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  FIRST DAY of the new life. Very strange. Feeling almost skittish all day. Exhausted now yet feverish also, like a child at the end of a party. Like a child, yes: as if I had

  suffered a grotesque form of rebirth. Yet this morning I realised for the first time that I am an old man. I was crossing Gower Street, my former stamping ground. I stepped off the path and

  something hindered me. Odd sensation, as if the air at my ankles had developed a flaw, seemed to turn – what is the word: viscid? – and resisted me and I almost stumbled. Bus thundering

  past with a grinning blackamoor at the wheel. What did he see? Sandals, mac, my inveterate string bag, old rheumy eye wild with fright. If I had been run over they would have said it was suicide,

  with relief all round. But I will not give them that satisfaction. I shall be seventy-two this year. Impossible to believe. Inside, an eternal twenty-two. I suppose that is how it is for everybody

  old. Brr.




  Never kept a journal before. Fear of incrimination. Leave nothing in writing, Boy always said. Why have I started now? I just sat down and began to write, as if it were the most natural thing in

  the world, which of course it is not. My last testament. It is twilight, everything very still and poignant. The trees in the square are dripping. Tiny sound of birdsong. April. I do not like the

  spring, its antics and agitations; I fear that anguished seething in the heart, what it might make me do. What it might have made me do: one has to be scrupulous with tenses, at my age. I

  miss my children. Goodness, where did that come from? They are hardly what you could call children any more. Julian must be – well, he must be forty this year, which makes Blanche

  thirty-eight, is it? Compared to them I seem to myself hardly grown-up at all. Auden wrote somewhere that no matter what the age of the company, he was always convinced he was the youngest in the

  room; me, too. All the same, I thought they might have called. Sorry to hear about your treachery, Daddums. Yet I am not at all sure I would want to hear Blanche sniffling and Julian

  tightening his lips at me down the line. His mother’s son. I suppose all fathers say that.




  I mustn’t ramble.




  Public disgrace is a strange thing. Fluttery feeling in the region of the diaphragm and a sort of racing sensation all over, as of the blood like mercury slithering along heavily just under the

  skin. Excitement mixed with fright makes for a heady brew. At first I could not think what this state reminded me of, then it came to me: those first nights on the prowl after I had finally

  admitted to myself it was my own kind that I wanted. The same hot shiver of mingled anticipation and fear, the same desperate grin trying not to break out. Wanting to be caught. To be set upon. To

  be manhandled. Well, past all that now. Past everything, really. There is a particular bit of blue sky in Et in Arcadia Ego, where the clouds are broken in the shape of a bird in swift

  flight, which is the true, clandestine centre-point, the pinnacle of the picture, for me. When I contemplate death, and I contemplate it with an ever-diminishing sense of implausibility in these

  latter days, I see myself swaddled in zinc-white cerements, more a figure out of El Greco than Poussin, ascending in a transport of erotic agony amid alleluias and lip-farts through a swirl of

  clouds the colour of golden tea head-first into just such a patch of pellucid bleu céleste.




  Switch on the lamp. My steady, little light. How neatly it defines this narrow bourn of desk and page in which I have always found my deepest joy, this lighted tent wherein I crouch in happy

  hiding from the world. For even the pictures were more a matter of mind than eye. Here there is everything that—




  That was a call from Querell. Well, he certainly has nerve, I’ll say that for him. The telephone ringing gave me a dreadful start. I have never got used to this machine, the way it

  crouches so malevolently, ready to start clamouring for attention when you least expect it, like a mad baby. My poor heart is still thudding in the most alarming way. Who did I think it would be?

  He was calling from Antibes. I thought I could hear the sea in the background and I felt envious and annoyed, but more likely it was just the noise of traffic passing by outside his flat, along the

  Corniche, is it? – or is that somewhere else? Heard the news on the World Service, so he said. ‘Dreadful, old man, dreadful; what can I say?’ He could not keep the eagerness out

  of his voice. Wanted all the dirty details. ‘Was it sex they got you on?’ How disingenuous – and yet how little he realises, after all. Should I have challenged him, told him I

  know him for his perfidy? What would have been the point. Skryne reads his books, he is a real fan. ‘That Querell, now,’ he says, doing that peculiar whistle with his dentures,

  ‘he has the measure of us all.’ Not of me, he hasn’t, my friend; not of me. At least, I hope not.




  No one else has called. Well, I hardly expected that he would . . .




  I shall miss old Skryne. No question now of having to deal with him any more; that is all over, along with so much else. I should feel relieved but, oddly, I do not. We had become a kind of

  double act at the end, he and I, a music hall routine. I say I say I say, Mr Skryne! Well, bless my soul, Mr Bones! He was hardly the popular image of an interrogator. Hardy little fellow

  with a narrow head and miniature features and a neat thatch of very dry, stone-coloured hair. He reminds me of the fierce father of the madcap bride in those Hollywood comedies of the thirties.

  Blue eyes, not piercing, even a little fogged (incipient cataracts?). The buffed brogues, the pipe he plays with, the old tweed jacket with elbow patches. Ageless. Might be anything from fifty to

  seventy-five. Nimble mind, though, you could practically hear the cogs whirring. And an amazing memory. ‘Hold on a sec,’ he would say, stabbing at me with his pipe-stem,

  ‘let’s run over that bit once more,’ and I would have to unpack the delicate tissue of lies I had been spinning him, searching with frantic calmness as I did so for the flaw he

  had detected in the fabric. By now I was only lying for fun, for recreation, you might say, like a retired tennis pro knocking up with an old opponent. I had no fear that he would discover some new

  enormity – I have confessed to everything by now, or almost everything – but it seemed imperative to maintain consistency, for aesthetic reasons, I suppose, and in order to be

  consistent it was necessary to invent. Ironic, I know. He has the tenacity of the ferret: never let go. He is straight out of Dickens; I picture a crooked little house in Stepney or Hackney or

  wherever it is he lives, complete with termagant wife and a brood of cheeky nippers. It is another of my besetting weaknesses, to see people always as caricatures. Including myself.




  Not that I recognise myself in the public version of me that is being put about now. I was listening on the wireless when our dear PM (I really do admire her; such firmness, such fixity of

  purpose, and so handsome, too, in a fascinatingly mannish way) stood up in the Commons and made the announcement, and for a moment I did not register my own name. I mean I thought she was speaking

  of someone else, someone whom I knew, but not well, and whom I had not seen for a long time. It was a very peculiar sensation. The Department had already alerted me of what was to come –

  terribly rude, the people they have in there now, not at all the easygoing types of my day – but it was still a shock. Then on the television news at midday they had some extraordinary

  blurred photographs of me, I do not know how or where they got them, and cannot even remember them being taken – apt verb, that, applied to photography: the savages are right, it is a part of

  one’s soul that is being taken away. I looked like one of those preserved bodies they dig up from Scandinavian bogs, all jaw and sinewy throat and hooded eyeballs. Some writer fellow, I have

  forgotten or suppressed his name – a ‘contemporary historian’, whatever that may be – was about to identify me, but the government got in first, in what I must say was a

  clumsy attempt to save face; I was embarrassed for the PM, really I was. Now here I am, exposed again, and after all this time. Exposed! – what a shiversome, naked-sounding word. Oh, Querell,

  Querell. I know it was you. It is the kind of thing you would do, to settle an old score. Is there no end to life’s turbulences? Except the obvious one, I mean.




