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The Fall and Rise
of Reginald Perrin


Thursday

When Reginald Iolanthe Perrin set out for work on the Thursday morning, he had no intention of calling his mother-in-law a hippopotamus. Nothing could have been further from his thoughts.

He stood on the porch of his white neo-Georgian house and kissed his wife Elizabeth. She removed a piece of white cotton that had adhered to his jacket and handed him his black leather briefcase. It was engraved with his initials, ‘R.I.P.’, in gold.

‘Your zip’s coming undone,’ she hissed, although there was nobody around to overhear her.

‘No point in it coming undone these days,’ he said, as he made the necessary adjustment.

‘Stop worrying about it,’ said Elizabeth. ‘It’s this heatwave, that’s all.’

She watched him as he set off down the garden path. He was a big man, almost six foot, with round shoulders and splay feet. He had a very hairy body and at school they had called him ‘Coconut Matting’. He walked with a lope, body sloping forward in its anxiety not to miss the eight-sixteen. He was forty-six years old.

Swifts were chasing each other high up in the blue June sky. Rover 2000s were sliding smoothly down the drives of mock Tudor and mock Georgian houses, and there were white gates across the roads on all the entrances to the estate.

Reggie walked down Coleridge Close, turned right into Tennyson Avenue, then left into Wordsworth Drive, and down the snicket into Station Road. He had a thundery headache coming on, and his legs felt unusually heavy.

He stood at his usual place on the platform, in front of the door marked ‘Isolation Telephone’. Peter Cartwright joined him. A West Indian porter was tidying the borders of the station garden.

The pollen count was high, and Peter Cartwright had a violent fit of sneezing. He couldn’t find a handkerchief, so he went round the corner of the ‘gents’, by the fire buckets, and blew his nose on the Guardian’s special Rhodesian supplement. He crumpled it up and put it in a green waste-paper basket.

‘Sorry,’ he said, rejoining Reggie. ‘Ursula forgot my tissues.’

Reggie lent him his handkerchief. The eight-sixteen drew in five minutes late. Reggie stepped back as it approached for fear that he’d throw himself under the train. They managed to get seats. The rolling stock was nearing the end of its active life and Reggie was sitting over a wheel. The shaking caused his socks to fall down over his ankles, and it was hard to fill in the crossword legibly.

Shortly before Surbiton Peter Cartwright had another sneezing fit. He blew his nose on Reggie’s handkerchief. It had ‘R.I.P.’ initialled on it.

‘Finished,’ said Peter Cartwright, pencilling in the last clue as they rattled through Raynes Park.

‘I’m stuck on the top left-hand corner,’ said Reggie. ‘I just don’t know any Bolivian poets.’

The train arrived at Waterloo eleven minutes late. The loudspeaker announcement said that this was due to ‘staff difficulties at Hampton Wick’.

The head office of Sunshine Desserts was a shapeless, five-storey 
  block on the South Bank, between the railway line and the river. The concrete 
  was badly stained by grime and rain. The clock above the main entrance had been 
  stuck at three forty-six since 1967, and every thirty seconds throughout the 
  night a neon sign flashed its red message ‘Sunshine 
  Desserts’ across the river.

As Reggie walked towards the glass doors, a cold shiver ran through him. In the foyer there were drooping rubber plants and frayed black leather seats. He gave the bored receptionist a smile.

The lift was out of order again, and he walked up three flights of stairs to his office. He slipped and almost fell on the second floor landing. He always had been clumsy. At school they had called him ‘Goofy’ when they weren’t calling him ‘Coconut Matting’.

He walked across the threadbare green carpet of the open-plan third floor office, past the secretaries seated at their desks.

His office had windows on two sides, affording a wide vista over blackened warehouses and railway arches. Along the other two walls were green filing cabinets. A board had been pegged to the partition beside the door, and it was covered with notices, holiday postcards, and a calendar supplied gratis by a Chinese Restaurant in Weybridge.

He summoned Joan Greengross, his loyal secretary. She had a slender body and a big bust, and the knobbles of her knees went white when she crossed her legs. She had worked for him for eight years – and he had never kissed her. Each summer she sent him a postcard from Shanklin (IOW). Each summer he sent her a postcard from Pembrokeshire.

‘How are we this morning, Joan?’ he said.

‘Fine.’

‘Good. That’s a nice dress. Is it new?’

‘I’ve had it three years.’

‘Oh.’

He rearranged some papers on his desk nervously.

‘Right,’ he said. Joan’s pencil was poised over her pad. ‘Right.’

He looked out over the grimy sun-drenched street. He couldn’t bring himself to begin. He hadn’t the energy to launch himself into it.

To G.F. Maynard, Randalls Farm, Nether Somerby,’ he began at last, thinking of another farm, of golden harvests, of his youth.

Thank you for your letter of the 7th inst. I am very sorry that you are finding it inconvenient to change over to the Metzinger scale. Let me assure you that many of our suppliers are already finding that the new scale is the most realistic method of grading plums and greengages. With the coming . . . no, with the advent of metrication I feel confident that you will have no regrets in the long run . . .

He finished the letter, dictated several other letters of even greater boredom, and still gave no thought to the possibility of calling his mother-in-law a hippopotamus.

Another shiver ran through him. It was an intimation, but he didn’t recognize it as such. He thought that perhaps he was sickening for summer ‘flu.

‘You’re seeing C.J. at eleven,’ said Joan. ‘And your zip’s undone.’

Promptly at eleven he entered C.J.’s outer office on the second floor. You didn’t keep C.J. waiting.

‘He’s expecting you,’ said Marion.

He went through into C.J.’s inner sanctum. It was a large room. It had a thick yellow carpet and two circular red rugs, yellow and red being the colours that symbolized Sunshine Desserts and all they stood for. In the far distance, in front of the huge plate window, a few pieces of furniture huddled together. There sat C.J. in his swivel chair, behind his rosewood desk. In front of the desk were three embarrassingly pneumatic chairs, and on the yellow walls there hung three pictures – a Francis Bacon, a John Bratby, and a photograph of C.J. holding the lemon mousse which had won second prize in the convenience foods category at the 1963 Paris Concours Des Desserts. The window commanded a fine view over the Thames, with the Houses of Parliament away to the east.

Young Tony Webster was there already, seated in one of the pneumatic chairs. Reggie sat beside him. His chair sighed. It reclined backwards and had no arms. It was very uncomfortable.

David Harris-Jones entered breathlessly. He was a tall man and he walked as if expecting low beams to leap out at him from all sides.

‘Sorry I’m – well, not exactly late but – er – not exactly early,’ he said.

‘Sit down,’ barked C.J.

He sat down. His chair blew a faint raspberry.

‘Right,’ said C.J. ‘Well, gentlemen, it’s all stations go on the exotic ices project. The Pigeon woman has put in a pretty favourable report.’

‘Great,’ said young Tony Webster in his classless voice.

‘Super,’ said David Harris-Jones, who had been to a minor public school.

Esther Pigeon had conducted a market research survey into the feasibility of selling exotic ices based on oriental fruits. She had soft downy hair on her legs and upper lip.

Reggie shook his head suddenly, trying to forget Miss Pigeon’s soft downy hairs and concentrate on the job in hand.

‘What?’ said C.J., noticing the head-shake.

‘Nothing C.J.,’ said Reggie.

C.J. gave him a piercing look.

‘This one’s going to be a real winner,’ said C.J. ‘I didn’t get where I am today without knowing a real winner when I see one.’

‘Great,’ said young Tony Webster.

‘The next thing to do is to make a final decision about our flavours,’ said C.J.

‘Maurice Harcourt’s laying on a tasting at two-thirty this afternoon,’ said Reggie. ‘I’ve got about thirty people going.’

C.J. asked Reggie to stay behind after Tony Webster and David Harris-Jones had left.

‘Cigar?’

Reggie took a cigar.

C.J. leant back ominously in his chair.

‘Young Tony’s a good lad,’ he said.

‘Yes, C.J.’

‘I’m grooming him.’

‘Yes, C.J.’

‘This exotic ices project is very exciting.’

‘Yes, C.J.’

‘Do you mind if I ask you a personal question?’ said C.J.

‘It depends on the question,’ said Reggie.

This one’s very personal indeed.’ C.J. directed the aluminium spotlight on his desk towards Reggie’s face, as if it could dazzle even when it wasn’t switched on. ‘Are you losing your drive?’ he asked.

‘No, C.J.,’ said Reggie. ‘I’m not losing my drive.’

‘I’m glad to hear it,’ said C.J. ‘We aren’t one of those dreadful firms that believe a chap’s no good after he’s fortysix.’

Before lunch Reggie went to see Doc Morrissey in the little surgery on the ground floor, next to the amenities room.

C.J. had given Sunshine Desserts everything that he thought a first-rate firm ought to have. He’d given it an amenities room, with a darts board and a three-quarter size table tennis table. He’d given it a sports ground in Chigwell, shared with the National Bank of Japan, and it wasn’t his fault that the cricket pitch had been ruined by moles. He’d given it an amateur dramatic society, which had performed works by authors as diverse in spirit as Shaw, Ibsen, Rattigan, Coward and Briggs from the Dispatch Department. And he had given it Doc Morrissey.

Doc Morrissey was a small wizened man with folds of empty skin on his face and, whatever illness you had, he had it worse.

‘My legs feel very heavy,’ said Reggie. ‘And every now and then a shiver passes right through me. I think I may be sickening for summer ‘flu.’

The walls were decorated with diagrams of the human body. Doc Morrissey stuck a thermometer into Reggie’s mouth.

‘Elizabeth all right?’ said Doc Morrissey.

‘She’s very well,’ said Reggie through the thermometer.

‘Don’t talk,’ said Doc Morrissey. ‘Bowel movements up to scratch?’

Reggie nodded.

‘How’s that boy of yours doing?’ said Doc Morrissey.

Reggie gave a thumbs down.

‘Difficult profession, acting. He should stick to the amateur stuff like his father,’ said Doc Morrissey.

Reggie was a pillar of the Sunshine Dramatic Society. He had once played Othello to Edna Meadowes from Packing’s Desdemona.

‘Any chest pains?’ said Doc Morrissey.

Reggie shook his head.

‘Where are you going for your holidays this year?’ said Doc Morrissey.

Reggie tried to represent Pembrokeshire in mime.

Doc Morrissey removed the thermometer.

‘Pembrokeshire,’ said Reggie.

‘Your temperature’s normal anyway,’ said Doc Morrissey.

He examined Reggie’s eyes, tongue, chest and reflexes.

‘Have you been feeling listless and lazy?’ said Doc Morrissey. ‘Unable to concentrate? Lost your zest for living? Lots of headaches? Falling asleep during Play for Today? Can’t finish the crossword like you used to? Nasty taste in the mornings? Keep thinking about naked sportswomen?’

Reggie felt excited. These were the exact symptoms of his malaise. People said Doc Morrissey was no good, all he ever did was give you two aspirins. It wasn’t true. The little man was a miracle worker.

‘Yes, I have. That’s exactly how I’ve been feeling,’ he said.

‘It’s funny. So have I. I wonder what it is,’ said Doc Morrissey.

He gave Reggie two aspirins.

Maurice Harcourt laid on a very good ice cream tasting. Nobody from head office liked visiting Acton. They hated the factory, with its peeling cream and green frontage, halfway between an Odeon cinema and an East German bus station. It reminded them that the firm didn’t only make plans and decisions, but also jellies and creamed rice. It reminded them that it owned a small fleet of bright red lorries with ‘Try Sunshine Flans – they’re flan-tastic’ painted in yellow letters on both sides. It reminded them that C.J. had bought two lorries with moulded backs in the shape of jellies. Acton was dusty and commonplace, but everyone agreed that Maurice Harcourt laid on a very good ice cream tasting.

Reggie had invited a good cross-section of palates. On a long table at one end of the first floor conference room there were eighteen large containers, each one holding ice cream of a different flavour. Everyone had a card with the eighteen flavours printed on it, and there were six columns marked: ‘Taste’, ‘Originality’, ‘Texture’, ‘Consumer Appeal’, ‘Appearance’ and ‘Remarks’. The sun shone in on them as they went about their work.

This pineapple one is too sickly, darling,’ said Davina Letts-Wilkinson, who was forty-eight, with greying hair dyed silver, lines on her face, and the best legs in the convenience foodstuffs industry.

