved, attained,

  distorted and destroyed by one type of man – the short man. At first seeming to be the kind of humorous tour de force that would ordinarily be expected from so irreverent and variously

  erudite an author, the book will quickly reveal itself to be as deeply serious as its tone is gay . . .’




  An unfortunate word in Ian’s case, thought Lancelot: a book so shamelessly devoted to its author’s physiologically based obsession should not be an indulgence of his psychosexual

  quirks as well. Lancelot skipped the rest of the blurb cum preamble – which occupied two, or more like one and a half, A4 pages – and sampled the synopsis proper. There was scarcely a

  phrase he did not recognise at a glance.




  ‘ . . . that Keats and Pope were not the only short poets . . . Horace, too, was of small stature . . . arising in the case of Alexander of Macedon . . . Pippin the Short. Would Napoleon

  have invaded Russia if he . . . Orde Wingate . . . Lord Nelson . . . Babyface Nelson . . . in Andrei Bely’s great novel Petersburg the hero’s father, Apollon Apollonovitch

  Ableukhov, is specified as being 56 inches high . . . Mozart, Wagner, Stravinsky . . .’




  ‘Irreverent,’ said Lancelot to himself. ‘God what an out-of-date word.’ He added half a cup of caffeinated low-quality coffee to the cup of decaffeinated

  high-quality coffee already in his system. Nowadays he did not drink alcohol in the mornings, with the result that during the period before lunch he was no longer able to identify interior disquiet

  as anything else except interior disquiet. Unless he missed his guess, this revised synopsis was actually shorter, if he could use that adjective without nausea, than the previous version. Skipping

  like a flat stone over smooth water, he read on.




  ‘ . . . can thus be regarded as a sign of Franco’s success in coming to terms with his psychological make-up. . . from Lenin to Yezhov . . . Stalin, on the other hand, not only

  appeared as a tall man in the official portraiture – which would probably have been careful to represent him in that manner even without direct intervention from the

  Kremlin – but stood on a box behind the parapet of the Lenin mausoleum when taking the salute in Red Square . . . in the early years of his popularity Alan Ladd stood on a box but there is

  some evidence that as his power increased, the heroine was obliged to stand in a hole . . . the obvious relish Montherlant takes from describing Saint-Simon as unusually small . . . Balzac,

  Claudel, Péguy . . . Caruso, Bjoerling . . . Bernard Berenson . . . the horizontal direction taken by Frank Lloyd Wright’s prairie architecture was one of the two possible reactions to

  his physical stature, the other being, of course, the projected mile-high skyscraper . . . classic paper by Ernest Jones on the chess-player Paul Morphy shows the danger of an exclusively Freudian

  approach in a case where surely Adler’s emphasis should be paramount even if not exclusive . . . Beerbohm, Kipling, T. E. Lawrence, Lawrence Durrell . . .’




  Lancelot closed the folder and shifted it to one side. Plainly at this rate lan’s manuscript would never be forthcoming. As well as almost wholly lacking the brilliance for which its

  author was supposed to be famous, the synopsis, under its doggedly frolicsome tone, had the unmistakable dead ring of lost conviction. Lancelot remembered tales of a famous author-about-town whose

  last book, published incomplete after his death, had been coaxed from him chapter by chapter, one payment at a time. But in that case the payments were fractions of a hypothetical advance which had

  never been given in the first place. Ian’s advance had been enormous. A World History of the Short was a standing reproach to Victor Ludorum, a blatant reversal of the sound business

  principle by which authors must deliver a manuscript now in order to be paid with inflated currency later.