  What is my purpose here? I may say, I just sat down to write, but I am not deceived. I have never done anything in my life that did not have a purpose, usually hidden, sometimes even from

  myself. Am I, like Querrell, out to settle old scores? Or is it perhaps my intention to justify my deeds, to offer extenuations? I hope not. On the other hand, neither do I want to fashion for

  myself yet another burnished mask . . . Having pondered for a moment, I realise that the metaphor is obvious: attribution, verification, restoration. I shall strip away layer after

  layer of grime – the toffee-coloured varnish and caked soot left by a lifetime of dissembling – until I come to the very thing itself and know it for what it is. My soul. My self. (When

  I laugh out loud like this the room seems to start back in surprise and dismay, with hand to lip. I have lived decorously here, I must not now turn into a shrieking hysteric.)




  I kept my nerve in face of that pack of jackals from the newspapers today. Did men die because of you? Yes, dearie, swooned quite away. But no, no, I was superb, if I do say so myself.

  Cool, dry, balanced, every inch the Stoic: Coriolanus to the general. I am a great actor, that is the secret of my success (Must not anyone who wants to move the crowd be an actor who

  impersonates himself? – Nietzsche). I dressed the part to perfection: old but good houndstooth jacket, Jermyn Street shirt and Charvet tie – red, just to be mischievous –

  corduroy slacks, socks the colour and texture of porridge, that pair of scuffed brothel creepers I had not worn in thirty years. Might have just come up from a weekend at Cliveden. I toyed with the

  idea of a tobacco pipe à la Skryne, but that would have been to overdo it; and besides, it requires years of practice to be a plausible pipeman – never take on cover that you

  can’t do naturally, that was another of Boy’s dicta. I believe it was a nice piece of strategy on my part to invite the gentlepersons of the press into my lovely home. They crowded in

  almost sheepishly, jostling each other’s notebooks and holding their cameras protectively above their heads. Rather touching, really: so eager, so awkward. I felt as if I were back at the

  Institute, about to deliver a lecture. Draw the shades, Miss Twinset, will you? And Stripling, you switch on the magic lantern. Plate one: The Betrayal in the Garden.




  *




  I have always had a particular fondness for gardens gone to seed. The spectacle of nature taking its slow revenge is pleasing. Not wilderness, of course, I was never one for

  wilderness, except in its place; but a general dishevelment bespeaks a right disdain for the humanist’s fussy insistence on order. I am no Papist when it comes to husbandry, and side with

  Marvell’s mower against gardens. I am thinking, here in this bird-haunted April twilight, of the first time I saw the Beaver, asleep in a hammock deep in the dappled orchard behind his

  father’s house in North Oxford. Chrysalis. The grass was grown wild and the trees needed pruning. It was high summer, yet I see apple blossoms crowding on the boughs; so much for my powers of

  recall (I am said to have a photographic memory; very useful, in my line of work – my lines of work). Also I seem to remember a child, a sullen boy standing knee-deep in the grass,

  knocking the tops off nettles with a stick and watching me speculatively out of the corner of his eye. Who could he have been? Innocence incarnate, perhaps (yes, I am stifling another shriek of

  terrible mirth). Shaken already after separate encounters with the Beaver’s unnerving sister and mad mother, I felt foolish, dithering there, with grass-stalks sticking up my trousers legs

  and a truculent bee enamoured of my hair oil zigzagging drunkenly about my head. I was clutching a manuscript under my arm – something earnest on late cubism, no doubt, or the boldness of

  Cézanne’s draughtsmanship – and suddenly, there in that abounding glade, the idea of these pinched discriminations struck me as laughable. Sunlight, swift clouds; a breeze

  swooped and the boughs dipped. The Beaver slept on, holding himself in his arms with his face fallen to one side and a gleaming black wing of hair fanned across his forehead. Obviously this was not

  his father, whom I had come to see, and who Mrs Beaver had assured me was asleep in the garden. ‘He drifts off, you know,’ she had said with a queenly sniff; ‘no

  concentration.’ I had taken this as a hopeful sign: the idea of a dreamily inattentive publisher appealed to my already well-developed sense of myself as an infiltrator. But I was wrong. Max

  Brevoort – known as Big Beaver, to distinguish him from Nick – would turn out to be as wily and unscrupulous as any of his Dutch merchant forebears.




  I close my eyes now and see the light between the apple trees and the boy standing in the long grass and that sleeping beauty folded in his hammock and the fifty years that have passed between

  that day and this are as nothing. It was 1929, and I was – yes – twenty-two.




  Nick woke up and smiled at me, doing that trick he had of passing in an instant effortlessly from one world to another.




  ‘Hullo,’ he said. That was how chaps said it in those days: hull, not hell. He sat up, running a hand through his hair. The hammock swayed. The small boy, destroyer of

  nettles, was gone. ‘God,’ Nick said, ‘I had the strangest dream.’




  He accompanied me back to the house. That was how it seemed: not that we were walking together, but that he had bestowed his company on me, for a brief progress, with the ease and diffidence of

  royalty. He was dressed in whites, and he, like me, was carrying something under his arm, a book, or a newspaper (the news was all bad, that summer, and would get worse). As he walked he kept

  turning sideways towards me from the waist up and nodding rapidly at everything I said, smiling and frowning and smiling again.




  ‘You’re the Irishman,’ he said. ‘I’ve heard of you. My father thinks your stuff is very good.’ He peered at me earnestly. ‘He does, really.’ I

  mumbled something meant to convey modesty and looked away. What he had seen in my face was not doubt but a momentary gloom: the Irishman.




  The house was Queen Anne, not large, but rather grand, and maintained by Mrs B. in slovenly opulence: lots of faded silk and objets supposedly of great value – Big Beaver was a

  collector of jade figurines – and a rank smell everywhere of some sort of burnt incense. The plumbing was primitive; there was a lavatory close up under the roof which when it was flushed

  would make a horrible, cavernous choking noise, like a giant’s death-rattle, that could be heard with embarrassing immediacy all over the house. But the rooms were full of light and there

  were always fresh-cut flowers, and the atmosphere had something thrillingly suppressed in it, as if at any moment the most amazing events might suddenly begin to happen. Mrs Brevoort was a large,

  beaked, bedizened personage, imperious and excitable, who went in for soirées and mild spiritualism. She played the piano – she had studied under someone famous – producing from

  the instrument great gaudy storms of sound that made the window panes buzz. Nick found her irresistibly ridiculous and was faintly ashamed of her. She took a shine to me straight off, so Nick told

  me later (he was lying, I’m sure); she had pronounced me sensitive, he said, and believed I would make a good medium, if only I would try. I quailed before her force and relentlessness, like

  a skiff borne down upon by an ocean-going liner.




  ‘You didn’t find Max?’ she said, pausing in the hallway with a copper kettle in her hand. She was darkly Jewish, and wore her hair in ringlets, and displayed a startling,

  steep-pitched shelf of off-white bosom. ‘The beast; he must have forgotten you were coming. I shall tell him you were deeply wounded by his thoughtlessness.’




  I began to protest but Nick took me by the elbow – after half a century I can still feel that grip, light but firm, with the hint of a tremor in it – and propelled me into the

  drawing room, where he flung himself down on a sagging sofa and crossed his legs and leaned back and gazed at me with a smile at once dreamy and intent. The moment stretched. Neither of us spoke.

  Time can stand still, I am convinced of it; something snags and stops, turning and turning, like a leaf on a stream. A thick drop of sunlight seethed in a glass paperweight on a low table. Mrs

  Beaver was in the garden dosing hollyhocks with a mixture from her copper kettle. Tinny jazz-band music came hiccuping faintly down from upstairs, where Baby Beaver was in her bedroom practising

  dance steps to the gramophone (I know that was what she was doing; it was what she did all the time; later on I married her). Then abruptly Nick gave himself a sort of shake and leaned forward

  briskly and picked up a silver cigarette box from the table and proffered it to me, holding it open with a thumb hooked on the lid. Those hands.