‘Mark it down,’ said Reggie.

‘I like the mango,’ said Tim Parker from Flans.

Tony Webster was filling in his card most assiduously. So was David Harris-Jones.

‘This lime’s bloody diabolical,’ said Ron Napier, representing the taste buds of the Transport Department.

‘Write it all down,’ said Reggie.

Davina kept following him round the room, and he knew that Joan Greengross was watching them. The ice creams made him feel sick, his brain was beating against his forehead, and his legs were like lead.

‘Isn’t this terrific?’ said David Harris-Jones.

‘Yes,’ said Reggie.

‘A sophisticated little lychee,’ said Colin Edmundes from Admin., whose reputation for wit depended entirely on his adaptation of existing witticisms. ‘But I think you’ll be distressed by its cynicism.’

Reggie went up to Joan, wanting to make contact, not wanting her to think that he was interested in Davina Letts-Wilkinson’s legs.

‘Enjoying it?’ he said.

‘It makes a change,’ she said.

‘That’s a nice dress. Is it new?’ he said.

‘You asked me that this morning,’ she said.

Tim Parker took Jenny Costain to Paris. Owen Lewis from Crumbles got Sandra Gostelow drunk at the office party and made her wear yellow oilskins before they did it. But Reggie had never even kissed Joan. She had a husband and three children. And Reggie had a marvellous wife. Elizabeth was a treasure. Everybody said what a treasure Elizabeth was.

Reggie smiled at Maurice Harcourt, and licked his cumquat surprise without enthusiasm.

‘Excuse me,’ he said.

He rushed out and was horribly sick in the ‘ladies’. There wasn’t time to reach the ‘gents’.

They were driven back to head office in the firm’s bright red fourteen-seater bus. The clutch was going. Davina sat next to Reggie. Joan sat behind them. Davina held Reggie’s hand and said, ‘That was a lovely afternoon. Clever old you.’ Her hand was sticky and Reggie was sweating.

At five-thirty they repaired to the Feathers. Faded tartan paper decorated the walls and a faded tartan carpet performed a similar function with regard to the floor. Reggie still felt slightly sick.

The Sunshine crowd were in high spirits. David Harris-Jones had three sherries. Davina stood very close to Reggie. They smoked cigarettes and discussed lung cancer and alcoholism. Tony Webster’s dolly bird arrived. She had slim legs and drank bacardi and coke. Owen Lewis told two dirty stories. Davina said, ‘Sorry, darlings. I must leave you for a minute. Women’s problems.’

While she was away Owen Lewis winked at Reggie and said, ‘You’re on to a good thing there.’

‘Reggie,’ said Colin Edmundes, ‘you have left undone those things that you ought to have done up.’

Reggie did up his zip and left in time to catch the six thirty-eight from Waterloo.

The train was eleven minutes late, due to signal failure at Vauxhall. Reggie dragged his reluctant legs along Station Road, up the snicket, up Wordsworth Drive, turned right into Tennyson Avenue, then left into Coleridge Close. It was quiet on the Poets’ Estate. The white gates barred all vulgar and irrelevant traffic. The air smelt of hot roads. Reggie marched his battle-weary body up the garden path, roses to left of him, roses to right of him, shining white house in front of him. House martins were feeding their first brood under the eaves. The front door opened and there was Elizabeth, tall and blonde, with mauve slacks over her wide thighs and a flowered blue blouse over her shallow breasts.

They ate their liver and bacon in the back garden, on the ‘patio’. Beyond the garden there were silver birch and pine. The liver was done to a turn.

They didn’t speak much. Each knew the other’s opinion on everything from fascism to emulsion paint.

He knew how quiet Elizabeth found it since Mark and Linda had gone. He always intended to make conversation, always felt that in a minute or two he would begin to sparkle, but he never did.

Tonight he felt as if there was a plate of glass between them.

The heat hung stickily. It would grow dark before it grew cool.

Reggie stirred his coffee.

‘Are we going to see the hippopotamus on Sunday?’ he said.

‘What do you mean?’ said Elizabeth.

‘I meant your mother. I thought I’d call her a hippopotamus for a change.’

Elizabeth stared at him, her wide mouth open in astonishment.

‘That’s not a very nice thing to say,’ she said.

‘It’s not very nice having a mother-in-law who looks like a hippopotamus,’ he said.

That night Elizabeth read her book for more than half an hour before switching the light off. Reggie didn’t try to make love. It wasn’t the night for it.

He lay awake for several hours. Perhaps he knew that it was only the beginning.


Friday

He got up early, put on a suit with a less suspect zip, and went out into the garden. The sky was a hazy blue, thick with the threat of heat. There were lawns on two different levels. An arch covered in red ramblers led down to the lower level.

An albino blackbird was singing in the Worcester Pearmain tree.

‘Are you aware that you’re different from all the other blackbirds?’ said Reggie. ‘Do you know that you’re a freak?’

Ponsonby, the black and white cat, slunk guiltily into the garden. The albino blackbird flew off with a squawk of alarm.

Reggie’s limbs felt heavy again, but not quite as heavy as on the previous evening.

‘Breakfast’s ready,’ sang out Elizabeth. She wasn’t one to hold a grudge just because you had called her mother a hippopotamus.

He went into the kitchen and ate his bacon and eggs at the blue formica-topped table. Elizabeth watched him with an anxiety that she couldn’t quite conceal, but she made no allusion to his remarks of the previous evening.

‘Who were you talking to in the garden?’ she asked.

‘The blackbird,’ he said. ‘That albino.’

‘It’s going to be another scorcher,’ she said as she handed him his briefcase. She removed a piece of yellow fluff from the seat of his trousers, and kissed him good-bye.

He turned left along Coleridge Close, past the comfortably prosperous houses, but then he had an impulse to make a detour. He turned left into Tennyson Avenue, right into Masefield Grove, and down the little snicket into the park.

He decided to catch the eight forty-six instead of the eight-sixteen.

He crossed the park slowly. One of the keepers gave him a pleasant, contented smile. He went through the park gate into Western Avenue, known locally as ‘the arterial road’. Here the houses were small and semi-detached, and there was an endless roar of traffic.

There was a parade of small shops set back from the main road and called, imaginatively, Western Parade. Reggie went into the corner shop called, imaginatively, The Corner Shop. It sold Mars bars, newspapers, Tizer, cream soda and haircuts.

‘Mirror please, guv,’ said Reggie.

‘Three new pence,’ said the newsagent.

‘Bar of Fry’s chocolate cream please, mate,’ said Reggie.

‘Going to be another scorcher,’ said the newsagent.

‘Too right, squire,’ said Reggie.

Next door to The Corner Shop was the Blue Parrot Café. Reggie had lived in the area for twenty years and had never been through its portals before.

The café was drab and empty, except for one bus crew eating bacon sandwiches. The eponymous bird had been dead for years.

‘Tea please,’ said Reggie.

‘With?’

‘With.’

He took a gulp of his sweet tea, although normally he didn’t take sugar.

He remembered going to a café just like this, with Steve Watson, when he was a boy. It was on a railway bridge, and when they heard the steamers coming they would rush out to get the numbers.

He opened the Daily Mirror. ‘WVS girl ran Hendon witches’ coven’ he read.

They used to stand on the bridge directly over the trains, getting all their clothes covered in smoke. Steve Watson still owed him one and three. He smiled. The bus crew were watching him. He stopped smiling and buried himself in his paper.

‘Peer’s daughter to wed abattoir worker’; ‘Council house armadillo ban protest march row’.

Steve Watson had gone to the council school and without Reggie’s realizing it his parents had knocked the relationship on the head.

He went up to the counter.

‘Cup of char and a wad,’ he said.

‘Come again,’ said the proprietor.

‘Another cup of tea and a slice of that cake,’ said Reggie.

Once Steve’s elder brother had come along and tossed himself off, for sixpence, just before the passing of a double-headed munitions train on the down slow track. Later Reggie’s parents had always sent him down to the country for his holidays, to Chilhampton Ambo, he and his brother Nigel, to his uncle’s farm, to help with the harvest, and get bitten by bugs, and hide in haystacks, and get a fetish about Angela Borrowdale’s riding breeches.

Reggie smiled. Again he caught the bus crew looking at him. Didn’t they have a bus of their own to go to?

He finished his tea, wrote his piece of cake off to experience, and set off for the station.

The eight forty-six was five minutes late. There was a girl aged about twenty in the compartment. She wore a miniskirt and had slightly fat thighs. No-one looked at her thighs yet all the men saw them out of the corner of their eyes. They shared the guilty secret of the girl’s thighs, and Reggie knew that at Waterloo Station they would let her leave the compartment first, they would look furtively at the depression left in the upholstery by her recently-departed bottom, and then they would follow her down the platform.

He folded his paper into quarters to give his pencil some support, puckered his brow in a passable imitation of thought, and filled in the whole crossword in three and a half minutes.

He didn’t actually solve the clues in that time, of course. In the spaces of the crossword he wrote: ‘My name is Reginald Iolanthe Perrin. My mother couldn’t appear in our local Gilbert and Sullivan Society production of Iolanthe, because I was on the way, so they named me after it instead. I’m glad it wasn’t The Pirates of Penzance.’

He put the paper away in his briefcase, and said to the compartment, ‘Very easy today.’

They arrived at Waterloo Station eleven minutes late. The loudspeaker announcement blamed ‘reaction to rolling stock shortages at Nine Elms’. The slightly fat girl left the compartment first. The upholstery had made little red lines on the back of her thighs.

The computer decided that the three most popular ice cream flavours were book-ends, West Germany and pumice stone. This was found to be due to an electrical fault, the cards were rapidly checked by hand, and this time the three most popular flavours were found to be mango delight, cumquat surprise, and strawberry and lychee ripple.

Reggie held a meeting of the exotic ices team in his office at ten-thirty. Tony Webster wore a double-breasted grey suit with a discreetly floral shirt and matching tie. His clothes were modern without being too modern. Esther Pigeon wore an orange sleeveless blouse and a green maxi-skirt with long side vents. Morris Coates from the advertising agency wore flared green corduroy trousers, a purple shirt, a huge white tie, a brown suede jacket and black boots.

‘What is this?’ said Reggie. ‘A fashion show?’

David Harris-Jones telephoned at ten thirty-five to say that he was ill in bed with stomach trouble, the result of eating forty-three ice creams.

Joan provided coffee. Reggie explained that there would be trial sales campaigns of the three flavours in two areas – Hertfordshire and East Lancashire. David Harris-Jones would be in control of Hertfordshire and Tony Webster of East Lancashire, with Reggie controlling the whole operation.

‘Great,’ said Tony Webster.

Esther Pigeon gave them the results of her survey. 73% of housewives in East Lancashire and 81% in Hertfordshire had expressed interest in the concept of exotic ice creams. Only 8% in Hertfordshire and 14% in East Lancashire had expressed positive hostility, while 5% had expressed latent hostility. In Hertfordshire 96.3% of the 20% who formed 50% of consumer spending potential were in favour. Among the unemployed only 0.1% were in favour. 0.6% had told her where they could put the exotic ice creams.

‘What does all this mean in laymen’s terms?’ said Reggie.

‘This would be regarded as a reasonably satisfactory basis for introducing the product in the canvassed areas,’ said Esther Pigeon.

The sun was streaming in on to the dark green filing cabinets, and Reggie watched the bits of dust that were floating around in its rays. He could feel his shivering again, like a subdued shuddering from his engine room. Suddenly he realized that Esther Pigeon was talking.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I missed that. I was looking at the rays of dust in the sun. They’re rather pretty.’

There was a pause. Morris Coates flicked cigarette ash on to the floor.

‘I was saying that there were interesting variations from town to town,’ said Esther Pigeon, who had huggable knees but an indeterminate face, and was usually ignored by 92.7% of the men on the Bakerloo Line. ‘There was a lot of interest in Hitchin and Hertford, but Welwyn Garden City was positively lukewarm.’

‘Hitchin has a very nice church,’ said Reggie. It slipped out before he could stop it. Everyone stared at him. He was sweating profusely.

‘It’s very hot in here,’ he said. ‘Take your jackets off if you want to.’

The men took their jackets off and rolled up their sleeves. Reggie had the hairiest forearms, followed by Esther Pigeon.