  Lancelot, who had read modern languages at Oxford, could remember the day when Ian Cuthbert had been the most promising talent in a Cambridge so full of promise that it had made Oxford feel

  provincial. Ian’s contemporaries had plotted to take over the British theatre and in a remarkably short time they had actually done so. But their mental energy had seemed like indolence when you looked at Ian. He had worn his overcoat like a cape and talked about what Gide had said to Roger Martin du Gard as if he had been there to overhear it. He had

  published in the Cambridge Review an article on Empson that not even Empson could fully understand. Balthus had given him a small drawing. Yet for some reason the whole frostily coruscating

  galaxy of Ian’s creative intellect had remained locked in its closet. While less gifted deviants came out and conquered, Ian went further in. At the height of his influence as a literary

  taste-maker he was already notoriously difficult to deal with. He was responsible for the most nearly successful attempt to revive the reputation of Denton Welch, but his own book on Welch

  materialised only as a pamphlet. Officially appointed by the relevant public agency to edit a comprehensive magazine of the arts, he was like a general with a million tons of equipment pinned down

  on the beach by nothing except an excess of opportunity. The magazine used up the budget for a dozen issues without appearing once. Similarly his thrice-renewed three-year contract with one of the

  fashion magazines engendered little except legends about the size of his emolument, which was increased from generosity to extravagance in an attempt to make him produce more, and then from

  extravagance to munificence in an attempt to make him produce anything. At the editorial working breakfasts – there were always at least two of the titled photographers present to capture the

  scene for posterity – Ian spat witty venom through clenched teeth, poured nitric acid on other people’s ideas and died of love for a young painter called Monty Forbes, whom he wooed by

  telling obscure stories about Cocteau and Radiguet. Ten years later he was still in love, still unrequited, and could scarcely be depended on to turn up for his own funeral. Lancelot was on the

  verge of admitting to himself that A World History of the Short had been a mistake from its inception. Ian’s sense of humour, though real, was anything but genial, and only a

  comprehensively forgiving spirit could begin to get away with an idea in such bad taste. Probably it wasn’t even much of an idea, though they had laughed heartily enough while hatching it,

  and three different television comedy teams had since endorsed their judgment by mounting sketches based on the same notion. Now Ian was sitting in Los Angeles, the huge advance

  long spent. The time in Los Angeles was three hours behind New York. Lancelot didn’t want to think about New York. In his room at the Casa Perdida Motel on Santa Monica Boulevard, Ian would

  be staring now at the pasteboard wall, while no doubt the stabbed corpse of some forgotten young actor floated outside in the swimming pool, whose surface would be thinly rippled by the drip of

  water from a green plastic hose uncoiled arbitrarily across the neon-lit concrete.




  The telephone rang on Janice’s desk. Temporarily putting down the kind of housebrick-thick paperback novel which records how the rape of a Choctaw squaw eventually leads to the foundation

  of a vast industrial empire, she picked up the receiver and bellowed into its mouthpiece as if it were a cave in whose depths children missing for several days might possibly have taken shelter.

  ‘If you don’t mind waiting just a moment, I’ll see if he’s available.’ Draping her free hand loosely across the mouthpiece, instead of plunging the whole apparatus

  into the bucket of kapok which would have been the minimum required to dampen the clamour, she yelled intimately: ‘It’s that Brian Hutchings person you were supposed to see this

  morning.’




  Lancelot was indeed meant to be seeing Brian Hutchings that morning, but was not at all surprised to hear that Brian Hutchings would not be turning up until about lunchtime, which meant that

  Brian Hutchings would be putting in an appearance somewhere around the middle of the afternoon, if he showed up at all. But this time he was almost bound to make it, the number of postponements and

  cancellations having grown to the point where even Brian showed signs of being shamefaced. Not in his face, of course: like all literary men who erect sloth into a moral stance, he made sure that

  his features conveyed little beyond a sneer of contempt for the petty workings of the quotidian world. One of Lancelot’s best ideas, an iconography of modern literary London, had been made

  dependent on Brian’s producing a set of captions and some kind of loose narrative to link the visual material. For an averagely industrious writer it would have taken two weeks. Brian, with

  his prestige as an untrammelled literatus on the line, had stretched the business out into a second year.




  ‘You will try to make it no later than three, won’t you?’ pleaded Lancelot. ‘Because we’ll need some time to look at what you’ve

  done and give some thought to what still needs doing.’




  ‘Yeah. I’ll be there. Don’t go on about it.’




  I’m not really going on about it, just pointing out that there’s an element of time.’




  ‘You can always forget the whole thing. I don’t like being badgered, OK?’