  ‘She’s quite mad, you know,’ he said. ‘My mother. We all are, in this family. You’ll find out.’




  What did we talk about? My essay, perhaps. The relative merits of Oxford and Cambridge. The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte. I can’t remember. Presently Max Brevoort arrived.

  I do not know what I had expected – The Laughing Publisher, I suppose: apple cheeks and a big moustache and snowy ruff – but he was tall and thin and sallow, with an amazingly

  long, narrow head, bald and polished at its point. He was the gentile but he looked more Jewish than his wife. He wore black serge, somewhat rusty at the knees and elbows. He gazed at me, or

  through me, with Nick’s large black eyes and the same still, dreamy smile, though his had a glint in it. I babbled, and he kept talking over me, not listening, saying I know, I know,

  and chafing his long brown hands together. What a lot we all did talk in those days. When I think back to then, from out of this sepulchral silence, I am aware of a ceaseless hubbub of voices

  loudly saying things no one seemed in the least inclined to listen to. It was the Age of Statements.




  ‘Yes, yes, very interesting,’ Big Beaver said. ‘Poetry is very marketable, these days.’




  There was a silence. Nick laughed.




  ‘He’s not a poet, Max,’ he said.




  I had never before heard a son address his father by his first name. Max Brevoort peered at me.




  ‘But of course you’re not!’ he said, without the least embarrassment. ‘You’re the art critic.’ He rubbed his hands harder. ‘Very

  interesting.’




  Then we had tea, served by an impertinent maid, and Mrs Beaver came in from the garden and Big Beaver told her of his having mistaken me for a poet and they both laughed heartily as if it were a

  wonderful joke. Nick lifted a sympathetic eyebrow at me.




  ‘Did you drive over?’ he asked quietly.




  ‘Train,’ I said.




  We smiled, exchanging what seemed a kind of signal, conspirators in the making.




  And when I was leaving, it was he who took my essay, relieving me of it gently as if it were some wounded, suffering thing, and said he would make sure his father read it. Mrs Beaver was talking

  about cigarette ends. ‘Just pop them in a jam jar,’ she said, ‘and keep them for me.’ I must have looked baffled. She lifted the copper kettle and shook it, producing a

  slushy sound. ‘For the greenfly,’ she said. ‘Nicotine, you know. They can’t abide it.’ I backed out and the three of them held their places, as if waiting for

  applause, the parents beaming and Nick darkly amused. Baby was still upstairs, playing her jazz and rehearsing for her entrance in act two.




  *




  Midnight. My leg has gone to sleep. Wish the rest of me would go with it. Yet it is not unpleasant to be awake like this, awake and alert, like a nocturnal predator, or, better

  yet, the guardian of the tribe’s resting place. I used to fear the night, its dreads and dreams, but lately I have begun to enjoy it, almost. Something soft and yielding comes over the world

  when darkness falls. On the threshold of my second childhood, I suppose I am remembering the nursery, with its woolly warmth and wide-eyed vigils. Even as a babe I was already a solitary. It was

  not so much my mother’s kiss that I Proustianly craved as the having done with it, so that I could be alone with my self, this strange, soft, breathing body in which my spinning consciousness

  was darkly trapped, like a dynamo in a sack. I can still see her dim form retreating and the yellow fan of light from the hall folding across the nursery floor as she lingeringly closed the door

  and stepped backwards in silence out of my life. I was not quite five when she died. Her death was not a cause of suffering to me, as I recall. I was old enough to register the loss but too young

  to find it more than merely puzzling. My father in his well-meaning way took to sleeping on a camp bed in the nursery to keep my brother Freddie and me company, and for weeks I had to listen to him

  thrashing all night long in the toils of his grief, mumbling and muttering and calling on his God, heaving long, shuddering sighs that made the camp bed crack its knuckles in exasperation. I would

  lie there intently, trying to listen beyond him to the wind in the trees that ringed the house like sentinels, and, farther off, the boxy collapse of waves on Carrick strand and the drawn-out hiss

  of waters receding over the shingle. I would not lie on my right side because that way I could feel my heart beating and I was convinced that if I were going to die I would feel it stop before the

  terrifying final darkness came down.




  Strange creatures, children. That wary look they have when adults are about, as if they are worrying whether they are doing a convincing enough impersonation of what we expect them to be. The

  nineteenth century invented childhood and now the world is full of child actors. My poor Blanche was never any good at it, could not remember her lines or where to stand or what to do with her

  hands. How my heart would fold into itself in sorrow at the school play or on prize-giving day when the line of little girls being good would develop a kink, a sort of panicky quaver, and I would

  look along the row of heads and sure enough there she would be, on the point of tripping over her own awkwardness, blushing and biting her lip, and sloping her shoulders and bending her knees in a

  vain attempt to take a few inches off her height. When she was an adolescent I used to show her photographs of Isadora Duncan and Ottoline Morrell and other big, bold women from whose example she

  might take comfort and whose extravagance she might emulate, but she would not look at them, only sit in miserable silence with bowed head, picking at her hangnails, her wiry hair standing on end,

  as if a strong current were passing through it, and the heartbreakingly defenceless pale back of her neck exposed. Now Julian, on the other hand . . . No; I think not. That subject

  is the very stuff of insomnia.




  Among the newspaper pack this morning there was a girl reporter – how these terms date one! – who reminded me of Blanche, I don’t quite know why. She was not big, like my

  daughter, but in her manner she had something of the same intent watchfulness. Clever, too: while the rest kept elbowing each other aside in order to ask the obvious questions, such as whether

  there are more of us still to be unmasked (!), or if Mrs W. had known all along, she sat fixed on me with what seemed a sort of hunger and hardly spoke at all, and then only to ask for names and

  dates and places, information which I suspect she already possessed. It was as if she were carrying out some private test on me, checking my responses, measuring my emotions. Perhaps I, in turn,

  reminded her of her father? Girls, in my admittedly limited experience of them, are ever on the lookout for their Dad. I considered asking her to stay to lunch – that was the kind of giddy

  mood I was in – for suddenly the thought of being alone after they had vacated the place was not at all attractive. This was strange; I have never suffered from loneliness in the past.

  Indeed, as I said already, I have always considered myself to be a perfectly reconciled solitary, especially after poor Patrick died. But there was something about this girl, and not just her

  indefinable resemblance to Blanche, that attracted my attention. A fellow loner? I did not get her name and do not even know which of the papers she works for. I shall read them all tomorrow and

  see if I can identify her style.




  Tomorrow. Dear God, how can I face a tomorrow.




  *




  Well, I am everywhere. Pages and pages of me. This must be how it feels to be the leading man on the morning after a stupendously disastrous first night. I went to a number of

  newsagents, for the sake of decency, though it got increasingly awkward as the bundle of newspapers under my arm steadily thickened. Some of the people behind the counters recognised me and curled

  a contemptuous lip; reactionaries to a man, shopkeepers, I have noticed it before. One chap, though, gave me a sort of sad, underhand smile. He was a Pakistani. What company I shall be in from now

  on. Old lags. Child molesters. Outcasts. The lost ones.




  It has been confirmed: the K is to be revoked. I mind. I am surprised how much I mind. Just Doctor again, if even that; maybe just plain Mister. At least they have not taken away my bus pass, or

  my laundry allowance (the latter an acknowledgement, I imagine, that over the age of sixty-five one tends to dribble a lot).