He was very conscious of his grubby white shirt. The sartorial revolution had passed him by. He resented these well-dressed young men. He resented Esther Pigeon, whose vital statistics were 36-32-38. He resented Tony Webster who sat quietly, confident yet not too confident, content to wait for his inevitable promotion. He resented the film of skin which was spreading across their forgotten coffees.

They turned to the question of advertising.

‘I was just thinking, off the top of the head, beautiful girl,’ said Morris Coates. ‘Yoga position, which let’s face it can be a pretty sexy position, something like, I’m not a writer, I find it much easier to meditate – with a cumquat surprise ice cream – one of the new range of exotic ice creams from Sunshine.’

‘Ludicrous,’ said Reggie.

Morris Coates flushed.

‘I’m just exploring angles,’ he said. ‘We’ll have a whole team on this. I’m just sounding things out.’

It wasn’t any use being angry with Morris Coates. It wasn’t his fault. Somebody had to man the third-rate advertising agencies. If it wasn’t him, it would be somebody else.

‘What about sex?’ said Morris Coates.

‘What about something like, off the top of the head, I like to stroke my nipple with a strawberry and lychee ripple,’ said Reggie.

Morris Coates turned red. Esther Pigeon examined her finger nails. Tony Webster smiled faintly.

‘All right, fair enough, sex is a bum steer,’ said Morris Coates. ‘Perhaps we just go for something plain and factual, with a good up-beat picture. But then you’re up against the fact that an ice cream carton per se doesn’t look up-beat. Just thinking aloud. Sorry.’

‘Well I’ll be interested to see what you come up with,’ said Reggie.

‘Incidentally,’ said Morris Coates, ‘is the concept of a ripple, in the ice cream sense of the word, fully understood by the public?’

‘In the Forest of Dean, in 1967, 97.3% of housewives understood the concept of a ripple in the ice cream sense of the word,’ said Esther Pigeon.

‘Does that answer your question?’ said Reggie.

‘Yes. Fine,’ said Morris Coates.

Reggie stood up. The sweat was pouring off him. His pants had stuck to his trousers. He must get rid of them before he said something terrible.

To his relief they all stood up.

‘Well anyway we’ll expect something from you soon, Morris,’ he said. They shook hands. He avoided Morris’s eyes. ‘Fine. We’ll be in touch,’ he said.

He shook hands with Esther Pigeon.

‘Well, thank you again, Miss Pigeon,’ he said, avoiding her eye. ‘That was a very comprehensive and helpful report.’

‘This is a potential break-through in the field of quality desserts,’ said Esther Pigeon.

When Morris Coates and Esther Pigeon had gone, Tony Webster said, ‘I must say how much I admired the way you handled Morris and his third-rate ideas.’

Reggie looked into Tony’s eyes, searching for hints of sarcasm or sincerity. Tony’s eyes looked back, blue, bright, cold, with no hint of anything whatsoever.

Reggie couldn’t bear the thought of going to the Feathers for lunch. He must get away. He must be able to breathe.

It was very hot and sticky. He walked across Waterloo Bridge. It was low tide. A barge was chugging slowly upstream. In the Strand he saw a collision between two cars driven by driving instructors. Both men had sunburnt left arms.

Reggie realized that he was hungry. He went into an Italian restaurant and sat down at a table near the door. On the wall opposite him there was a huge photograph of Florence.

The waiter slid up to his table as if on castors and smiled with all the vivacity of sunny Italy. He was wearing a blue-striped jersey. Everything irritated Reggie, the long menu with its English translations, the chianti flasks hanging from the ceiling, the smiling waiter, sautéed in smug servility.

‘Ravioli,’ he said.

‘Yes sir. And to follow? We have excellent sole today.’

‘Ravioli.’

‘No main course, sir?’

‘Yes. Ravioli. I want ravioli followed by ravioli. I like ravioli.’

The waiter slid off towards the kitchens. The restaurant was filling up rapidly. Soon Reggie’s ravioli arrived. It was excellent.

A couple in their mid-thirties joined him at his table. He finished his ravioli. The waiter took it away and brought his ravioli. The couple looked at it with well-bred surprise.

The second plate of ravioli didn’t taste as good as the first, but Reggie ploughed on gamely. He felt that their table was much too small, and all the tables were too close together. He came out in a prickly sweat. The couple must be staring straight into his revolting, champing jaws.

They were clearly in love, and they talked animatedly about their many interesting friends. Reggie wanted to tell them that he too had an attractive wife, and two fully grown children, one of whom had herself given birth, in her turn, to two more children. He wanted to tell them that he had friends too, even though he rarely saw them these days. He wanted to tell them that his own life had not been without its moments of tenderness, that he was not always a solitary muncher at the world’s crowded tables.

Their heads dipped towards the River Arno as they ate their minestrone. Reggie finished his second plate of ravioli. The waiter slid complacently up to the table with the sweet trolley.

‘Ravioli, please,’ said Reggie.

The waiter goggled at him.

‘More ravioli, sir?’

‘It’s very good. Quite superb.’

‘Ravioli, sir, is not a sweet. Try zabaglione, sir. Is a sweet.’

‘Look, I want ravioli. Is that clear?’

‘Yes, sir.’

Reggie glared defiantly at the happy couple. He caressed one of their feet under the table with his shoe. The man put his arm round the woman’s waist and squeezed it. Reggie drew his shoe tenderly up a leg. The woman held the man’s hand and squeezed it.

Their main course arrived. Reggie watched them eating, their jaws moving rhythmically, and he felt that he never wanted to eat anything again.

His third plate of ravioli arrived. He ate it slowly, grimly, forcing it down.

Every now and then he touched the happy couple’s legs with his feet. This made them increasingly tender towards each other, and their increasing tenderness made Reggie increasingly miserable.

He shovelled two more envelopes of ravioli into his mouth and chewed desperately. Then he kicked out viciously with his foot. The happy man gave an exclamation of pain, and a mouthful of half-chewed stuffed marrow fell onto the table.

During the afternoon the merciless sun crept round the windows of Reggie’s office. It shone on Joan Greengross’s thin arms, which were sunburnt except for the vaccination mark. It mocked the dark green filing cabinets, the sales graphs, the eight postcards from Shanklin (IOW), the picture of the Hong Kong waterfront which illustrated May and June on the Chinese calendar.

Everything was normal, yet nothing was normal. There he was, dictating away, apparently in full command of himself, and yet everything was different. There was no longer anything to prevent his doing the most outrageous things. There was nothing to stop him holding a ceilidh in the Dispatch Department. Yet he didn’t. Very much the reverse.

He felt an impulse to go down to C.J.’s office, walk up to C.J.’s desk, and expose himself. One pull on his zip, and, hey presto, a life’s work undone. That was power.

‘Are you all right?’ said Joan.

‘Of course I am. Why?’

‘We’re in the middle of a letter, and you haven’t spoken for ten minutes.’

He felt he owed her an explanation.

‘Sorry. I’m rather full of ravioli,’ he said.

He finished the letter. Joan was looking a little alarmed.

‘One more letter,’ he said. ‘To the Traffic Manager, British Rail, Southern Region. Dear Sir, Every morning my train, which is due at Waterloo at eight fifty-eight, is exactly eleven minutes late. This is infuriating. This morning, for reasons which I need not go into here, I caught a later train, which was due in at nine twenty-eight. This train was also exactly eleven minutes late. Why don’t you re-time your trains to arrive eleven minutes later? They would then be on time every morning. Yours faithfully, Reginald I. Perrin.’

Reggie had four whiskies at the Feathers. Davina stood very close to him. Owen Lewis from Crumbles told three dirty stories. Reggie went to the ‘gents’ and before he had started Tony Webster came in and stood at the next urinal. There was a slot machine on which was written: ‘The chocolate in this machine tastes of rubber.’ Reggie couldn’t go. He never could when Tony Webster was standing beside him. He pretended that he’d been, shook himself as if to get the last drips off, did up his zip, and left the ‘gents’.

When Tony Webster came out of the ‘gents’ Reggie tried not to look embarrassed. He bought a bacardi and coke for Tony’s dolly bird. She was wearing a mini-skirt that was short but not too short, and a thin lace blouse that you could almost see through. She had a flat chest and artificial blonde hair. Reggie didn’t imagine that Tony Webster had any problems in bed.

He walked home the long way, across the park. There were cricketers practising in the nets, and he watched some children clambering over a brightly coloured tubular dragon erected for them by the Parks Department.

He plunged into the quiet jungle of the Poets’ Estate. 
  He sauntered along Masefield Grove. How was it that his legs kept going forward 
  like this, even though he wasn’t telling them to? 
  He looked down at his legs, and they seemed to be separate beings, strolling 
  along down there. It was lucky they weren’t keen on mountaineering, dragging 
  him up Annapurna on their holidays.

The pollen count was high, and he could hear Peter Cartwright sneezing inside Number 11, Tennyson Avenue.

He walked slowly up Coleridge Close. His neighbours at Number 18, the Milfords, were watering those parts of their front garden which were already in shadow. Later they would go for a snifter at the golf club.

His neighbours at Number 22, the Wisemans, had been told that the golf club had no vacancies.

‘You’re late,’ said Elizabeth.

‘I missed the train,’ he lied.

‘I don’t mind, but it’s all dried up,’ she said.

He hadn’t the energy to explain that man had only existed for a minimal proportion of this earth’s history, Britain was only a small island, he was just one insignificant speck which would be gone for ever in another thirty years, and it really didn’t matter if two small lamb chops were all dried up.

He ate his dried-up lamb chops in the back garden, on the ‘patio’, underneath the laburnums. A magpie fluttered hesitantly over the garden, and small birds whose names he didn’t know were flitting from bush to bush.

‘I thought we might go for a run tomorrow,’ he said.

‘That would be nice,’ said Elizabeth.

‘I thought we might take Tom and Linda and the kids, seeing that they haven’t got their car.’

That would be nice,’ she said.

Their daughter Linda had married an estate agent, who had just driven his car into the wall of one of his firm’s properties, a house valued, until the accident, at £26,995. They had two small children.

‘I thought we might run over to Hartcliffe House and see what that new game reserve’s like,’ he said.

‘That would be nice,’ she said.

He rang Linda and Tom. The plan was accepted with enthusiasm.

Over his coffee he studied his maps, working out a route that would avoid the traffic.

‘You remind me of your father, sitting there like that with your maps,’ said Elizabeth.

Reggie’s father was always poring over maps and saying: ‘Right, then, what’s the plan of action?’ and then telling you what the plan of action was.

‘You’re getting more like him every day,’ said Elizabeth.

She meant it kindly, so Reggie didn’t show that he was hurt.

‘Right, then, what’s the plan of action for Sunday?’ he said. ‘We drive down to see your mother in the morning, right?’

Elizabeth smiled with relief, because he hadn’t called her mother a hippopotamus.


Saturday

A long line of steaming cars growled sinuously into the Hartcliffe Game Reserve. They were queuing to get in, and soon they would be queuing to get out. It seemed as if the whole world was on safari in Surrey.

Behind them, hidden by a discreet ridge, was the stately home itself. On their left were the toilets and a souvenir stall. On their right was the Tasteebite Cafeteria.

They paid their £1.50, and got their souvenir programme. Ahead of them the newly-built road wound over the grassy slopes in a gentle switchback. Above them the sun glinted on Vauxhalls and Fords. Below them the sun glinted on Fords and Vauxhalls. Here and there, among the cars, a few confused animals could be seen.

‘Look, Adam, giraffe,’ said Reggie’s daughter Linda.

‘Gifarfe,’ said Adam, her three-year-old son.

‘Look, Jocasta, zebra,’ said Linda’s husband Tom.

‘Szluba,’ said Jocasta, their two-year-old daughter.

Reggie and Elizabeth sat in the front, and Tom and Linda sat with their children in the back. A merciless pseudo-African sun beat down on the pleasant English parkland.

Reggie pulled up on the hard shoulder, the better to observe a yak.

‘Look. Yak,’ said Elizabeth.

They stared at the yak. The yak stared at them. Nobody spoke. There isn’t much to say about a yak.

Reggie gazed at the scene malevolently. The lower branches of fine old oak trees had been denuded by giraffes. The trees looked like huge one-legged women wearing green skirts. On the right, on the tired over-worked grass of Picnic Area ‘A’, a few young zebra were lost among the picnickers. On the left, beyond the yak, some llamas were neatly parked in rows, sated with safety and food. Beyond the parked llamas the great herds of Fords and Vauxhalls roamed, their hungry cameras ready to pounce.