  After several apologies Lancelot managed to secure what sounded like a measure of forgiveness. He got the phone back into its cradle with the same air of relief that one feels when a large fly

  finally uses the open part of the window as an exit instead of the closed part as a sounding board. The time he had set aside for coping with the threatened Brian interview he reluctantly decided

  to spend on yet another tentative investigation of the virtually terminal damage which circumstances seemed to have inflicted on the Gillian Jackson project and beyond that on himself. The whole

  affair was waiting for him in a large box-file on the top shelf of a low, special set of shelves, crammed with almost nothing but bad news, which crouched to his left and demanded attention with

  such insistence that the uproar had become self-defeating. The Gillian Jackson box-file had everything in it except something you could publish. It had an outline, lists of chapter headings,

  photographs of the potential interviewees, magazine tear-sheets of variously sumptuous lay-outs evoking the splendour in which the interviewees lived, a sheaf of memos from Victor telling him to

  get on with it, and an apple core. This last item was withered and shrivelled in a way that Lancelot was tempted to feel should be regarded as symbolic of the whole undertaking. He removed it

  without even bothering to wonder how it had got there. He had been leaving things lying around lately. Luckily he did not smoke.




  The idea, otherwise known as the concept, was simple, or at any rate had been meant to be. Gillian Jackson, star agony columnist and the most famously intelligent beauty of the day, would

  interview all the other famously intelligent beauties of the day on the subject of the way they led their lives. Lancelot tried to avoid using the term ‘lifestyle’ in conversation but

  had little doubt that it would eventually be prominent in the book’s attendant publicity material and perhaps even the title. Yet the idea was strong enough to survive the

  inevitable hazards. If it turned out that the celebrated ex-wife of the multi-millionaire pop singer led no life at all beyond the effort involved in picking up the telephone to order room-service,

  that would not especially matter, since any conversation involving Gillian, provided it was long enough, would be automatically marketable. If, on the other hand, the interviewee was someone like

  Elena Fiabesco, the relatively impoverished aristocrat who managed to live like an empress through sheer improvisational ingenuity, then to that extent the book would be genuinely instructive. It

  would be a picture book with substance. Failing that, it would be a picture book with style. At the moment it was a picture book with nothing. Victor had agreed with alacrity to the suggestion that

  Gillian Jackson should write a book. Indeed it had been Victor’s idea that the advance should be so large. Several months went by before it became clear that Gillian Jackson was

  constitutionally incapable of asking anybody a question. All she could do was answer letters. Unfortunately the approximate target date for publication was by then irrevocable. The book had to be

  ready for press in the early autumn after the imminent summer, and already it was spring. A manuscript of some kind thus became an indispensable requirement. Since Gillian Jackson could not be

  expected to supply it, her share of the work would have to be ghosted.




  Shopping through the list of available female ghost writers who would also be socially acceptable among the upper-crust and media-star interviewees, Lancelot had quickly realised that

  effectively there was no such list. The socially acceptable ones were short of reportorial experience and the ones who knew how a tape-recorder worked would have small chance of coaxing from a

  nuance-conscious interlocutor anything resembling an air of complicity. Really the only suitable candidate was Serena Blake. At one time briefly Lancelot’s mistress, Serena was a recognised

  adornment in the grander drawing-rooms. She wore clothes well, could talk polite rubbish endlessly at the dinner table, and managed the difficult trick of generating a certain air of originality

  while being so short of negotiable attainments that she had to scratch for a living. By now in her middle thirties and still intermittently subsidised by a succession of

  short-suffering lovers, she had tried various things from writing fashion features to running a patisserie, but the thing she tried most often was suicide. She had wrists like a World War I

  battlefield. She had looked, however, very pretty as she lay back in the heaped pillows of the private hospital room where Lancelot went to see her.




  ‘Darling, I just couldn’t do it. I’d be terrible. I’d utterly muck up all your deadlines and probably wouldn’t get anything out of them.’




  ‘All you have to do is get them talking and out it will all spill. You’re one of them, you see. Whereas Gillian isn’t really. She’s Got No Background.’ Lancelot

  made a mouth with this last sentence to show that it wasn’t his opinion. It was his instinct, but not his opinion.