  That writer chap telephoned, requesting an interview. What effrontery. Well-spoken, however, and not at all embarrassed. Brisk tone, faintly amused, with a hint almost of fondness: after all, I

  am his ticket to fame, or notoriety, at least. I asked him to say who it was that betrayed me. That provoked a chuckle. Said even a journalist would go to gaol rather than reveal a source. They

  love to trot out that particular hobby-horse. I might have said to him, My dear fellow, I have been in gaol for the best part of thirty years. Instead, I rang off.




  The Telegraph sent a photographer to Carrickdrum, site of my bourgeois beginnings. The house is no longer the bishop’s residence, and is owned, the paper tells me, by a man who

  deals in scrap metal. The sentinel trees are gone – the scrap merchant must have wanted more light – and the brickwork has been covered with a new facing, painted white. I am tempted to

  work up a metaphor for change and loss, but I must beware turning into a sentimental old ass, if I am not one already. St Nicholas’s (St Nicholas’s! – I never made the connection

  before) was a grim and gloomy pile, and a bit of stucco and white paint can only be an improvement. I see myself as a little boy sitting head on hand in the bay window in the parlour, looking out

  at the rain falling on the sloping lawn and the far-off, stone-grey waters of the Lough, hearing poor Freddie wandering about upstairs crooning like a dreamy banshee. That’s Carrickdrum. When

  my father married again, with what struck me even at the age of six as unseemly haste, I awaited the appearance of my stepmother – they had married in London – with a mixture of

  curiosity, anger and apprehension, expecting a witch out of an Arthur Rackham illustration, with violet eyes and fingernails like stilettos. When the happy couple arrived, mounted, with odd

  appropriateness, on a jaunting car, I was surprised and obscurely disappointed to find that she was nothing like my expectations of her, but a big, jolly woman, broad in the beam and pink of cheek,

  with a washerwoman’s thick arms and a loud, trembly laugh. Coming up the front steps she spotted me in the hallway and broke into a wallowing run, big red hands lifted, and fell upon my neck,

  nuzzling me wetly and uttering distressful little grunts of joy. She smelled of face powder and peppermints and female sweat. She unclasped me and stepped back, rubbing at her eyes with the heel of

  a hand, and threw a histrionically fervent glance back at my father, while I stood frowning, trying to cope with a welter of sensations I did not recognise, among them a faint premonition of that

  unexpected happiness she was to bring to St Nicholas’s. My father wrung his hands and grinned sheepishly and avoided my eye. No one said anything, yet there was the sense of loud and

  continuous noise, as if the unexpected gaiety of the occasion were producing a din of its own. Then my brother appeared on the stairs, descending sideways with his Quasimodo lurch and drooling

  – no, no, I am exaggerating, he was not really that bad – and brought the moment to its senses. ‘And this,’ said my father, fairly bellowing in his nervousness, ‘this

  is Freddie!’




  How difficult that day must have been for my mother – I always think of her as that, my natural mother having bowed out so early – and how well she managed it all, settling herself

  upon the house like a great warm roosting bird. That first day, she embraced poor Freddie stoutly, and listened to the gaggings and strangled howls that with him passed for speech, nodding her head

  as if she were understanding him perfectly, and even produced a hanky and wiped the spittle from his chin. I’m sure my father must have told her about him, but I doubt if any mere description

  could have prepared her for Freddie. He gave her his broadest gap-toothed grin and put his arms tightly about her big hips and laid his face against her stomach, as if he were welcoming her home.

  Most likely he thought she was our real mother come back transformed from the land of the dead. Behind her my father heaved a queer, groaning sort of sigh, like that of someone setting down at long

  last a toilsome and unmanageable burden.




  Her name was Hermione. We called her Hettie. Thank God she did not live to see me disgraced.




  *




  Day three. Life goes on. The anonymous telephone calls have abated. They did not start up until first thing yesterday, after the story had appeared in the morning papers (and I

  thought everyone got their news these days from the telly!). I had to leave the receiver off the hook; whenever I replaced it, the damned instrument would immediately start shrilling at me, seeming

  to dance in rage. The callers are men, for the most part, belt-and-braces types by the sound of them, but there have been a few females as well, refined old things with gentle, reedy voices and the

  vocabulary of a navvy. The abuse is entirely personal. It is as if I had embezzled their pensions. At first I was polite, and even got into conversations of a sort with the less mad among them (one

  chap wanted to know if I had met Beria – I think he was interested in the Georgian’s love life). I should have recorded them, it would have made a revealing cross-section of the English

  national character. One call, however, I welcomed. She announced herself diffidently while giving the impression that she expected me to know her. And she was right: I did not recognise her name,

  but I remembered the voice. Which paper was it again? I asked. There was a pause. ‘I’m freelance,’ she said. That explained why I could not find her trace in yesterday’s

  accounts of my press conference (my press conference! – gosh, how grand it sounds). She is called Vandeleur. I wondered if there was an Irish connection – lots of Vandeleurs in Ireland

  – but she says not, and even seemed a bit put out by the suggestion. The Irish are not popular these days, with IRA bombs going off in the city every other week. I have forgotten her first

  name. Sophie? Sibyl? Something quaintly archaic, anyway. I told her to come round in the afternoon. I don’t know what I was thinking of. Then I had an attack of the fidgets while I waited for

  her, and burned my hand cooking lunch (grilled lamb chop, sliced tomato, a leaf of lettuce; no booze – felt I should keep a clear head). She arrived on the dot, muffled in a big old coat that

  looked as if it had belonged to her father (there’s Dad again). Dark short hair like fine fur and a little heart-shaped face and tiny, cold-looking hands. She made me think of a delicate,

  rare, very self-possessed small animal. Josefina the Songstress. What age is she? Late twenties, early thirties. She stood in the middle of the living room, one of those little claws braced in a

  peculiar, old-womany way on the lacquered edge of the Japanese table, and looked about carefully, as if to memorise what she saw.




  ‘What a nice flat,’ she said flatly. ‘I didn’t notice, last time.’




  ‘Not as nice as the flat at the Institute, where I used to live.’




  ‘Did you have to give it up?’




  ‘Yes, but not for the reasons you think. Someone died there.’




  Serena, that is her name, it has just come back to me. Serena Vandeleur. Has a ring to it, certainly.




  I took her coat, which she surrendered reluctantly, I thought. ‘Are you cold?’ I said, playing the solicitous old gent. She shook her head. Perhaps she feels less secure without that

  protective paternal embrace. Though I must say she strikes me as remarkably at ease with herself. It is a little unnerving, this sense of calm that she communicates. No, communicates is the wrong

  word; she seems wholly self-contained. She wore a nice plain blouse and a cardigan and flat shoes, though a tight, short leather skirt lent a certain slinky raciness to the ensemble. I offered her

  tea but she said she would prefer a drink. That’s my girl. I said we should have some gin, which gave me an excuse to escape to the kitchen, where the sting of ice cubes and the sharp tang of

  limes (I always use limes in gin; so much more assertive than the dull old workaday lemon) helped me to regain something of my composure. I do not know why I was so agitated. But

  then, how would I not be in a state? In the past three days the tranquil pool that was my life has been churned up and all sorts of disturbing things have risen from the depths. I am beset

  constantly by a feeling the only name for which I can think of is nostalgia. Great hot waves of remembrance wash through me, bringing images and sensations I would have thought I had entirely

  forgotten or successfully extirpated, yet so sharp and vivid are they that I falter in my tracks with an inward gasp, assailed by a sort of rapturous sorrow. I tried to describe this phenomenon to

  Miss Vandeleur when I returned to the living room with our drinks on a tray (so much for keeping a clear head). I found her standing as before, her face inclined a little and one hand with steepled

  fingers pressing on the table, so still and seemingly posed that the suspicion crossed my mind that she had been searching the room and had darted back to this position only when she had heard the

  approaching tinkle of ice and glass. But I am sure it is just my bad mind that makes me think she had been snooping: it is the kind of thing that I used to do automatically, in the days when I had

  a professional interest in discovering other people’s secrets.




  ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘I can’t tell you how strange it is, to be suddenly thrust into the public gaze like this.’




  She nodded distractedly; she was thinking of something else. It struck me that she was behaving oddly, for a journalist.




  We sat opposite each other by the fireplace, with our drinks, in a polite, unexpectedly easy, almost companionable silence, like two voyagers sharing a cocktail before joining the

  captain’s table, knowing we had a whole ocean of time before us in which to get acquainted. Miss Vandeleur studied with frank though unemphatic interest the framed photographs on the

  mantelpiece: my father in his gaiters, Hettie in a hat, Blanche and Julian as children, my ill-remembered natural mother wearing silks and a lost look. ‘My family,’ I said. ‘The

  generations.’ She nodded again. It was one of those volatile April days, with enormous icebergs of silver-and-white cloud hurtling slowly across the sky above the city, bringing rapid

  alternations of glare and gloom, and now suddenly the sunlight in the window was switched off almost with a click and I thought for a moment I was going to cry, I could not say why, precisely,

  though obviously the photographs were part of it. Very alarming, it was, and a great surprise; I was never the tearful type, up to now. When was the last time that I wept? There was Patrick’s

  death, of course, but that does not count – death does not count, when it comes to weeping. No, I think the last time I really cried was when I went round to Vivienne’s that morning

  after Boy and the Dour Scot had fled. Driving like a madman through Mayfair with the wipers going full belt and then realising it wasn’t rain that was splintering my vision but salt tears. Of

  course, I was tight, and in an awful funk (it looked as if the whole game was up and that we would all be hauled in), but I was not accustomed to losing control of myself like that, and it was a

  shock. I learned some remarkable things that day, and not only about my propensity to tears.




  Miss Vandeleur had taken on a grey look and was huddling rather in her chair. ‘But you are cold,’ I said, and despite her protests that she was perfectly comfortable I got

  down on one knee, which startled her and made her shrink back – she must have thought I was going to kneel before her and blurt out some ghastly, final confession and swear her to secrecy

  – but it was only to light the gas fire. It uttered its gratifying whumpf and did that little trick of sucking the flame from the match, then the delicate filigree of wires glowed and

  the ashy waffle behind them began slowly to turn blush-pink. I have a great fondness for such humble gadgets: scissors, tin-openers, adjustable reading lamps, even the flush toilet. They are the

  unacknowledged props of civilisation.




  ‘Why did you do it?’ Miss Vandeleur said.




  I was in the process of rising creakily from that genuflexion, one hand on a quivering knee, the other pressed to the small of my back, and I almost fell over. But it was a not unreasonable

  question, in the circumstances, and one which, curiously enough, none of her colleagues had thought to ask. I slumped into my armchair with a laughing sigh and shook my head.




  ‘Why?’ I said. ‘Oh, cowboys and indians, my dear; cowboys and indians.’ It was true, in a way. The need for amusement, the fear of boredom: was the whole thing much more

  than that, really, despite all the grand theorising? ‘And hatred of America, of course,’ I added, a trifle jadedly, I fear; the poor old Yanks are by now a rather moth-eaten bugbear.

  ‘You must understand, the American occupation of Europe was to many of us not much less of a calamity than a German victory would have been. The Nazis at least were a clear and visible enemy.

  Men enough to be damned, to paraphrase Eliot.’ At that I gave her a twinkly smile: wise age acknowledges educated youth. I stood up with my drink and walked to the window: sun-polished

  slates, a skittle-stand of blackened chimney pots, television aerials like a jumbled alphabet consisting mainly of aitches. ‘The defence of European culture—’




  ‘But you were,’ she said evenly, interrupting me, ‘a spy before the war. Weren’t you?’




  Now, such words – spy, agent, espionage, etc. – have always given me trouble. They conjure in my mind images of low taverns and cobbled laneways at night with skulking figures in

  doublet and hose and the flash of poniards. I could never think of myself as a part of that dashing, subfusc world. Boy, now, Boy had a touch of the Kit Marlowes about him, all right, but I was a

  dry old stick, even when I was young. I was what was needed, someone safe to chivvy the rest of them along, to look after them and wipe their noses and make sure they didn’t run out into the

  traffic, but now I cannot help wondering if I sacrificed too much of myself to the . . . I suppose I must call it the cause. Did I squander my life on the gathering and collating of

  trivial information? The thought leaves me breathless.




  ‘I was a connoisseur, you know, before I was anything else,’ I said. I had turned from the window. She was sitting with shoulders hunched, gazing into the pallid flame of the gas

  fire. In my glass an ice cube cracked with an agonised plink. ‘Art was all that ever mattered to me,’ I said. ‘I even tried to be a painter, in my student days. Oh yes. Modest

  little still-lifes, blue jugs and violent tulips, that kind of thing. I dared to hang one in my rooms at Cambridge. A friend looked at it and pronounced me the finest lady painter since Raoul

  Dufy.’ That was Boy, of course. That wide, cruel, voracious smile. ‘So you have before you, my dear,’ I said, ‘a failed artist, like so many other egregious scoundrels:

  Nero, half the Medicis, Stalin, the unspeakable Herr Schicklgruber.’ I could see that last one passing her by.




  I returned and sat down again in the armchair. She was still gazing into the undulating pale flame of the fire. She had hardly touched her drink. I wondered what it could be that she was

  pondering with such concentration. Time passed. The gas flame hissed. Sunlight came and went in the window. Idly I admired the little Bonington watercolour behind her, one of my few genuine

  treasures: oyster-shell mud and a fried-rasher sky, fisher-lads in the foreground, a distant, lofty barquentine with sails furled. At last she raised her eyes and met mine. That inner struggle she

  had been engaged upon had given her the drawn look of a Carracci madonna. She must have taken my Bonington ogle – Nick always said I looked positively coital when contemplating a picture

  – for a benison directed upon her, for suddenly she decided to come clean.




  ‘I’m not really a journalist,’ she said.




  ‘I know.’ I smiled at her surprise. ‘Takes one deceiver to recognise another. Did Skryne send you?’




  She frowned. ‘Who?’




  ‘Just one of my keepers.’




  ‘No,’ she said, shaking her head violently and twisting the gin glass in her fingers, ‘no, I’m . . . I’m a writer. I want to write a book on

  you.’




  Oh dear. Another contemporary historian. I suppose my face must have fallen, for she launched at once defensively into a stumbling account of herself and her plans. I hardly listened. What did I

  care for her theories on the connection between espionage and the bogus concept of the English gentleman (‘I’m not English,’ I reminded her, but she took no notice) or the malign

  influence on my generation of the nihilistic aesthetics of Modernism? I wanted to tell her about the blade of sunlight cleaving the velvet shadows of the public urinal that post-war spring

  afternoon in Regensburg, of the incongruous gaiety of the rain shower that fell the day of my father’s funeral, of that last night with Boy when I saw the red ship under Blackfriars Bridge

  and conceived of the tragic significance of my life: in other words, the real things; the true things.