Reggie drove slowly on, past the yak, past the llamas.

‘What’s that?’ said Adam, pointing excitedly.

‘A waste-paper basket,’ said his father Tom.

Reggie had been in a good mood all morning, but it was hot in the car, it smelt of children and garlic, and his good mood had gone.

‘What did you have for supper last night?’ he asked.

‘Squid, provençale style,’ said Linda. ‘Why?’

‘I just wondered.’

Tom was highly regarded in the Thames Valley. He put witty house adverts in the local papers, brewed nettle and parsnip wine, smoked a briar pipe, made the children eat garlic bread, had a beard which stank of tobacco, home-made wine and garlic, and had built a stone folly in his back garden.

They crawled slowly past the new Ministry of Transport sign for ‘Caution: Elephants crossing’. A herd of okapi came into view, and they stopped to watch those charming central-African ruminants. Hartcliffe has the largest herd of okapi in the Northern Hemisphere.

‘Look. Okapi,’ said Elizabeth.

‘They come from central Africa,’ said Tom.

‘What’s that?’ said Adam, pointing to a small bird.

‘A starling,’ said Reggie grimly. You brought them all this way to see the largest herd of okapi in the Northern Hemisphere, and all they were interested in were bloody starlings. That was what came of being progressive parents, and having bright red open-plan Finnish playpens, and not insisting on fixed bedtimes.

Reggie moved on again. Ahead was lion country.

‘You are approaching lion country,’ said a notice. ‘Close all windows. If in trouble, blow your horn and wait for the white hunter.’

A high wire fence separated the lions from the more reliable beasts. They drove into the lion enclosure under a raised gate. Above them in his watch tower the white hunter scanned the horizon with watchful eyes.

‘Lions soon,’ said Linda, who was running to fat and often walked around her home stark naked, so that the children wouldn’t grow up with inhibitions.

‘Lines,’ said Adam. ‘Lines. Lines. Lines.’

‘That’s right. Lions,’ said Tom.

Jocasta was picking listlessly at the ‘We’ve been to Hartcliffe’ sticker on the back window.

‘Are the windows all shut?’ said Elizabeth.

‘Windows all shut,’ said Tom.

The cars ahead had reached the lions, and traffic came to a standstill. It was sweltering. The damp patches under Linda’s armpits were spreading steadily.

‘Why are lines?’ said Adam.

‘Why are lions what, dear?’ said Linda.

‘Why are lines lines?’

‘Well they just are, dear.’

‘Why?’

‘Because they come from other lions.’

‘Why aren’t lines ants?’

‘Because they don’t come from ants’ eggs.’

‘Why?’

‘Why lines lines?’ said Jocasta.

‘Why am I me?’ said Adam.

‘Why I me?’ said Jocasta.

‘Shut up,’ said Reggie.

‘Reggie!’ said Elizabeth.

‘Father, please. I must ask you not to speak to them like that,’ said Linda.

The children shut up.

The line of cars moved forward another ten yards, then stopped.

‘Are you sure the children can’t get at those windows?’ said Elizabeth.

‘Don’t nag, mother,’ said Linda.

It was growing hotter all the time. Rivulets of sweat were running down inside Reggie’s vest and pants, and the non-stick wheel-glove Adam had given him for Christmas was getting horribly sticky. The car smelt of sweat, garlic, children and hot engine. Jocasta began to cry.

They passed a fat lazy jaguar. The jaguar animal stared at a Jaguar car without recognition of brotherhood.

‘I done biggies,’ said Adam proudly. ‘I done biggies.’

‘I’ve done biggies,’ corrected Elizabeth.

‘Let them talk as they want to, mother,’ said Linda.

‘They should be helped to speak correctly. They may want jobs with the BBC one day,’ said Elizabeth.

‘Please, mother, it is up to us,’ said Linda.

‘Yes. We don’t count these days,’ said Reggie.

‘It’s just that we have our own ways of bringing up the children,’ said Tom. ‘We try as far as possible to treat them not as children, but as tiny adults.’

‘Oh shut up, you bearded prig,’ said Reggie.

‘Reggie!’ said Elizabeth.

‘No,’ said Linda grimly. ‘If father feels like that, it’s best that he should get it out of his system.’

‘I done poopy-plops in my panties,’ said Adam.

‘Yes,’ said Tom. ‘And I wonder if you really think that was a good idea, Adam. It’s going to get a bit uncomfortable for you later on, you know.’

‘For God’s sake!’ said Reggie. ‘This is supposed to be an outing.’

‘I think on reflection the game reserve wasn’t a very good idea,’ said Tom.

‘Oh, thank you. That’s very helpful,’ said Reggie.

The cars in front moved on a few yards.

‘Move on, darling,’ said Elizabeth.

‘I’ll move on when people start enjoying themselves,’ said Reggie. ‘All right. I shouldn’t have brought you here. I’m a failure. Everything I plan’s a failure. But we’re here now – and I’m not moving on until you bloody well start enjoying yourselves.’

The car behind started hooting. Reggie wound down the window.

‘Shut up!’ he shouted.

‘Stop making a spectacle of us,’ said Elizabeth.

‘Yes, you hate that, don’t you?’ Reggie turned round and gave two fingers to the driver in the car behind.

‘Father, not in front of the children,’ said Linda.

‘They aren’t children. They’re tiny adults,’ said Reggie.

‘Well not in front of the tiny adults then,’ said Linda.

‘Please, darling, move on,’ said Elizabeth.

‘Not till you enjoy yourselves.’

‘We are,’ said Linda. ‘We’re enjoying ourselves very much.’

‘It’s interesting,’ said Tom. ‘It’s sociologically fascinating.’

‘It’s a marvellous outing,’ said Elizabeth.

‘Oh all right,’ said Reggie angrily.

He took the clutch off too quickly and the car stalled.

‘Oh blast the bloody thing. I hate cars. I hate bloody machines,’ said Reggie.

He started up again, drove off very fast and came to a halt violently a few inches from the car in front. Jocasta began to cry again. Nobody spoke.

‘Look. There are the lions,’ said Elizabeth at last.

‘Look. Lions,’ said Linda.

Two mangy lions were lying listlessly on the grass. They looked sheepish, as though they knew they were out of place. More a shame of lions than a pride.

‘Look at the nice lions,’ said Elizabeth.

‘Please don’t anthropomorphize,’ said Tom. ‘Lions aren’t nice. We want the children to grow up to see reality as it is.’

‘Ah, but is it?’ said Reggie, turning to look Tom in the face.

‘Is what?’

‘Is reality as it is?’

‘Well of course it is,’ said Tom.

‘Don’t be absurd, father,’ said Linda.

The car shuddered several times and stalled. Steam was pouring from the bonnet.

‘It’s over-heated,’ said Tom helpfully.

‘Thank you, Stirling Moss,’ said Reggie.

A cloud passed all too rapidly over the sun. Beyond the trees, to the west, were the villages of Nether Hartcliffe, Upper Hartcliffe, and Hartcliffe St Waldron.

‘Those lions are pathetic,’ said Reggie. ‘I’ve seen livelier lions in Trafalgar Square.’

‘Trafalgar Square,’ said Adam.

‘Faggar square,’ said Jocasta.

‘I’m not basically a lion person,’ said Tom. ‘And neither is Lindypoos.’

‘If I was a lion I don’t think I’d entertain this mob,’ said Reggie. ‘I mean it’s pathetic. The lengths we have to go to to stop people dying of boredom.’

‘It stops the lions dying too,’ said Linda.

The car in front moved on.

‘Have we seen enough?’ said Reggie.

It seemed that they had seen enough.

He pressed the starter. Nothing happened. He tried again and again.

‘Damn. Damn. Damn,’ he said.

‘Don’t go on,’ said Elizabeth. ‘You’ll only flat the battery.’

The car behind started hooting again.

‘Ignore him,’ said Elizabeth.

‘Cars that won’t start, lions that won’t move, bloody hell,’ said Reggie.

Inside the car it grew hotter – and hotter – and hotter.

‘I don’t see why we shouldn’t open a window a little,’ said Linda.

They opened a window a little. Jocasta began to cry in earnest.

‘Wet botty,’ said Adam, and he too began to cry.

‘You see, Adam,’ said Linda. ‘Perhaps daddy was right. Perhaps it wasn’t such a good idea after all.’

Reggie tried the engine again. It wouldn’t start.

‘It’s no use,’ said Elizabeth. ‘You have to sound the horn and wait for the white hunter.’

‘Rubbish,’ said Reggie. ‘I’m getting out to have a look.’

‘Is that altogether wise?’ said Tom, in estate agents’ language for ‘you bloody fool’.

‘The damned animals are probably doped,’ said Reggie. ‘And if you don’t like it you can put it in your briar pipe, stick a cork in your mouth, stuff a bulb of garlic up your arse and drown yourself in your own nettle wine,’ and he opened the door and stepped out into a world blessedly innocent of sweat and poopy-plops.

‘Come back, you fool!’ said Tom.

Reggie walked towards the lions. A few yards from the car there was a hollow tree trunk. He stood on it and glared defiantly at the two lions. They watched him with bored, slightly puzzled eyes.

He heard a car horn hooting, and Elizabeth called out ‘Come back!’

One of the lions stirred slightly.

He was Goofy Perrin, butt of Ruttingstagg College. He was younger brother Perrin, always a bit of a disappointment compared to Nigel. He was family man, father, man of a thousand compromises. He was company man. He was a man who had given his best years to puddings.

He walked slowly up the hill, over the spongy grass, towards the lions. One of the Hartcliffe estate cars was rushing towards him, but he didn’t hear it.

One of the lions stood up. The other lion growled. Suddenly everything was confusion. The lions were moving towards him, he turned and fled, there was a frantic chorus of car horns, Elizabeth was running towards him. He looked over his shoulder. One of the lions crumpled up and collapsed lifeless on the ground.

Reggie tripped over the hollow tree trunk. Screams. Horns. Elizabeth’s white face and imploring hands reaching down towards him. Behind him the other lion, gathering speed. Reggie was no longer family man. No longer company man. No longer educated Western man. He was lunch, red meat ripe for the ripping.

He was half on his feet again, scrambling away from the lion. The lion was only a few feet away. Elizabeth was pulling him away, he didn’t want to die. The lion seemed to hang for a moment, motionless, waiting to pounce. And then it just crumpled up, and lay on the ground, twitching gently. And Reggie was standing up, alive. And Elizabeth was beside him. And the estate car had pulled up and a man was shouting, ‘You fool! You bloody fool! What are you trying to do – kill yourself?’ And it couldn’t have happened, but it had, and there were the dead lions to prove it. Later he found out that they weren’t dead, merely stunned with poisoned darts, fired by the white hunters, vigilant in the Surrey heat.

Reggie’s legs and whole body were shaking. It was humiliating to find out how afraid you were of dying.

‘Reggie?’ said Elizabeth, after they had been silent for several minutes. ‘Why did you do it?’

He couldn’t explain it, even to himself.

‘I didn’t think they’d charge at me,’ he said lamely.

‘Those men were furious,’ said Elizabeth. ‘I thought they were never going to let us get away.’

They were sitting in the garden. It was ten o’clock, almost dark, the pink in the western sky slowly fading, the orange glow of London growing stronger in the east. They’d got the sprinklers going.

The Wisemans’ downstairs lavatory flushed.

‘You weren’t – you weren’t trying to kill yourself, were you?’

‘No, of course not.’

‘Well, why then? What were you trying to prove?’

What, indeed? That he was not just a product of Freudian slips and traumatic experiences and bad education and capitalist pointlessness? That he was more than just the product of every second of every minute of every day of his forty-six years? That he was capable of behaving in a way that was not utterly predictable? That his past was not his future’s gaoler? That he would not die at a certain minute of a certain day that had already been determined? That he was free?

‘Must we talk about it? It’s past history,’ he said.

‘We never talk about anything.’

The winking green light of an aeroplane was sliding in front of the stars.

‘What do you mean?’ he said.

‘Oh, words occasionally pass our lips. But we never talk. We never discuss our problems.’

‘We’ve been into all that. I’m past it. You should have married Henry Possett.’

‘Not that.’

He could see Ponsonby’s grey-green eyes shining from underneath the roses.