  ‘I haven’t either.’




  ‘Yes, but you’re not worried about it. That’s why they’re all so relaxed while you’re around.’




  ‘Even though I’m slashing my wrists all the time.’




  ‘At least they know that while you’re doing that you won’t have time to stab them in the back.’ Lancelot was rather pleased with himself for this and was even more

  pleased when Serena said she’d give it a try. She extended her bandaged arms to him. As he kissed her and breathed among her short strawberry blonde curls, Lancelot wondered why their affair

  had lasted only a week.




  It was not long before he was reminded of the reason. Serena was so completely disorganised that things which had already been done came undone when she was in the vicinity. How had she ever

  managed to write those fashion features? Time after time he sat with her to plan interviewing forays and to draw up lists of questions to be asked. Time after time she had come back with notes she

  could not read or tapes in which well-bred banalities were interrupted by nervous giggles or separated by a long hiss.




  For the rest of the morning and most of lunchtime Lancelot shuffled the transcripts of Serena’s touchingly thin interviews into various permutations and combinations. Whichever way he

  organised them they gave the same effect as an access television programme put on by a consumer group of deaf-mutes staging a protest against dishonest plumbers. It was high

  time to start admitting to himself that Serena would have to be taken off the case. Doubtless there was some other task she could be given: he didn’t want to be responsible for dumping her

  altogether. Perhaps she could help with the research for Lady Hildegarde Plomley’s projected book about famous poets and novelists who could draw. This was an idea with everything, except

  that Lady Hildegarde, the actual writer, had no time to do the actual writing, being far too busy with an extensive television series about Victorian prime ministers. She wasn’t writing that

  either, but her co-writer had first call on her services. The only drawback with regard to Serena’s taking over the research was that Serena knew next to nothing about literature. As he

  scooped away at a pot of cottage cheese with chives he decided the difficulty could be overcome by supplying her with lists. That left only the question of who should draw up the lists.




  At this point the arrival of Brian Hutchings was announced. The announcement was made by Janice, who had just received the information on the telephone. Lancelot was still recovering from the

  blast when Brian walked in, but he had the presence of mind, before ushering his guest into seclusion for what could easily be an embarrassing colloquy, to instruct Janice not to disturb him with

  any phone calls unless they emanated from New York, a large city on the eastern seaboard of the United States. He decided once again not to specify Samantha’s name, in case Janice should at

  some time repeat it within earshot of his wife – i.e., anywhere in the metropolitan area. As usual Brian was impressive for his air of lean fitness, an effect which became doubly striking

  when you found out that he made up with a surplus of alcohol for a deficiency of solid food and took no exercise beyond random fornication. He was very good-looking if you didn’t mind the

  built-in sneer. Very few women minded it at all. Lancelot disapproved of him on all levels and from every viewpoint, but admired his knack for remaining apparently, and probably really, untroubled

  in the midst of catastrophe – a reversal of the usual liberal tendency to panic about the unimportant.




  ‘Heard your girl telling you I was here,’ said Brian, when they had withdrawn into the adjacent conference room and spread the meagre contents of the relevant

  box-file on the big table. ‘How do you stand the row she makes?’




  ‘She’s quietened down considerably,’ said Lancelot defensively. ‘I took her into a field and we had a little talk.’




  ‘Hasn’t made her bum any smaller. Is this all the stuff?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Lancelot, ‘but what we want are the captions to go with it. What have you brought?’




  From a limp Indian leather briefcase Brian produced a few sheets of paper, some of them typed and the rest handwritten. Lancelot got the sense that an intention to turn all the handwritten pages

  into typewritten ones had been hastily put into practice and only partly fulfilled. Some of the sheets of paper had circular stains on them, which when handwriting was involved seemed to entail an

  always noticeable and often radical redistribution of ink. But at least there were signs of some kind of writing having taken place. After excavating a valley full of sand it is better to unearth

  an isolated shard than nothing at all.