  ‘Do you know philosophy?’ I asked. ‘I mean ancient philosophy. The Stoics: Zeno, Seneca, Marcus Aurelius?’ Cautiously she shook her head. She was plainly baffled by this

  turn in the conversation. ‘I used to consider myself a Stoic,’ I said. ‘In fact, I was quite proud to think of myself thus.’ I put down my glass and joined my fingers at

  their tips and gazed off in the direction of the window, where light and shade were still jostling for position. I was born to be a lecturer. ‘The Stoics denied the concept of progress. There

  might be a little advance here, some improvement there – cosmology in their time, dentistry in ours – but in the long run the balance of things, such as good and evil, beauty and

  ugliness, joy and misery, remains constant. Periodically, at the end of aeons, the world is destroyed in a holocaust of fire and then everything starts up again, just as before. This

  pre-Nietzschean notion of eternal recurrence I have always found greatly comforting, not because I look forward to returning again and again to live my life over, but because it drains events of

  all consequence while at the same time conferring on them the numinous significance that derives from fixity, from completedness. Do you see?’ I smiled my kindliest smile. Her mouth had

  fallen open a tiny way and I had an urge to reach out a finger and tip it shut again. ‘And then one day I read, I can’t remember where, an account of a little exchange between Josef

  Mengele and a Jewish doctor whom he had salvaged from the execution line to assist him in his experiments at Auschwitz. They were in the operating theatre. Mengele was working on a pregnant woman,

  whose legs he had bound together at the knees prior to inducing the onset of the birth of her child, without the benefit of anaesthetics, of course, which were much too valuable to waste on Jews.

  In the lulls between the mother’s shrieks, Mengele discoursed of the vast project of the Final Solution: the numbers involved, the technology, the logistical problems, and so on. How long,

  the Jewish doctor ventured to ask – he must have been a courageous man – how long would the exterminations go on? Mengele, apparently not at all surprised or put out by the question,

  smiled gently and without looking up from his work said, Oh, they will go on, and on, and on . . . And it struck me that Dr Mengele was also a Stoic, just like me. I had not

  realised until then how broad a church it was that I belonged to.’




  I liked the quality of the silence that fell, or rather rose – for silence rises, surely? – when I ceased speaking. At the end of a well-made period I always have a sense of

  ease, a sort of blissful settling back, my mind folding its arms, as it were, and smiling to itself in quiet satisfaction. It is a sensation known to all mental athletes, I am sure, and for me was

  one of the chief pleasures of the lecture hall, not to mention debriefings (a term that never failed to elicit a chuckle from Boy). It rather took the shine off my bliss, however, when Miss

  Vandeleur, of whose mousy yet persistent presence I was beginning to tire slightly, mumbled something about not having known the Stoics were a church. Young people are so literal-minded.




  I stood up. ‘Come,’ I said to her, ‘I want you to see something.’




  We went through to the study. I could hear her leather skirt creaking as she walked behind me. When she first arrived she had told me her father was an admiral, and I had misheard her to say

  that her father was admirable. Although this piece of filial piety had struck me as disconcertingly supererogatory, I had hastened to assure her that I had no doubt that he was. There followed an

  inadvertently comic exchange which at the end subsided into one of those awful, sweaty silences that such glimpses of the world’s essential absurdity always provoke. I remember at one of Mrs

  W.’s stiflingly grand occasions conversing with the lady herself as we made our way slowly up an interminable, red-carpeted staircase behind the ample back parts of the Dowager Duchess of

  Somewhere, and both of us noticing at the same instant, what the Duchess herself was magnificently unaware of, that on her way into the Palace she had trod in corgi-shit. At moments like that I

  always felt grateful for the difficulties of leading a multiple life, which lent a little weight to matters, or at least provided something for the mind to turn to in a time of need. As a child at

  school, when I had to keep myself from laughing in the face of a bully or a particularly mad master, I would concentrate on the thought of death; it always worked, and would still, I’m sure,

  if there were need.




  ‘Here,’ I said, ‘is my treasure, the touchstone and true source of my life’s work.’




  It is a curious phenomenon, that paintings are always larger in my mind than in reality – I mean literally larger, in their physical dimensions. This is true even of works with which I am

  thoroughly intimate, including my Death of Seneca, which I have lived with for nigh on fifty years. I know its size, I know, empirically, that the canvas is seventeen and a quarter inches by

  twenty-four, yet when I encounter it again even after a brief interval I have the uncanny sense that it has shrunk, as if I were viewing it through the wrong side of a lens, or standing a few paces

  farther back from it than I really am. The effect is disconcerting, as when you go to the Bible and discover that the entire story of the expulsion from the Garden of Eden, say, is dispatched in a

  handful of verses. Now as always the picture did its trick and for a moment as I stood before it with Miss Vandeleur intermittently creaking at my side it seemed diminished not only in scale but in

  – how shall I say? – in substance, and I experienced a strange little flicker of distress, which, however, I do not think was detectable in my tone; anyway, persons of her age are

  impervious to the tics and twitches by which the old betray the pain of their predicament.




  ‘The subject,’ I said, in what I think of as my Expounding Voice, ‘is the suicide of Seneca the Younger in the year AD 65. See his grieving friends and family about him as his

  life’s blood drips into the golden bowl. There is the officer of the Guard – Gavius Silvanus, according to Tacitus – who has unwillingly conveyed the imperial death sentence. Here

  is Pompeia Paulina, the philosopher’s young wife, ready to follow her husband into death, baring her breast to the knife. And notice, here in the background, in this farther room, the servant

  girl filling the bath in which presently the philosopher will breathe his last. Is it not all admirably executed? Seneca was a Spaniard and was brought up in Rome. Among his works are the

  Consolationes, the Epistolae morales, and The Apocolocyntosis, or ‘Pumpkinification’, of the Divine Claudius – this last, as you may guess, is a satire.

  Although he professed to despise the things of this world, he still managed to amass an enormous fortune, much of it derived from moneylending in Britain; the historian Dio Cassius says that the

  excessive interest rates charged by Seneca was one of the causes of the revolt of the Britons against the occupier – which means, as Lord Russell has wittily pointed out, that Queen

  Boadicea’s rebellion was directed against capitalism as represented by the Roman Empire’s leading philosophical proponent of austerity. Such are the ironies of history.’ I stole a

  sideways glance at Miss Vandeleur; her eyes were beginning to glaze; I was wearing her down nicely. ‘Seneca fell foul of Claudius’s successor, the aforementioned Nero, whose tutor he

  had been. He was accused of conspiracy, and was ordered to commit suicide, which he did, with great fortitude and dignity.’ I gestured at the picture before us. For the first time it occurred

  to me to wonder if the painter was justified in portraying the scene with such tranquillity, such studied calm. Again the shiver of disquiet. In this new life I am condemned to, is there nothing

  that is not open to doubt? ‘Baudelaire,’ I said, and this time I did seem to detect the tiniest quaver in my voice, ‘Baudelaire described Stoicism as a religion with only one

  sacrament: suicide.’




  At this, Miss Vandeleur suddenly gave a sort of shudder, like a pony balking at a jump.




  ‘Why are you doing this?’ she said thickly.




  I looked at her with a mildly enquiring frown. She stood with her fists clenched in front of her hip bones and her little face thrust forward, sulky-sullen, glaring at an ivory paperknife on my

  desk. Not so serene after all.




  ‘Why am I doing what, my dear?’




  ‘I know how well read you are,’ she said, almost spitting, ‘I know how cultured you are.’