‘We’re growing apart,’ said Elizabeth.

‘You may be growing apart. I’m not,’ said Reggie.

‘Why don’t we bring our holidays forward, seeing the weather’s so good?’ said Elizabeth.

‘I like autumn holidays.’

‘I know, but...’

Elizabeth’s ‘but’ hung on the warm night air. A gentle breeze stirred the leaves of the apple trees. Elizabeth’s ‘but’ drifted away towards the stars, a moment of hesitation moving further and further away. In millions of years’ time strange creatures on distant planets would record Elizabeth’s ‘but’ on their instruments and would think: ‘There must have been a strange, evasive people in some weird land, millions of years ago.’

He realized that Elizabeth was speaking.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I was thinking.’

‘What about?’

‘Nothing. What were you saying?’

‘The last two days. You’ve been a bit odd, Reggie.’

‘You have to be odd every now and then.’

‘Other people don’t. The Milfords don’t.’

‘That’s because they’re odd all the time.’

He wished that he could enfold her in his loving, manly, hairy arms and make love to her, under the stars and aeroplanes on their fresh-mown, newly-sprinkled lawn. Unfortunately that wasn’t possible.

Suddenly Elizabeth began to cry. He stood behind her canvas chair and put his arm round her. He hadn’t seen her cry for a long time, and he pressed his body against hers through the canvas.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry, darling.’

He handed her his handkerchief, initialled: ‘R.I.P.’. She blew her nose on it.

‘Do you think you ought to see a doctor, Reggie?’ she said.

‘What on earth for? There’s nothing wrong with me.’

‘Isn’t there?’

He had decided not to go with her to her mother’s. He had other plans. It was essential to allay her fears, or she wouldn’t leave him on his own.

‘Actually I saw Doc Morrissey this week,’ he said. ‘I’ve been feeling tired and irritable. He said it was nothing. Just overwork. I’ll be taking things a little easier from now on.’

‘Oh, darling, I’m glad!’

He kissed her hair. It smelt of twenty-five years ago.

‘I’ve been under a lot of pressure,’ he said.

‘I know you have.’

He took the teapot and emptied it over a flower bed.

‘I’m tired. I think I’ll hit the hay,’ he said.

‘Better move the chairs in,’ said Elizabeth.

‘It’s not going to rain.’

‘You never know.’

He moved the chairs in. Elizabeth switched off the sprinklers.

Reggie stretched out his body till his toes were touching the foot of the bed.

‘Reggie?’

‘Yes.’

‘Everything is going to be all right, isn’t it?’

‘Of course it is.’

Elizabeth looked at him over the top of her book.

‘Darling?’

‘Yes.’

‘Look at me.’

He looked.

‘You do still love me, don’t you?’ she asked.

‘Yes, of course I do.’

‘I nag, don’t I?’

‘No.’

‘I do.’

‘We all nag sometimes.’

‘I vowed I’d never nag. I couldn’t stand the way mother nagged. I’m not getting to be like mother, am I?’

‘No.’

‘We’re getting old, Reggie.’

‘Yes.’

He kissed her on the lips. Her tongue entered his mouth. He remembered, as he always remembered, their first long liquid exploring kiss, oblivious to the world, on a seat at Waterloo Station, waiting for the last train to Aldershot.

‘I do love you,’ he said. ‘I really do. It’s just that I’m tired, that’s all.’

‘I’m not surprised, tonight,’ she said.

‘We’ll try again tomorrow.’

‘You’ll be tired tomorrow. You’re always tired after we’ve visited mother.’

‘I’ll make you glad you didn’t marry Henry Possett.’

‘Don’t keep going on about Henry Possett.’

They heard the Milfords returning home after their snifter at the golf club. The engine was switched off. Then, a few seconds later, two car doors were slammed in quick succession. Then the garage door shut with a bang. Then the front door opened, and then that too was slammed.

‘Noisy buggers,’ he said. ‘I’m going to speak to them in the morning.’

Elizabeth closed her book and switched off the light.

‘Darling?’ said Reggie. ‘Do you mind if I don’t come and see your mother tomorrow?’

‘Why? We’ve arranged it all.’

‘I know, but . . .’ ‘He hesitated. Don’t, Reggie, he told himself. You’ll destroy everything. Is that what you really want? ‘I’ve got some work to do.’

‘You didn’t mention it before.’

‘I forgot.’

‘You said you weren’t going to work so hard.’

‘I won’t have to after I’ve finished this little bit.’

‘I really ought to go,’ she said. ‘She isn’t at all well.’

‘Well, you go.’

‘I don’t like to leave you.’

‘You’ve left me before.’

‘Yes, but . . .’

‘You’re worried about me. There’s no need to. I’m not going off my head, you know. Really I’m not.’

‘Mother’ll be disappointed.’

‘She’ll be thrilled.’

He put his hand in hers.

‘Everything’s going to be all right, my darling. You’ll see,’ he said.

‘I hope so,’ she said.

He squeezed her hand, and she gave him an answering squeeze.

‘You’ll see,’ he said.


Sunday

Sunday morning, heavy with apathy. Breakfast in the garden, boiled eggs in the hazy sunshine. Barely enough wind to stir the laburnum leaves and rustle the colour supplements.

Elizabeth was slow. She read about Maria Callas, whom she would never meet, and Bolivia, where she would never go, and cold carp, Rumanian style, which she would never eat. She took an age up in the bedroom, titivating. Reggie took great pains to be absolutely normal, for fear she’d change her mind and stay. And all the time his hands itched to help her on her way. They wanted to fit her bra, smooth her hair, zip her dress, open the garage door. It was a full-time job controlling them. Now come on, hands, he had to say. Show a stiff upper lip. You’re British, you know.

Men cleaned their cars in rivers of detergent. Mr Milford set off to play nine holes, prior to having a snifter at the nineteenth. Pub carpets were hoovered, on underground stations West Indian porters spread sand over white men’s spew, a pantechnicon overturned outside High Wycombe, and still Elizabeth wasn’t ready.

He went up to their bedroom. She was doing her eyes.

‘Shouldn’t you be getting off?’ he said.

‘Anyone would think you wanted me out of the way.’

‘It’s just that there’ll be a lot of traffic on the Worthing road, if you don’t beat the rush.’

At last she was ready. He escorted her to the front door.

‘Have a good day, darling.’ he said.

‘There’s cold meat on the bottom shelf of the fridge, covered in foil,’ she said.

‘Cold meat. Good.’

‘There’s some of that pork. And some Danish salami.’

‘Lovely.’

‘And there are some salady bits in the salad drawer.’

‘Fine. Good. Salady bits.’

‘I don’t want to come home and find it hasn’t been eaten.’

‘It’ll be eaten.’

‘If you want something for tea, there’s a cake in the cake tin.’

‘Cake. Fine,’ he said.

They had got as far as the garage door.

‘Are you sure you’ll be all right?’ she said.

‘I’ll be all right.’

‘Don’t work too hard.’

‘I won’t.’

She drove slowly out of the garage. Hurry up, he thought, please hurry, before the suspension collapses.

She stopped.

‘The aspirins are in the medicine cupboard, if you get one of your thundery headaches,’ she said.

‘Good. Fine. Lovely. Well, have a good day.’

‘Yes. Don’t work too hard.’

‘Give my love to your mother.’

‘Yes. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.’

‘No.’

He watched her drive down Coleridge Close and turn into Herrick Rise. She changed into second gear too soon. Suddenly he realized how much he would miss her if she was killed in a crash. He wanted to cry: ‘Come back! It’s all a mistake.’ But she had gone.

He went back into the living room. The house was filled with her absence. The only noise was the faint wheezing of Ponsonby, asleep on the sofa.

He made himself a long glass of orange squash, with three cubes of ice. The haze was thickening. It was only just possible to see that the sky was blue.

He had never been unfaithful to Elizabeth – and he hadn’t been ashamed to admit it. But she would never look at that Reggie Perrin, the faithful husband, again.

Would it show?

He took off his shirt and vest, smelled them with mild fascinated distaste, and threw them into a corner.

He sat in one of the fluffy white armchairs, facing the french windows. The fitted carpet was dove-grey, there was a faint yellow-green tinge in the patterned wallpaper.

There was a brown Parker Knoll armchair, and a piano which nobody played now Linda had married. Colour was provided by a standard lamp with a bright orange shade. There were orange cushions and an orange rug. On the walls hung pictures of Algarve scenes, painted by Mr Snurd, their dentist. He hadn’t liked to refuse them, for fear Mr Snurd would stop giving him injections.

He picked up the telephone. There was still no need to go through with it.

He dialled. He could hear his heart beating in the emptiness of the house.

‘Three-two-three-six.’

‘Joan?’

‘Yes?’

‘It’s Reggie here, Joan. Reggie Perrin.’

He cursed himself for his admission that there might be other Reggies.

‘Hullo,’ she said, surprised.

‘Look, I’m sorry to bother you on a Sunday but something pretty important’s cropped up.’ He hoped his voice wasn’t trembling. ‘I wondered if you could pop over.’

‘What – now?’

‘Well, if it’s not a nuisance. It’ll only take an hour or so.’

‘I’m in the middle of doing the Sunday dinner.’

‘Well couldn’t you finish doing the dinner and take a taxi over? I’ll reimburse you.’

He sat naked from the waist up, on the settee. He tried to picture Joan, standing in the hall perhaps, near an umbrella stand, even her apron immaculate, and certainly not naked from the waist up.

‘Couldn’t you come over here?’ she said.

‘Not really.’ He lowered his voice. ‘I can’t explain over the phone. I’m not alone.’

‘Oh.’

‘Suffice it to say that the whole future of Sunshine Desserts is at stake – not to mention Reginald Iolanthe Perrin.’

‘All right,’ she said. ‘I’ll come.’

He put his hand over the mouthpiece and let out a huge sigh of relief.

Then he went into the bathroom and had a shower.

He imagined taking a shower with Joan, running a piece of Yorkshire pudding gently across her glistening stomach, and then eating it together, nibbling till their lips met. Perhaps my imagination’s diseased, he thought.

When he’d put on some clean clothes, he got out a bottle of medium dry sherry and two glasses. He decided to have a glass while waiting.

He sipped his sherry, trying not to drink too fast. The sun moved slowly across the sky, creature of habit, suburban orb. Pink hats bobbed home from church, joints of beef began to splutter in pre-set ovens and somewhere, inevitably, there would be the hottest June temperature since records began.

Mrs Milford left in the smaller car, to join Mr Milford for a snifter. A coven of puffy clouds with thick dark edges gathered round the sun. Reggie became afraid that he would sweat again, and this fear made him sweat.

He had another shower and changed into light grey trousers and a blue open-neck shirt. It made him feel young. Surely today even Joan would sweat?

The one o’clock news spoke of thunderstorms in the west, with flooding at Tiverton and freak hailstones at Yeovil. The hottest June temperature since records began had been recorded at Mildenhall, Suffolk. He had a second glass of sherry.

The phone rang, and his heart almost stopped. But it was only Elizabeth, safely arrived in Worthing. No, he wasn’t working too hard. No, he wouldn’t forget the cold meats. No, he probably wouldn’t bother to have apple sauce with his cold pork, but if he did he’d certainly remember that there were Bramleys in the fruit rack. Goodbye, darling. Kiss kiss.

The living room ran the full depth of the house, and a small window looked out over the front garden. Reggie stood by the window, to see Joan before she saw him.

At last the taxi came. She looked immaculate in a blue and white summer dress. She walked calmly up the garden path, between flocks of somnolent greenfly. She peered uncertainly at the house, as if waiting for the porch to nod and say, ‘Yes, this is it.’ She was relaxed, unsuspecting, a secretary arriving to do some work in Surrey.

She rang the bell. It sounded cool and clear, in the thick heat.

He opened the door.

‘Hullo, Joan,’ he said. ‘Come in.’

‘Sorry I was so long.’

‘Rubbish. It’s good of you to come.’

‘So this is your house,’ she said. ‘It’s nice.’

‘Have a sherry.’

She looked at him in surprise.

‘Just a little one, before we go upstairs.’

‘Well, all right. Thank you.’

He handed her the sherry. She still suspected nothing. Presumably she pictured a group of men in conference, in a study, upstairs.

‘Cheers.’

‘Cheers.’

He sat down. She followed suit, pulling her dress down as far as it would go towards her bony knees.