  The Egyptian analogy kept coming back to Lancelot on those occasions, frequent in the next hour, when Brian had trouble deciphering his own hieroglyphics. But there were whole stretches of time,

  often extending as long as four or even five minutes, when the process of matching what had been written to what had already been decided ought to be illustrated seemed almost orderly. Brian really

  did know a lot. Group photographs of poets leaning together outside pubs in Soho and Fitzrovia had evoked from Brian some bitter samples of his famously sardonic running commentary on the vanity of

  bardic ambition. It was a rule in these precious items of iconography that first-rate literary figures were rarely seen together. Each first-rate literary figure was to be seen only with

  second-rate literary figures. Thus Dylan Thomas was supported by obscure BBC radio producers and various Welsh camp-followers who had come up to London for the weekend and stayed to go broke along

  with their hero. ‘It is not entirely certain,’ ran one of Brian’s captions, ‘whether the Ewan Gareth Davies who later claimed ownership of the dishevelled locks second from

  left was a minor academic or an academic miner.’ Lancelot laughed dutifully at this, while tacitly deciding that for libel reasons it would have to be struck out. The same

  applied to some scathing résumés of what had gone on long ago during visits by ageing, now almost ancient, American beatnik poets to the Albert Hall. Brian had not been present but he

  had the knack of making you glad that you hadn’t either. He was especially unforgiving about Allen Ginsberg’s beard, much to the fore in photographs otherwise featuring British avant

  garde poets with such meta-American names as Horowitz. The whole ambience was irredeemably dated – much more so than any preceding period – and Brian knew exactly how to pile critical

  contempt on top of fate’s decree. It would be a pity to lose any of that but the lawyers would be hovering and these particular photographs were essential if the book were to appeal to anyone

  at all under forty. Somehow Brian would have to be persuaded to take a rather more yielding view. The trouble was that Brian, who openly despised almost every poet of the modern era, secretly

  despised the few exceptions.




  ‘You don’t seem to have actually written much about Tambimuttu,’ said Lancelot tentatively, congratulating himself on being so direct. In fact Brian had obviously written

  nothing whatsoever about Tambimuttu, but by making the statement conjectural Lancelot had left the possibility open that something relevant might yet be lurking among the papers and had thus put

  the onus on Brian to be fully explicit.




  ‘Wasn’t sure that the pictures of him were quite absurd enough,’ said Brian with quiet defiance. ‘We only need one of him wearing the suit and then in the others he

  should be in that national dress thing that they get themselves up in, what’s it called, a scrotum?’




  ‘A dhoti.’ Lancelot was impressed, for the nth time, with the way Brian made dereliction sound purposeful, as if what looked to the casual eye like total inefficiency were

  really part of some long plan. He remembered, better than if it had been yesterday, an occasion some ten years back when a diaphanous pamphlet of Brian’s short stories, published under

  Brian’s personal imprint, had been recommended among the current artistic events in an arts round-up column of a magazine to which Lancelot had been adviser. Lancelot could still recall the

  name of the magazine but could not, strive as he might, remember what the column had been called. Something monosyllabically spondaic. What’s In? Up Now? And the

  pamphlet’s title, what had that been? Anyway, it was felt at editorial level that Brian should be given assistance in the task of making sure that those few people who wrote to him at the

  Perihelion Press requesting a copy of the pamphlet – The Day, that was it – should actually receive the advertised item in return for their money. It was called a Credibility

  Operation. The mere offer of assistance had been enough to arouse Brian’s witheringly expressed defensiveness, but what impressed Lancelot was not the pitch of invective so much as the sheer

  amount of time Brian had been able to expend on the logistics. With three unpaid but enslaved girl assistants on tap, it took two days to acquire envelopes slightly bigger than the pamphlet.

  Envelopes slightly smaller than the pamphlet had materialised promptly enough. In fact if Lancelot had not providentially arrived the pamphlet would probably have been trimmed to fit them. But it

  had taken a further stage – in which a hundred envelopes large enough to hold framed wall paintings by Paolo Veronese had been duly purchased, brought to the office and compared wonderingly

  with the object meant to go in them – before envelopes roughly the right size were finally acquired. All available cash having thus been exhausted, it was another day before an expedition was

  ready to leave the office in search of postage stamps. The post office was just around the corner but unfortunately the corner took the form of a public house. A second expedition had to be fitted

  out in order to find the first. Remembering all this, Lancelot became abstracted, giggled when he came to himself, and said: ‘We’ve made some progress.’




  ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’




  ‘I mean I’m delighted with what you’ve done, honestly. It’s really terrifically funny and brilliantly interesting. But we do need to close those gaps quite soon or

  we’ll miss the revised publication date.’




  ‘Would that matter so much? What’s the hurry?’




  ‘It’s already been in the catalogue twice. You get libraries budgeting for these things and if they don’t turn up the firm’s credibility sags.’




  ‘Not much of a reason to get your knickers in a twist.’




  Lancelot could either agree and half-make his point or disagree and see his point forgotten in the resulting argument, so he agreed. Having established between them that all was going well in

  spite of the world’s folly, they packed up the work, Lancelot having first, by way of Janice, ensured that Brian’s scraps of paper were photocopied and the copies placed carefully in

  the box-file, which thus became one of the few box-files on Lancelot’s disaster shelf to have gained weight through any other reason except memos from Victor. It was a small plus but at least

  it was not a clear minus. That made it a large plus. Lancelot was still palely aglow from it when, having shown Brian out, he returned to his office and was informed by Janice that someone calling

  herself Samantha had telephoned but that she, Janice, had put her, the said Samantha, off, on the grounds that he, Lancelot, had left instructions that he did not want to be distracted,

  hadn’t he? And no, there hadn’t been any mention that she, this Samantha person, had been telephoning from New York, although come to think of it there had been a sort of

  international effect on the line. Yes, she, Janice, was ready to concede that she, Samantha, had telephoned him, Lancelot, several times in the past, but she, Janice, could scarcely be expected to

  remember one name among a stream of others, and anyway he, Lancelot, had said nothing about making an exception for a familiar name, only about a possible call from New York. Which hadn’t,

  Janice reminded him in the voice of a toast-master talking to a crop-duster, been mentioned.




  







  
~ three ~





  It was perhaps only the shock effect of hearing all this at close range that stopped Lancelot felling his secretary with a flying kick to the

  throat. He wondered how she would look staked out face down naked on an ant-hill, with the ants drawing up plans for the huge task of consuming her posterior. For the ants it would be a public

  works project dwarfing the Tennessee Valley Authority in its awesome scope. They would have to build roads and set up base camps. They would need oxygen. There would have to be Sherpa ants to hump

  the equipment. He imagined a softer voice, the voice that he had been denied and which suitably prompted would have said it loved him. But no sooner had the storm of Lancelot’s anger gathered

  than it circled back into his own soul and vented its wrath there. He cursed himself for having given his bomb-voiced, Hottentot-bottomed secretary insufficiently explicit instructions. He cursed

  himself again for cursing himself instead of her, all unaware that his reluctance deliberately to cause pain was one of his charms, or would have been if it were not a leading ingredient in his

  capacity to cause pain inadvertently.




  Nevertheless Lancelot was in the early stages of a melt-down. The gamma radiation might have damaged Janice’s large mass of organic tissue irreversibly if Frank Strain had not walked in

  and suggested, at a length wholly incommensurate with the simplicity of the message, that he had some figures upstairs Lancelot might like to see. In cold truth, the only figures Frank Strain might

  have had which Lancelot could conceivably have liked to see would have been an actuarial table establishing the statistical certainty of people who looked and talked like Frank boring themselves to

  death at an early date – tomorrow, for example. Frank was one of the firm’s four chief editors. The four chief editors were the editors who chiefly did the editing that Victor was not

  interested in or, after having momentarily become interested, did not have time for. Of the four chief editors, three actually edited, leaving Frank free to consider the

  business side of the business and thus check up on how much Lancelot’s projects cost relative to what they earned, i.e., increasingly a lot compared with a little. Frank’s would have

  been a dull job even if he had dressed and conversed like the Count Robert de Montesquiou. But a dull job had found an even duller man. He wore large black brogues with short laces tied in small

  bows that looked like dead flies; baggy suits that would have suggested the existence of a special press to render trousers creaseless if it had not been for a rich network of transverse wrinkles

  radiating from the low crotch; and shirts that served no other function except to obviate the necessity of knotting his tie around his bare neck. This week’s tie, Lancelot noticed, before