  She made the word sound like an ailment. I thought: she can’t be from Skryne, he would never send someone with so little self-control. After a beat of flushed silence I said softly:




  ‘In my world, there are no simple questions, and precious few answers of any kind. If you are going to write about me, you must resign yourself to that.’




  Still fixed on that paperknife, she set her lips so tightly they turned white, and gave her head a quick, stubborn little shake, and I thought, almost with fondness, of Vivienne, my sometime

  wife, who was the only supposedly grown-up person I ever knew who used actually to stamp her foot when she was angry.




  ‘There are,’ she said, in a surprisingly restrained tone, ‘there are simple questions; there are answers. Why did you spy for the Russians? How did you get

  away with it? What did you think you would achieve by betraying your country and your country’s interests? Or was it because you never thought of this as your country? Was it because you were

  Irish and hated us?’




  And at last she turned her head and looked at me. What fire! I would never have expected it. Her father, the admirable Admiral, would be proud of her. I looked away from her, smiling my weary

  smile, and considered The Death of Seneca. How superbly executed are the folds of the dying man’s robe, polished, smooth and dense as fluted sandstone, yet wonderfully delicate, too,

  like one of the philosopher’s own carven paragraphs. (I must have the picture valued. Not that I would dream of selling it, of course, but just now I find myself in need of financial

  reassurance.)




  ‘Not the Russians,’ I murmured.




  I could feel her blink. ‘What?’




  ‘I did not spy for the Russians,’ I said. ‘I spied for Europe. A much broader church.’




  *




  This really is the most unsettling weather. Just now out of nowhere a violent shower started up, pelting big fat splatters against the windows in which the watercolour sunlight

  shines unabated. I should not like just yet to leave this world, so tender and accommodating even in the midst of its storms. The doctors tell me they got all of it and that there is no sign of any

  new malignancy. I am in remission. I feel I have been in remission all my life.




  

     

  




  MY FATHER was a great bird’s-nester. I could never learn the trick of it. On Sunday mornings in springtime he would take Freddie and me walking with him in the fields

  above Carrickdrum. I imagine he was escaping those of his parishioners – he was still rector then – who made it a practice to call to the house after service, the boisterously unhappy

  country wives in their pony-and-traps, the working people from the back streets of the town, the glittery-eyed mad spinsters who spent their weekdays doing sentry-go behind lace-curtained windows

  in the villas on the seafront. I wish I could describe these outings as occasions of familial conviviality, with my father discoursing to his wide-eyed sons on the ways and wiles of Mother Nature,

  but in fact he rarely spoke, and I suspect he was for the most part forgetful of the two little boys scrambling desperately over rock and thorn to keep up with him. It was rough country up there,

  skimpy bits of field isolated between outcrops of bare grey stone, with whin bushes and the odd stand of mountain ash deformed by the sea gales. I do not know why my father insisted on bringing

  Freddie with us, for he always grew agitated in those uplands, especially on windy days, and went along uttering little moos of distress and tearing at the skin around his fingernails and gnawing

  at his lips until they bled. At the farthest limit of our trek, however, we would come down into a little hollow ringed by rocks, a miniature valley, with meadow-grass and gorse bushes and banks of

  hawthorn, where all was still and hummingly silent, and where even Freddie grew calm, or as near to calm as he ever got. Here my father, in plus-fours and gaiters and an old fawn pullover and still

  wearing his dog collar, would stop suddenly, with a hand lifted, hearkening to I do not know what secret signal or vibration of the air, and then strike off from the path and approach this or that

  bush, with surprising lightness of tread for such a large-made man, and carefully part the leaves and peer in and smile. I remember it, that smile. There was simple delight in it, of course –

  it made him look as I imagined Freddie would have looked if he had not been a half-wit – but also a sort of grim, sad triumph, as if he had caught out the Creator in some impressive yet

  essentially shoddy piece of fakery. Then with a finger to his lips he would beckon us forward and lift us up one after the other to see what he had discovered: a finch’s or a

  blackbird’s nest, sometimes with the bird herself still on it, throbbing tinily and looking up at us in dull fright, as at the side-by-side big faces of God and his son. Not the birds,

  though, but the eggs, were what fascinated me. Pale blue or speckled white, they lay there in the scooped hollow of the nest, closed, inexplicable, packed with their own fullness. I felt that if I

  took one in my hand, which my father would never have permitted me to do, it would be too heavy for me to hold, like a piece of matter from a planet far more dense than this one. What was most

  striking about them was their difference. They were like themselves and nothing else. And in this extreme of selfness they rebuked all that stood round about, the dissolute world of bush and

  briar and riotous green leaf. They were the ultimate artefact. When I first spotted The Death of Seneca, shining amidst the dross in the back room at Alighieri’s, I thought at once of

  those Sunday mornings of my childhood, and of my father with infinite delicacy parting the foliage and showing me these fragile and yet somehow indestructible treasures nestling at the heart of the

  world.




  *




  To take possession of a city of which you are not a native you must first of all fall in love there. I had always known London; my family, although they hardly ever went there,

  considered it our capital, not dour Belfast, with its rain-coloured buildings and bellowing shipyard sirens. It was only in that summer I spent in London with Nick, however, that the place came

  fully alive for me. I say I spent the summer with him but that is wishful exaggeration. He was working – another exaggeration – for his father at Brevoort & Klein, and had moved

  down from Oxford to a flat above a newsagent’s shop off the Fulham Road. I remember that flat with remarkable clarity. There was a small living room at the front with two peaked mansard

  windows that made an incongruously ecclesiastical effect; the first time Boy came there he clapped his hands and cried: ‘Fetch me my surplice, we must have a black mass!’ The flat was

  known as the Eyrie, a word neither Nick nor I was sure how to pronounce, but it suited, for certainly it was eerie – Nick favoured tall candles and Piranesi prints – and airy, too,

  especially in spring, when the windows were filled with flying sky and the timbers creaked like the spars of a sailing ship. Nick, who was by nature a unique mix of the aesthete and the hearty, let

  the place run to appalling squalor: I still shudder when I think of the lavatory. At the back was a poky bedroom with a sharply canted ceiling, in which there was wedged skew-ways an enormous brass

  bed Nick claimed to have won in a poker game in a gambling den behind Paddington Station. It was one of Nick’s stories.




  He did not often sleep at the flat. His girls refused to stay there, because of the filth, and anyway in those times girls rarely stayed overnight, at least not the kind of girl that Nick

  consorted with. Mostly it was a place to throw parties in, and to recover in from the resulting hangovers. On these occasions he would take to his bed for two or three days, surrounded by an

  accumulating clutter of books and boxes of sweets and bottles of champagne, supplied by a succession of friends whom he would summon to him by telephone. I can still hear his voice on the line, an

  exaggeratedly anguished whisper: ‘I say, old man, do you think you could come round? I do believe I’m dying.’ Usually when I arrived a small crowd would already have assembled,

  another party in embryo, sitting about on that vast raft of a bed eating Nick’s chocolates and drinking champagne from tooth-glasses and kitchen cups, with Nick in his nightshirt propped

  against a bank of pillows, pale as ivory, his black hair standing on end, all eyes and angles, a figure out of Schiele. Boy would be there, of course, and Rothenstein, and girls called Daphne and

  Brenda and Daisy, in silks and cloche hats. Sometimes Querell would come round, tall, thin, sardonic, standing with his back against the wall and smoking a cigarette, somehow crooked, like the

  villain in a cautionary tale, one eyebrow arched and the corners of his mouth turned down, and a hand in the pocket of his tightly buttoned jacket that I always thought could be holding a gun. He

  had the look of a man who knew something damaging about everyone in the room. (I realise that I am seeing him not as he was then, young, and gauche, surely, like the rest of us, but as he was in

  his late thirties, when the Blitz was on, and he seemed the very personification of the times: embittered, tense, offhand, amusedly despairing, older than his, and our, years.)