‘What’s all this about?’ she asked.

‘Later.’

‘I thought it was urgent. Look, Reggie, I’ve come twenty-five miles. Can’t we get straight down to it?’

‘We’ll get down to it in a minute, Joan.’ He was holding his arm across his lap so that she wouldn’t see the bulge of excitement in his trousers. ‘Have some more sherry?’

‘No thank you.’

The world was full of her bony knees, thin arms, magnificent bust. She would repulse him, smack his face, ask for a transfer to another department.

‘Where are these other people?’ she asked.

He took her in his arms and kissed her pert lips, her snub nose. He had expected resistance, not a hard little tongue feeling its way into his mouth, and hands groping for his thighs.

His hands grasped her legs and felt their way up her thighs. Ponsonby decided that he had seen enough and left the room.

Suddenly Joan went tense. Reggie took his hands away.

‘What about your wife?’ she said.

‘She’s gone away for the day. She’s at the hippopotamus’s.’

‘The what?’

‘Oh – er – I mean her mother’s. She resembles a hippopotamus. Her mother, I mean. Elizabeth doesn’t resemble a hippopotamus at all.’

He poured her another sherry. They drank. He kissed her glistening, medium dry lips.

‘What about the neighbours?’ she asked.

They can’t see in.’

He ran his lips along her thin right arm.

‘Why now?’ she said. ‘Why today, after all these years?’

‘Suddenly it all seemed such a waste,’ he said.

For forty-six years he had been miserly, miserly with compliments, miserly with insults, miserly with other people and miserly with himself.

She kissed his right ear. He was pleased that she was so amenable, yet he felt cheated of the pleasures of seduction.

The phone rang. He tried to ignore it, but the habit was too strong for him.

It was Elizabeth. He stiffened, motioned to Joan to keep quiet.

‘Yes, I’m all right . . . No, I haven’t had lunch yet . . . No, I’m not working too hard.’ Joan leant forward to run her tongue gently over his ear. She was irresponsible, exultant, not a bit the way he’d imagined. He tried to look stern and frightened. ‘Do I? I don’t think I sound funny . . . It’s probably just the line . . . No, I’ll be having it soon . . . Pickle . . . Well of course it’s on the shelf where you keep the pickle, in the jar marked “pickle” . . . No, I’m not angry . . . I’m perfectly all right. How’s your mother? . . . Oh dear . . . Oh dear . . . Yes . . . No, I’m all right . . . Of course I’m sure . . . Bye bye, darling.’

He put the phone down.

‘Anything wrong?’ said Joan.

‘Her mother’s got to go into hospital.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry.’

She kissed him gently on the lips. He stood up, held out his arms to her, and pulled her up off the settee. She raised her eyebrows.

‘Is it safe?’ she said.

‘Of course it is,’ he said.

They left the room. The orange cushions which his wife had embroidered herself were crumpled evidence of his betrayal.

‘I don’t like to go into our room,’ he said. ‘We’ll use Mark’s.’

‘Your son?’

‘It’s all right. He left home two years ago. It won’t be aired, but it shouldn’t matter in this heat.’

‘No.’

They went into Mark’s room. Mark had decorated it himself – green and purple paint – posters of Che Guevara and Mick Jagger. It had the sad air of an abandoned bedroom. Nothing had been altered – but it was tidy – and without Mark’s dirty socks and pants strewn all over the floor it looked cold and lifeless. But it would make a suitably unsuitable setting for their love.

‘All right?’ he asked.

‘Fine.’

‘I – er – I haven’t got any – anything – we don’t use them – Elizabeth’s got a thingummybob,’ he said, embarrassed.

‘It’s all right.’ She was embarrassed too. ‘I’ve got something in my bag.’

‘You mean . . . ?’

She blushed.

‘I always carry it, just in case.’

He showed her the bathroom.

‘Joan?’

‘Yes?’

‘Don’t . . . er . . .’

‘What?’

‘Don’t come back undressed at all. I want to . . . you know . . . undress you.’

He sat on Mark’s bed. Well, Mark old thing, your old dad’s not a has-been yet.

Che Guevara looked at him sternly.

‘Come off it, Che,’ he said. ‘You liked a bit yourself. It wasn’t revolution all the time.’

Mick Jagger gazed down on him mercilessly.

‘The permissive society comes to Coleridge Close,’ said Reggie.

It’s going to be all right. I’ll prove I’m not past it at fortysix.

I’m sorry, Elizabeth, but I do love you just as much as ever.

What’s she doing in there? Hurry up.

Don’t tell me you never had any sexual troubles, Che.

Already he couldn’t really remember what Joan looked like.

He hoped she hadn’t taken off her tights. He needed to do that himself.

Oh hell, he thought, I do believe I’m going to be shy.

Truth is, Che, I’m a bit of a coward. Wouldn’t have been much shakes in a revolution. Senior sales executive, yes. Picking off the filthy Fascist pigs one by one, no.

She came in, shyly. She hadn’t taken off her tights. They sat on the bed.

Turn your head to the wall, Che, there’s a good chap.

‘Well,’ he said, awkward, unused to this sort of thing, ‘better get undressed.’

He started to pull the tights off her. He bent down and kissed her thigh, rolled the tights off her knees, kissed her bony knees, her legs smelt of bracken, he caught Che’s eye, then unbuttoned his shirt, he was sweating, damn it, he was sweating again.

They were naked. They stood together. He was five inches taller than her. Her breasts were magnificent. He wanted to praise them but didn’t know how to do it. ‘What beautiful breasts’ would sound stilted and ‘Christ, you’ve got a marvellous pair of Bristols on you’ would sound crude. So he just held them in his hands, and smiled foolishly.

It was the hour for washing up the Sunday dinner things, as Reggie Perrin said awkwardly, ‘May as well get into bed.’

The sheets were cold even on this hot day. They lay side by side and turned to look at each other very seriously.

‘To think it took me eight years,’ he said. ‘Hardly in the Owen Lewis class.’

‘Yes, but they all have to wear yellow oilskins with him.’

The sun went behind a cloud. He pressed his body against Joan’s, and a series of fierce shudders ran through him. He could feel his forty-six years of existence streaming through his fingers and toes into the clammy summer air.

In the dark cosy cave of Mark’s bed he put the knobble of her knee in his mouth and bit it, very gently, so as not to leave embarrassing toothmarks. Suddenly his fear of impotence started up, the joy began to ebb away.

It was at this moment that the front door opened. Reggie thought, It can’t be the front door. It’s a projection of a subconscious fear. I fear Elizabeth will return, and I make myself hear her return. And then he heard the door slam shut very solidly, very physically, only one person slammed the door like that: Mark, his son, struggling actor and erstwhile admirer of Che Guevara. They should have insisted on taking Mark’s front door key when he left home.

‘It’s Mark,’ he whispered.

‘Oh God.’

‘Quick. Into the wardrobe.’

‘Hullo. Anyone at home?’ called out Mark.

‘He’ll come in here. Quick.’ Reggie practically pushed Joan into the wardrobe. He flung her clothes in after her and slammed the door. He began to dress, hurriedly, both legs in the same leg of his pants, hopping frantically, Che witnessing his humiliation, Mick Jagger laughing secretly.

‘Hullo,’ Mark called out again.

Reggie went to the door.

‘Just coming. I was having forty winks,’ he shouted. ‘Get yourself a drink.’

He hurriedly made the bed, opened the window wide, blew a kiss and an apology through the wardrobe door, and went downstairs.

Mark was lounging in an armchair, drinking whisky. He was wearing suede shoes with huge buckles, Levis, and a ‘Wedgwood-Benn for King’ T-shirt.

‘Hullo, Pater, me old darling,’ he said.

‘Hullo old son.’ He was always liable to use awkward phrases when dealing with Mark. Mark unnerved him. Mark was shorter and slimmer. He looked like a smaller edition of Reggie, portrait of the father as a young man, and Reggie found it curiously disconcerting. ‘What brings you to this neck of the woods?’

‘Just thought I’d pop down and see the old folks.’

Off-stage – and he was off-stage more than on – Mark didn’t look like an actor. He had adopted a cockney accent at the age of fourteen, dressed with a maximum of informality, and only came home when he wanted money.

‘Your mother’s out. She’s gone down to Worthing to see Granny.’

‘Oh.’

‘What are the two sherry glasses for?’ said Mark.

‘What? Oh, for drinking sherry.’

‘Twit.’

‘We had a sherry, your mother and I. Before she went.’

‘Oh.’

Reggie dumped himself down on the settee. He looked around for handbags or other incriminating evidence, but couldn’t find any.

Mark kicked off his shoes and smiled genially. He had holes in his socks again. Elizabeth had once said: ‘Peter Hall won’t want you in the Royal Shakespeare Company if you’ve got holes in your socks,’ but despite remarks of that kind Mark still got on better with her than with Reggie.

Mark saw Reggie’s involuntary glance and put his shoes on again. So he did want money.

‘Why didn’t you go with the old lady, then?’ said Mark.

‘I’ve got some work to do.’

‘I thought you said you were taking a nap.’

‘Just for half an hour. I was tired. I’ve been working all morning. Have you had lunch?’

‘I’m not hungry.’

He never was. No wonder he was only five foot seven. You didn’t get tall without working for it.

‘It’s hot,’ said Reggie.

‘Yeah.’

Reggie couldn’t think of anything except Joan, stuck in the wardrobe. Upstairs there was a new life, a life in which your son didn’t think you a poor sort of fish.

‘Why didn’t you tell us you were coming?’

‘Why bother? If you’d been out I’d have made myself at home.’

Mark made a habit of arriving unannounced so that they couldn’t stiffen their resolution not to lend him any money. He lit a cigarette and began a coughing fit.

‘You smoke too much,’ said Reggie.

‘Rubbitch.’

‘Well I’d better get upstairs and get on with my work, if you don’t mind,’ said Reggie.

‘Upstairs?’

‘Yes, I’ve one or two things to finish off upstairs. Look, old stick, go into the kitchen and have something to eat. Get me something too. There’s cold meat in the fridge, and some salady bits.’

‘In a minute. I just want to go up to my room and look for something.’

‘You can’t. I mean, it’s always in a minute with you, isn’t it? Delay, delay, delay. I’ll have to do it in the end.’

‘Oh all right, then. I’ll go and do the bloody food first. God, I wish I hadn’t come home. Nag, nag, nag. You’re like an old woman.’

‘Don’t slam the door.’

Mark slammed the door. Reggie hurried up to Mark’s bedroom and opened the wardrobe. Joan came out stiffly, clutching her clothes.

‘Sorry about this,’ he whispered. ‘He’s coming up here any minute. Go into Linda’s room, get into bed. I’ll get rid of him as soon as I can.’

They tip-toed along the corridor, he clothed, she naked, carrying her clothes.

Linda’s room had been redecorated now that she was married. It had pale pink flowery wallpaper and the wan neutrality of a guest room.

Joan hopped into bed. Reggie kissed her, blew her another kiss from the door, and hurried downstairs. Mark had laid out pork, salami, a piece of lettuce and a tomato each. Reggie got out a bottle of hock.

They took their plates and glasses into the living room.

‘Sorry I got cross,’ said Mark.

‘That’s all right, old prune.’

Silence. The sun went in behind a thicker, darker cloud.

‘That’s a new picture over the mantelpiece, isn’t it?’

‘Yes. Albufeira.’

Reggie knew that Mark looked down on him for buying Mr Snurd’s pictures.

‘I need me Edwards seen to.’

‘Edwards?’

‘Me Edward Heath. Teeth.’

Reggie never understood Mark’s rhyming slang.

‘How’s big fat sis?’ said Mark.

‘Linda? She’s fine.’

He poured a second glass of wine.

‘How’s work?’ he asked.

‘So so.’

‘Auntie Meg wrote and said how good she thought you were in that ad for fish fingers.’

‘Jesus Christ, I can do without praise for bloody adverts!’

‘I know, but you were good. I mean you can be good or bad in an advert just as much as in a play.’

‘Sorry. Can’t eat any more,’ said Mark. ‘Dad?’

‘Yes?’

‘Could you be a darling and lend us a few bob – just a quid or two – just to tide me over. Just a fiver. I’m seeing this man on Tuesday, he thinks there’s a real chance of me getting a job with his rep.’

‘Which rep is that?’