  Frank turned to lead him very slowly down the corridor and up a flight of stairs so narrow that one bumped a wall if one coughed, was patterned after a colony of parasitic organisms stained and

  sectioned for microscopic examination. Last week’s tie had looked like the molecular structure of mud. The tie of the week before last had looked like this week’s tie, which meant that

  next week’s tie would look like last week’s. Frank’s office looked so like the office of a man like Frank that you felt it had been decorated by Julia Trevelyan Oman or some

  designer similarly renowned for being fanatical about detail. There were a lot of books to denote publishing, and several group photographs of Selwyn College Junior Common Room committees with

  Frank in the back row, these latter to hint at his dynamism and charisma. There being a varnished oak veneer door in each side of the office, Lancelot saw no reason why they should not make their

  respective exits and finish dressing for the coming scene. Lancelot could come back on with high horned wig, knee breeches, buckled shoes, lace stock, silk coat, white make-up, a beauty spot and a

  quizzing glass. Throwing one foot forward and bowing low, he could cry, ‘La, Sir! I see you have me!’ Frank could come shambling forward in gaping shoes, matted hair, a tattered suit

  lined with newspapers, a scraggled beard, forehead shiny with dirt, and toting a bindle.




  As things were, the encounter was perhaps a trifle under-directed, especially considering the amount of dramatic content which it relatively promptly, and for Lancelot

  entirely unexpectedly, proved to have.




  ‘It’s about tax,’ said Frank with obvious relish. Tax is what it’s really about. There’s what’s sometimes known, it’s not my phrase for it but

  it’s a phrase they often, and I suppose it conveys the sense as well as any other, and I wouldn’t say a crisis because that would be putting it, so perhaps it’s better to just

  bend with the prevailing, and call it what everybody else calls it.’




  ‘What do they call it?’




  ‘Mm? Oh, didn’t I say? A tax problem.’




  ‘What tax problem? To do with me?’




  ‘Yes, of course.’




  Frank went on to elucidate, choosing words which would have affected Lancelot like a public recital of Motley’s Rise of the Dutch Republic if their cumulative import had not been so

  acutely and painfully relevant to himself. It seemed that the Internal Revenue Service saw no reason why he should not be reclassified from Schedule D to PAYE. Admittedly he had several sources of

  income and his arrangement with Victor Ludorum purported to be a freelance contract. Nevertheless he was, in the IRS’s considered view, effectively an employee of Victor Ludorum. The fact

  that he had signed the contract in the belief that it was a freelance contract was irrelevant. So was the fact that he had asked for no pension provisions. So was the fact that for all previous

  contracts, no matter with which employer, he had always been classified as Schedule D. There was no suggestion of fraud on his part. The rules had merely been changed retroactively. What was more

  they might well be changed retroactively all the way back to the beginning and with regard to his participation in Style Consultants as well, so that he would have to repay about a decade of

  expenses deducted against tax. He would have a chance to appeal, but meanwhile tax would be deducted at source. Frank showed him the first notification of payment under the new arrangement. The

  money had already been sent to Lancelot’s bank, and was not even half the usual amount. In fact the sum deducted exceeded the top rate of tax, apparently because a double National Insurance

  contribution had been taken away too, almost as if he were not already paying a double National Insurance contribution as a matter of course.