  Those parties: did anyone really enjoy them? What I chiefly recall is the air of suppressed desperation that pervaded them. We drank a lot, but drink seemed only to make us frightened, or

  despairing, so that we must shriek all the louder, as if to scare off demons. What was it that we feared? Another war, yes, the worldwide economic crisis, all that, the threat of Fascism; there was

  no end of things to be afraid of. We felt such deep resentments! We blamed all our ills on the Great War and the old men who had forced the young to fight in it, and perhaps Flanders really did

  destroy us as a nation, but— But there I go, falling into the role of amateur sociologist that I despise. I never thought in terms of us, or the nation; none of us did, I am

  convinced of it. We talked in those terms, of course – we never stopped talking thus – but it was all no more than a striking of attitudes to make ourselves feel more

  serious, more weighty, more authentic. Deep down – if we did, indeed, have deeps – we cared about ourselves and, intermittently, one or two others; isn’t that how it always is?

  Why did you do it? that girl asked me yesterday, and I replied with parables of philosophy and art, and she went away dissatisfied. But what other reply could I have given? I am the

  answer to her question, the totality of what I am; nothing less will suffice. In the public mind, for the brief period it will entertain, and be entertained by, the thought of me, I am a figure

  with a single salient feature. Even for those who thought they knew me intimately, everything else I have done or not done has faded to insignificance before the fact of my so-called treachery.

  While in reality all that I am is all of a piece: all of a piece, and yet broken up into a myriad selves. Does that make sense?




  So what we were frightened of, then, was ourselves, each one his own demon.




  Querell when he phoned the other day had the grace not to pretend to be shocked. He knows all about betrayal, the large variety and the small; he is a connoisseur in that department. When he was

  at the height of his fame (he has slipped somewhat from the headlines, since he is old and no longer the hellion he once was) I used to chuckle over newspaper photographs of him hobnobbing with the

  Pope, since I knew that the lips with which he kissed the papal ring had most likely been between some woman’s thighs a half-hour previously. But Querell too is in danger of being shown up

  for what he really is, whatever that might be. That fishy look he always had is becoming more pronounced with age. In yet another interview recently – where did he ever get the reputation for

  shunning publicity? – he made one of those seemingly deep but in fact banal observations that have become his trademark. ‘I don’t know about God,’ he told the interviewer,

  ‘but certainly I believe in the Devil.’ Oh yes, one always needed a long spoon to sup with Querell.




  He was genuinely curious about people – the sure mark of the second-rate novelist. At those parties in the Eyrie he would stand for a long time leaning with his back against the wall,

  diabolical trickles of smoke issuing from the corners of his mouth, watching and listening as the party took on an air of monkey-house hysteria. He drank as much as the rest of us, but it seemed to

  have no effect on him except to make those unnervingly pale-blue eyes of his shine with a kind of malicious merriment. Usually he would slip away early, with a girl in tow; you would glance at the

  spot where he had been standing and find him gone, and seem to see a shadowy after-image of him, like the paler shadow left on a wall when a picture is removed. So I was surprised when during a

  party one August afternoon he accosted me in the corridor.




  ‘Listen, Maskell,’ he said, in that insinuatingly truculent way of his, ‘I can’t take any more of this filthy wine – let’s go and have a real

  drink.’




  My head felt as if it were stuffed with cotton wool and the sunlight in the mansard windows had taken on the colour of urine, and for once I was content to leave. A girl was standing weeping in

  the bedroom doorway, her face in her hands; Nick was not to be seen. Querell and I walked in silence down the clattery stairs. The air in the street was blued with exhaust fumes; strange to think

  of a time when one still noticed the smell of petrol. We went to a pub – was it Finch’s then, or had it another name? – and Querell ordered gin and water, ‘the tart’s

  tipple’, as he said with a snicker. It was just after opening time and there were few customers. Querell sat with one foot hooked on the rung of his stool and the other delicately braced

  en pointe on the floor; he did not undo the buttons of his jacket. I noticed the frayed shirt cuffs, the shine on the knees of his trousers. We were of an age, but I felt a generation

  younger than him. He had a job on the Express, or perhaps it was the Telegraph, writing juicy tidbits for the gossip column, and as we drank he recounted office anecdotes, drolly

  describing the eccentricities of his fellow journalists and the public-school asininity of the editor of the day in what were obviously preprepared paragraphs of admirable fluency and precision.

  Tight though I was I saw clearly that this was a performance, from behind which he was studying me with the detached intentness that was to become his trademark as a novelist. He was already an

  expert at putting up smokescreens (literally as well as figuratively: he smoked without cease, apparently the same, everlasting cigarette, for I never seemed able to catch him in the act of

  lighting up).




  He came to the end of his stories and we were silent for a while. He ordered more drinks, and when I tried to pay for them he waved my money away with that matter-of-fact assumption of

  superiority that was another of his characteristics. I don’t know why he should have assumed I was broke; on the contrary, I was comparatively well off at the time, thanks to my column for

  the Spectator and occasional lectures at the Institute.




  ‘You’re pretty fond of the Beaver, aren’t you,’ he said.




  It was said with such studied casualness that I grew wary, despite the gin.




  ‘I haven’t known him for very long,’ I said.




  He nodded. ‘Of course, you were a Cambridge man. Not that I saw a great deal of him at Oxford.’ Nick had said to me of Querell that in their college days he had been too busy whoring

  to bother much with friendships. Despite recent rumours to the contrary, Querell was an incorrigible hetero, whose fascination with women ran almost to the level of the gynaecological. I thought he

  always smelled faintly of sex. I hear he is still chasing girls, in his seventies, down there on the Côte d’Azur. ‘Quite a boy, the Beaver,’ he said, and paused, and

  then gave me a peculiar, sidelong look and asked: ‘Do you trust him?’ I did not know what to answer, and mumbled something about not being sure that I thought that anyone was really to

  be trusted. He nodded again, seemingly satisfied, and dropped the subject and began to talk instead about a fellow he had bumped into recently, whom he had known at Oxford.




  ‘He’d interest you,’ he said. ‘He’s a red-hot Sinn Feiner.’




  I laughed.




  ‘I’m from the other side of the fence, you know,’ I said. ‘My people are black Protestants.’




  ‘Oh, Protestants in Ireland are all Catholics, really.’




  ‘Rather the opposite, I should have thought. Or we’re all just plain pagans, perhaps.’




  ‘Well, anyway, the place is interesting, isn’t it? I mean the politics.’




  I wonder – good lord, I wonder if he was putting out feelers with a view to recruiting me, even then? That was the summer of ’thirty-one; was he already with the Department, that

  early? Or maybe it was just the question of religion that interested him. Although none of us knew it, he was already taking instruction at Farm Street. (Querell’s Catholicism, by the way,

  has always seemed to me far more of an anachronism than my Marxism.) And in fact now he dropped the subject of politics and went on to talk about religion, in his usual oblique way, telling me a

  story about Gerard Manley Hopkins preaching at some sort of women’s gathering in Dublin and scandalising the congregation by comparing the Church to a sow with seven teats representing the

  seven sacraments. I laughed, and said what a sad poor fool Hopkins was, trying for the common touch like that and failing ridiculously, but Querell gave me another long, measuring look and said:

  ‘Yes, he made the mistake of thinking that the way to be convincing is to put on a false front,’ and I felt obscurely confounded.
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