Mark looked embarrassed.

‘Wick. It’s a bit off the beaten track but it’s got a fantastic reputation. It’s a fantastic jumping-off ground.’

‘Into the sea?’ said Reggie.

‘I just need a tenner to see me through.’

Reggie hesitated.

‘Please, dad. You couldn’t refuse your own dustbin, could you?’

‘Dustbin?’

‘Dustbin lid. Kid.’

‘Oh. Well how much do you really need?’

‘Well – they’d like me to go up there and suss the joint – say – er – thirty quid. I’ll pay you back.’

‘You haven’t paid the last lot back yet.’

‘No, but I will.’

‘All right. I’ll give you forty. But this really is the last time.’

Ponsonby came in through the French windows and waited for Mark to make a fuss of him. It had gone dull and gloomy outside, and the heat hung even more heavily without the sun.

Reggie wrote out the cheque and Mark stroked Ponsonby.

‘Well, Ponsonby, me old fruit cake,’ he said. ‘What’s my dad been getting up to, then? Keeping a fancy woman upstairs, is he?’

Reggie gulped and Ponsonby miaowed.

‘Look, Mark, here’s the cheque,’ said Reggie. ‘Now the thing is, I have got a bit of work to do, I don’t want you to think I’m turning you out, but . . .’

The doorbell rang. He couldn’t let anyone else in, not with Joan upstairs.

‘Aren’t you going to answer it?’

‘I suppose so.’

He went reluctantly to the door. It was Elizabeth’s brother Jimmy, otherwise known as Major James Anderson, of the Queen’s Own Berkshire Light Infantry, stationed at Aldershot. He had a ginger moustache and was wearing mufti.

‘Sorry to barge in like this. Fact is, something I want to . . . er . . . oh hullo, Mark,’ said Jimmy, marching into the living room.

‘Hullo, Uncle Jimmy,’ said Mark.

‘Where’s Elizabeth?’ said Jimmy.

‘She’s gone to see your mother,’ said Reggie.

‘Must get down there myself.’

‘Drink, Jimmy?’

‘It’s ten past three. Almost tea time. Whisky, please,’ said Jimmy.

Jimmy parked himself in one of the fluffy white armchairs. He sat stiffly, regimentally. Even Mark sat up a bit in the presence of the military.

‘Cheers,’ said Jimmy, sipping his whisky. ‘Well, Mark, how’s things on the drama front?’

‘Not too bad, Uncle Jimmy.’

‘All the world’s a stage, eh?’

‘Pretty well.’

‘Jolly good.’

‘How’s the army?’

‘Oh, mustn’t grumble. Saw you on the idiot box last week. Just caught the end of it. You were all sitting round eating fish fingers and smiling. Nice to see a play with a happy ending for a change.’

‘Yes, it was a good play,’ said Mark. ‘A bit short, but interesting.’ He winked at Reggie, and Reggie felt pleased to be able to enjoy a private joke with Mark.

The sun, which had made another effort to penetrate the cloud, disappeared once again. The room seemed very gloomy now.

‘Look,’ said Jimmy. ‘No beating about the bush. Bit of a cock-up on the catering front. Muddle over shopping. Fact is, right out of food. Just wondered if you’d got anything. Just bread or something. Pay of course.’

‘No, no, Jimmy. I wouldn’t hear of it.’

‘Oh, thanks. Decent of you. Wouldn’t have asked, only kiddies yelling, general hoo-ha. Feel bad about it. Third time it’s happened.’

‘Not to worry, Jimmy.’

‘Your dustbins all right, are they?’ said Mark.

Jimmy looked at him in astonishment.

‘Think so, yes. Bit bashed about. Dustmen don’t take much care,’ he said.

There was a ring at the bell. Reggie went to the door. It was Linda and Tom, accompanied by Adam and Jocasta.

‘Hullo,’ he said. ‘Come on in.’

‘You don’t look very pleased to see us,’ said Linda.

‘Nonsense. I’m delighted.’

‘Our little man brought the car back, so we thought we’d pop round to – you know – see if you’re all right,’ said Tom.

‘I’m fine. Why shouldn’t I be?’

‘No reason. None at all.’

‘Come in, all of you. Jimmy’s here, and Mark.’

‘Oh. Only we rang Worthing, and heard you were alone,’ said Linda.

‘I was. I’m not now,’ said Reggie.

He escorted them into the living room. There was much standing up and sitting down. Mark said, ‘Hullo, droopydrawers,’ to Linda, and Tom frowned, and when Tom frowned Mark smiled, and when Mark smiled Linda gave him a look, and when Tom saw her giving him a look he gave Linda a look.

‘Yes, we thought we’d pop along and make sure you weren’t depressed or anything,’ said Linda.

‘Pressed or anyfing,’ said Adam.

‘Preffed or fing,’ said Jocasta.

‘No, I’m not depressed or anything,’ said Reggie. ‘What would you all like to drink? Tea? Whisky? Sherry?’

‘Tea time,’ said Jimmy. ‘Usually drink tea this time. Whisky for me, please.’

Tom drank sherry, Linda gin. Mark stuck to whisky, Adam and Jocasta spilt orange juice.

‘I did poopy-plops in my panties,’ reminisced Adam.

‘Would you two like to go and play in the garden?’ said Reggie.

‘Do you mind if Tom and I pop up to my old room for a moment?’ said Linda.

‘What on earth for?’ said Reggie.

‘We’ve been having an argument. Tom says the spire of St Peter’s Church is visible from it. I’m sure it isn’t.’

‘No, you can’t go upstairs,’ said Reggie hastily. ‘We’re bringing out some new products and I’m working on them up there and it’s all a bit hush-hush.’

Linda looked at him in astonishment.

‘What do you think we are? Industrial spies?’ she said.

‘Of course not. It’s the rules, that’s all. I’ll just go and move them. Won’t be long.’

He hurried upstairs. Joan had hidden herself completely under the bedclothes.

‘It’s all right,’ he whispered. ‘It’s me.’

Her face emerged cautiously.

‘Linda’s turned up now – and she wants to come in here,’ he whispered.

‘It’s like Piccadilly Circus in this house,’ she said.

‘Sorry. It’s one of those days. There’s six of them down there. I honestly think you’d better go.’

‘Oh God.’

‘I know, but it’s not my fault. Have you got enough for a taxi?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’ll reimburse you later. Slip out as soon as you’re dressed. I’ll keep everyone in the living room.’

‘I feel like a criminal.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘You seem nervous, father,’ said Linda, on his return.

‘What, me? Am I? Perhaps it’s the heat,’ said Reggie.

‘Awkward customer, the heat,’ said Jimmy. ‘Known sane men go mad in the tropics because of the heat. Makes you think.’

Reggie saw Linda frown at Jimmy. Something in the attitude of Mark and Jimmy made it clear to him that Tom and Linda had told them about his episode with the lions.

‘Well,’ he said. ‘I see you’ve told them about my little episode with the lions.’

‘Tricky blighters, lions,’ said Jimmy.

‘I thought you’d got more garden,’ said Mark.

‘Garden?’

‘Garden fence. Sense.’

‘That isn’t an authentic example of cockney slang, is it?’ said Tom.

‘Oh. She’s sharp today, isn’t she?’ said Mark. ‘She’s been sleeping in the knife box.’

‘I did biggies in my panties,’ said Adam, coming in through the french windows, dragging the best part of a hollyhock behind him.

‘I’ll bet you did, you dirty little bugger,’ said Mark.

Jocasta followed Adam, dragging in the worst part of the hollyhock.

Tom and Linda beamed. ‘We’re great believers in letting them learn to use the toilet at their own pace,’ said Tom.

‘May be something in it,’ said Jimmy, standing at the french windows and surveying the back garden. ‘Garden’s in good nick.’

Mark moved towards the door.

‘Where are you going?’ said Reggie.

‘For a bangers.’

‘Bangers?’

‘Bangers and mash. Slash.’

‘Ah. Yes. Well would you mind waiting a minute, old thing. The – er – the lavatory is blocked.’

Reggie thought he heard steps on the stairs.’

‘What’s wrong, father?’ said Linda.

‘Nothing’s wrong, except that everybody keeps asking me what’s wrong,’ said Reggie.

‘Yes, you’ve got a fine garden,’ said Jimmy. ‘I say, come here, Reggie. Look. Woman crawling through bushes.’ Reggie went reluctantly to the window. The others followed. ‘See the cone-shaped bush, two o’clock, middle foreground? Behind that. There’s a woman crawling through your shrubbery.’ He opened the window. ‘You – you there,’ he shouted, and Joan Greengross scampered off as fast as she could. ‘Quick. After her.’

‘No,’ said Reggie, grabbing hold of Jimmy’s arm. ‘It’s – it’s only Mrs Redgross. Poor woman – she crawls around in shrubberies. She’s not quite right.’

‘You’re as white as a sheet, dad,’ said Mark.

‘We had a nasty incident with her. I’d rather not talk about it,’ said Reggie.

There was a distant peal of thunder.

‘Better get off before Jupiter plooves,’ said Jimmy. ‘Well, thanks for the drinks. Make me own way out. Crawls through shrubberies, eh? Rum. Makes you think. So long, all.’

‘That’s odd,’ said Reggie, when Jimmy had driven off. ‘He left without any food. He came to borrow some food.’

‘That’s odd too,’ said Linda. ‘He came to borrow some food from us on Wednesday. He said there’d been a cock-up on the catering front.’

‘I find the words people use fascinating,’ said Tom. ‘I’m very much a word person. We both are.’

In the dark recesses behind the settee Adam was pummelling Jocasta.

‘Shouldn’t you stop them?’ said Reggie.

‘It doesn’t do them any harm,’ said Linda.

‘Adam’s working out his aggressions, and Jocasta’s learning to be self-reliant,’ explained Tom.

‘Oh, I see,’ said Mark. ‘I thought he was bashing the living daylights out of her. Can I go for me hit and miss now?’

‘Hit and miss?’ said Reggie.

‘Piss.’

‘Oh. Yes, I think I just heard the lavatory unblock itself.’

It grew steadily darker. Another peal of thunder broke over them.

‘Well if you’re sure you’re all right we may as well try and beat the storm,’ said Linda.

‘I’ve told you I’m all right,’ said Reggie.

‘Too dark now to see that spire anyway,’ said Tom.

As Tom and Linda drove off down Coleridge Close the first drops of rain began to fall.

Reggie and Mark went back into the living room.

‘Great hairy twit,’ said Mark. ‘What did she want to marry him for?’

‘I don’t see how you can talk about him being hairy,’ said Reggie.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well your hair isn’t exactly short, is it?’

‘Oh God. Not that.’

‘I don’t mind long hair as such, old prune. Good lord no! I hope I’m more reasonable than that. What difference does the length of your hair make? None, to me. I’m just thinking of your work.’

‘If I play long-haired parts I have to have long hair.’

‘Yes, but what about short-haired parts?’

‘So if I get a short-haired part I’ll have a bloody hair cut.’

‘There’s no need to swear at me, Mark. I’ve just given you forty quid.’

Oh God, Reggie. Shut up.

‘I hope you don’t go for auditions wearing a “WedgwoodBenn for King” T-shirt.’

‘What’s wrong with it?’

‘It’s not exactly the height of elegance. I’d like to think we brought you up to have rather better taste than that.’

A flash of lightning illuminated Mr Snurd’s pictures of the Algarve.

‘Have the money back if you want,’ said Mark.

‘I didn’t say that.’

‘You have to bring up every bloody little thing, don’t you?’

‘There are lots of things I don’t bring up. You don’t wash your feet but I draw a veil over it. I just happen to mention your hair and you go berserk. Your generation are too damned sensitive by half.’ Stop it, Reggie. But I can’t. It’s got to come out. ‘In my day we expected a bit of criticism. We took it for granted. We weren’t so damned sensitive in my day.’

Mark made a gesture imitating the winding up of a gramophone.

‘All right. I’ll leave you. I’ve got work to do anyway,’ said Reggie angrily.

‘Don’t slam the door, Dad.’

Reggie slammed the door.

He went upstairs and stood at the landing window watching the great drops of rain fall on the parched earth. A high wind was battering the roses and hollyhocks, and creating havoc among the lupins and delphiniums. He was shaking with humiliation and anger and frustration.