  To an uninformed glance, Lancelot when leaving Frank’s office would have looked no more stunned than he or anybody else ever did when leaving Frank’s office. He

  was still upright and the glaze on his eyes did not exceed in thickness that on the average domestic pot dating from the Sung dynasty. Privately, however, he felt as if he had been sandbagged,

  stripped naked and left to crawl home across a large desert he could not name. Back in his own office he fell weakly into Janice’s swivel chair, a feat of coordination made considerably

  easier by the fact that Janice had gone home. The electric clock always gave a soft click when the minute hand was exactly vertical. At five o’clock that click would not have been over before

  Janice was out of the starting blocks and barrelling down the street towards the tube station, with unwary subcontinentals bowled off their feet and unrolling out of their saris. By now she must be

  halfway towards whichever gymnasium she went to in the evenings in order to build up the muscles in her behind, before moving on to night school for her lessons in voice projection and how to write

  slowly. It was remarkable how secretaries had widened their range in his time. Once they could only not do shorthand. Now they could also not do longhand. Lancelot was spinning back and forth in a

  half circle, knocking his kneecaps without noticing. He caught himself. He was being obsessive. Compul­sive behaviour declares itself through repetition and can thus be identified, he told

  himself, reaching for the telephone. At the office where the magazine Samantha worked for was published – it was called Courage in Profiles and consisted mainly of illiterate minor

  celebrities interviewing each other – they said she had already gone to lunch. An early lunch, he thought, putting on his coat and arranging the collar. An early lunch finishing late. He

  imagined her sitting in Morton’s, or Joe Allen’s, or somewhere even more terrible such as the Palm Court at the Plaza, while some old young publishing executive with an Astroturf hair

  transplant told her she was talented. He could hear her rather piercing laugh momentarily drowning the resident quartet as they got on with the job of ritually eviscerating Schubert. Well, two

  could play at that game. In twenty minutes, after a quick drive through the romantic London rain in his unostentatious but satisfactorily elegant conveyance, he would join his

  young friend Nicholas over a couple of well-judged Bellinis behind the wooden louvred windows of the Carambar in Covent Garden. The Girl Fridays and personal assistants of communications executives

  by whom they were just ceasing to be impressed would be perched on velvet stools and ready to vouchsafe him the sidelong glance befitting his residual measure of fame. Obsession did not stop you

  looking and could even be said to take the sting out of it. Anticipating novelty if not adventure, Lancelot felt marginally less unhappy as, head down against the fitfully spitting rain, he hopped

  and jumped rapidly between the puddles to his car, which at first looked as if it had almost nothing wrong with it.




  Several long scratches down the driver’s side, forming a stave on which the paired lightning flashes of the SS looked like some sort of musical signature, were the only external signs of

  damage apart from the deflated front tyre. The door, whose lock had been forced, opened after a brief struggle, to reveal that the chunkily named Krooklok had done its work. Indeed the Krooklok was

  the only piece of equipment inside the car which could be said to have remained intact, because although the rear-view mirror had for some reason been left unbroken it was nevertheless lying on the

  back seat. A festoon of variously coloured wires hung out from under the dashboard. The radio and cassette-player assembly might or might not have been harmed. There was no way of telling, because

  it was missing entirely, along with all of its attendant cassettes. The window in the door he was holding open with his hip had appeared at first to be wound down but now proved to have been

  redistributed around the car’s interior in the form of many-faceted opaque fragments, like lacklustre ice. The reason why the window had been removed was easily deduced. To soak the front

  seat with urine while sitting inside the car would have been difficult even if not degrading. The prospective thieves, their main intention thwarted, had obviously taken their revenge by removing

  the window and relieving themselves into the car from the outside. That there had been more than one of them was a conclusion impossible to avoid. No single human body, unless suffering from

  terminal beri-beri, could contain so much waste fluid. Lancelot found it hard to believe that any of the local Pakistanis, Punjabis, Sikhs, Sepoys or Gurkhas could have been

  responsible. Justifiably paranoid, most of them either never let their children out of the house or else sent them to school through a tunnel. Likelier candidates were one or more of the groups of

  white teenage neo-Nazis who, singing an impressionistic version of the Horst Wessel song, regularly marched through the area on their way from the Employment Office to one of those shops where for

  the cost of a week’s dole money you can buy yourself a pair of jack-boots, a ceremonial dagger or an old copy of Signal with Sepp Dietrich on the cover. What Lancelot could not

  understand was why the surrounding population of Satyajit Ray extras had done nothing to interfere with an atrocity which must have gone on for at least half an hour in broad daylight and part of

  whose aftermath was an expensively dressed man holding his face in his hands and having a mid-life crisis in their midst.
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