If only Mark respected him. If only he could behave to Mark in a manner worthy of respect. If only Mark hadn’t come today. It was all so pointless. Did they all have to play these pathetic roles – infant, son, father, grandfather, dotard – generation after generation?

He climbed up into the loft. There were piles of mementos up there, relics of his past. He must get rid of them.

Mark watched the rain gloomily. He wanted to get away. His father always made him acutely conscious of being a failure, of disappointing his father’s hopes, of not being taller. Jimmy made him ashamed of being an actor. Who did they call in when there was a dock strike? The national theatre? No, the army.

Reggie sat on a cross-beam, listening to the rain pattering on the roof. He had rigged up an electric light in the loft, but beyond its reach there were pools of mysterious darkness. Here there were old set squares, a copper warming pan turned green, six tiny fir trees that had been part of the scenery on a model railway axed in a nursery economy drive. There were thirty-seven electric plugs, twelve bent stair rods, the battered remains of a blow football game, his old school tuck box full of faded curtains. All these ghosts would have to go.

He found a pile of old wedding photos that hadn’t been good enough to be included in the album. Could that gawky, close-cropped young idiot really be Lance Corporal Perrin? Could the naive girl in the shapeless utility wedding dress really be Elizabeth? He could hardly bear it now, the strained smile of his mother, war-widowed in 1942. Elizabeth’s father, on forty-eight hours’ leave, smiled stiffly. Her mother smiled over-brightly, a budding resemblance to a hippopotamus already faintly discernible beneath the gallant home-made hat. The embarrassments of yesterday might be bearable, but these reminders of the embarrassments of long ago were infinitely more painful. They too must go.

He could smell a dead bird in the loft, but he felt a revulsion at the thought of touching it, maggots and all, or even at feeling its shape through a newspaper as he cleared it up.

He came across a handsome mounted photo of the Ruttingstagg College Small-Bore Rifle Team – Spring 1942. Five close-cropped idiots. Standing (1. to r.): Reynolds, L.F.R.; Perrin, R.I.; Seated: Campbell-Lewiston, D.J.; Machin, A.M. (Capt.); Campbell-Lewiston, EX.

There was a list of all the engine numbers seen on a magical 
  journey from King’s Cross to Edinburgh, in the carefree days of 1936. 
  A cricket scorebook full of matches played with dice, in the steamy jungle of 
  his bedroom, in the sticky days, the painful idyllic days of adolescence. England 
  v. R.I. Perrin’s XI. Australia v. Golden Lodge Preparatory School. England 
  against a team of all the girls Reggie had secret crushes on. Now he would burn 
  all memories of those long hours of self -absorption, which had so worried his 
  parents. Cricket and masturbation had been his only interests, sometimes separately, 
  sometimes together.

At Ruttingstagg College, in Nansen House, in Lower Middle Dorm, during the Clogger Term, the other boys had listened to him talking in his sleep.

‘He bowls to Perrin. Perrin drives. Six. England 186 for 8. Perrin 161 not out,’ and then someone would throw a dead thrush at him, and he would wake up.

Moonlight streaming in through the curtainless windows of the bare wooden dormitory. Convoys on the main road. Owls hooting. Beds creaking. Wakeful hours. Now, thousands of dead thrushes later, Reggie collected together other items from the secret archives of the loft. Some of them he would show to Mark. All of them he would burn.

He climbed cautiously down the ladder, clutching his mementos. His spell in the loft had calmed him. The rain, beating ineffectually on the roof, had soothed him. He felt ashamed of his anger with Mark.

They sat deep in their armchairs, sipping tea and eating buttered toast. The thunder was moving away to the north.

Reggie wanted to say, ‘Mark, I love you. If I have resented you, it’s because I saw in you too much that reminded me of myself. We are angry with our children for making the same mistakes as we did, partly because we have an illogical feeling that they ought to have learnt from our mistakes, and partly because they remind us of our own enormous capacity for folly. Forgive me, my son.’

What he actually said was, ‘The rain’s almost stopped.’

‘Yeah,’ said Mark.

‘I’ve never told you this – eat some more toast, there’s a good chap – but you know how angry I was when you were expelled from Ruttingstagg? The fact is, I was expelled too.’

‘I know,’ said Mark.

‘What?’

Reggie stood up, a little annoyed to find that his revelation was not a revelation.

‘One of the cruds told me,’ said Mark.

‘Which one?’

‘Slimy Penfold.’

‘I hated Slimy Penfold. Now I don’t hate anyone.’

Reggie stood with his back to the brick fireplace, warming his backside on the memory of winter fires. Behind him were the white cottages of an Algarve village. In front of him was his son.

‘Why didn’t you tell me you knew?’ he said.

‘I was ashamed,’ said Mark. ‘I was more ashamed of you being expelled than me.’

‘I hated Ruttingstagg,’ said Reggie.

‘Then why the bloody hell did you send me there, you great soft berk?’

Reggie smiled indulgently at his son’s choice of words, and since he couldn’t answer the question he sat beside Mark on the settee, and patted his knee twice.

‘I’ve been sorting out some old souvenirs and things,’ he said. He put the mementos on the Danish coffee table, half of which he had given Elizabeth for Christmas, she having given him the other half. He could smell Mark’s feet.

‘Here are some pictures of our wedding,’ he said.

‘Let’s have a gander then.’

‘That’s old Uncle Charlie Willoughby, standing next to Grandpa Tonbridge.’

‘Who’s the loonie standing beside Granny Exeter?’

That’s the best man. Acting Lance Corporal Sprockett.’

‘And who’s the geyser with the boozer’s conk?’

‘That’s Uncle Percy Spillinger. Grandpa Tonbridge’s brother. You met him when you were a boy. We don’t see him these days.’

‘Why not?’

‘He’s frowned upon. He made a lot of money without doing a day’s work, he enjoys spending it, he drinks and he says what he thinks. I like him. He must be nearly eighty now. Why the hell haven’t I seen him for twenty years? It’s ridiculous.’

Reggie poured another cup of tea. The rain had stopped.

‘It doesn’t look a very happy wedding,’ said Mark.

‘It wasn’t,’ said Reggie. ‘The in-laws didn’t approve of me, because I wasn’t an officer or a war-hero. I was terrified they’d find out that I’d been expelled from Ruttingstagg. It was very difficult to get to Tonbridge, because all the cars had been laid up for the duration and the station was marked “Inverness” to confuse the Germans. It confused the guests all right. Acting Lance Corporal Sprockett had to stand on the platform with a loud-hailer and a carnation in his buttonhole shouting “Change here for Paddock Wood, Headcorn, Ashford, Folkestone and the Perrin-Anderson wedding.” We ferried everyone to the church in a ten ton truck.’

‘Poor dad.’

‘The reception was in an incredibly draughty hotel. There were dried egg sandwiches, snoek canapes and whalemeat bridge rolls. The Andersons had pooled their ration books to get the ingredients for the cake. Grandpa Tonbridge had a face about eight miles long. Auntie Katie Willoughby made rude remarks about Uncle Percy Spillinger’s war effort, Acting Lance Corporal Sprockett made a terrible speech, I had a nose bleed, and then suddenly we heard a doodlebug. Its engine cut out.’

‘Christ!’

‘We all lay on the floor. I held your mother’s hand. The doodlebug fell on the British Restaurant two hundred yards away. All the hotel’s windows were blown out and the cake collapsed.’

‘God.’

‘Well actually that seemed to break the ice.’

‘And the icing.’

‘Very good. After that it was all quite fun. They picked up Uncle Percy Spillinger two days later in Tenterden, playing bagpipes at the top of the church tower and singing “Scotland the Brave”.’

There was a long silence. Neither of them liked to say anything, for fear it would break the mood.

‘Would you like a beer, old carthorse?’ Reggie said at length.

‘I’d love one.’

Reggie poured a couple of beers, while the gloom of the storm began to lift. It was the hour of religious programmes on television.

There were pictures of Reggie with his parents. His father, the bank inspector, pointing at something in every picture. His mother, the bank inspector’s wife, always looking in the direction in which his father was pointing. His father died of a bullet through the head and his mother died of not having any interests in life except his father.

There was a picture of a very young and handsome Jimmy, on Littlehampton beach, and a snapshot of Reggie and Nigel at Chilhampton Ambo, grinning fit to bust, no doubt dreaming of Angela Borrowdale’s riding breeches.

Reggie wanted to say, ‘This is nice, old parsnip, sitting here together, just the two of us,’ but he was afraid that if he said it it would cease to be nice.

He picked up his next memento. It was an empty box. Then the doorbell rang. Damn. Damn. Damn.

It was Major James Anderson, of the Queen’s Own Berkshire Light Infantry, no longer so young and handsome.

‘Sorry to bother you,’ said Jimmy. ‘Fact is, bit of a cock-up. Forgot the blasted food.’

‘Yes. I know.’

‘Got home. Hungry family. No chow. In the doghouse. Came back quick as I could.’

‘Mark and I have been having a beer. Will you join us?’

‘Fact is, Reggie, ought to get straight back. Well, just a quick one, if you insist.’

Reggie led Jimmy back into the living room, and poured out another beer.

‘Well, Mark,’ said Jimmy. ‘How are things on the drama front?’

‘Not too bad, Uncle Jimmy.’

‘All the world’s a stage, eh?’

‘Something like that.’

‘Jolly good.’

Jimmy lolled to attention in the brown Parker Knoll chair, and took a long draught of his beer.

‘I was just showing Mark some of the things I found in the box room,’ said Reggie.

‘Carry on. Don’t mind me. Going in two shakes of a lamb’s tail,’ said Jimmy.

Reggie handed round the empty box.

‘This is an empty box of Nurse Mildew’s Instant Wart Eradicator,’ he said.

‘You’ve got to be joking,’ said Mark.

‘I once had twenty-five warts. Nothing cured them. All remedies failed,’ said Reggie.

‘Awkward wallahs, warts,’ said Jimmy. ‘Get one, before you can say “Jack Robinson”, covered in the blighters.’

‘Then someone recommended this stuff,’ said Reggie. ‘Within a week, no warts. I haven’t had a wart since.’

‘There was a ring at the door. It was Tom.

‘Hullo, Tom, what can I do you for?’

‘I just called round to – to call round,’ said Tom.

‘I’m perfectly all right.’

‘Of course you are. Linda just thought we rushed off rather, so one of us would look after the children and the other one would pop over and see if you wanted company. We tossed for it.’

‘And you lost?’

‘Yes. No, I won. So here I am.’

‘Well, come on in. Jimmy’s here, and Mark.’

‘Oh well, if you’re . . .’

‘No, come and have a drink now you’re here.’

Tom sat on the settee, beside Mark, much to Reggie’s annoyance.

‘Beer, Tom?’

‘No, thanks. I only drink draught. Bottled stuff’s all gas and gaiters.’

‘Does blow you up, bottled beer,’ said Jimmy.

‘Another one, Jimmy?’

‘Please.’

Reggie gave Tom a glass of wine and Jimmy a beer.

‘Kids in bed?’ said Mark.

‘No. Jocasta rather likes Late-Night Line-Up.’

‘I was just showing Jimmy and Mark some of my souvenirs,’ said Reggie.

He handed round a small stuffed trout in a glass case.

‘This is the only fish I’ve ever caught. It’s a trout. I caught it at my boss’s place on the River Test.’

The stuffed trout was passed from hand to hand.

‘Interesting,’ said Jimmy politely.

‘I eat a lot of fish,’ said Tom. ‘I’m a fish person.’

A shaft of uncertain sunlight lit up the room. Reggie handed round a notebook full of figures.

This is a list of all the engine numbers I saw during August 1936,’ he said.

‘Interesting,’ said Jimmy.

‘M’m,’ said Tom.

Mark gave his father a puzzled look.

‘You certainly saw a lot of engines,’ said Jimmy.

‘I saw every one of the streamlined engines designed by Sir Nigel Gresley,’ said Reggie.

‘I pity these train spotters today,’ said Jimmy. ‘All these diesels. Nothing to it.’

This is an old cricket scorebook,’ said Reggie. ‘I used to play cricket matches with dice. Listen to this one. It’s England v. My Girls.’

‘Your Girls? Who were they?’ said Jimmy.

‘They were all the girls I’d got a crush on. I must have been about fourteen. England batted first and made 188 all out. Leyland got 67. Danielle Darrieux took 4 for 29. Here’s the girls’ reply:









	The fat receptionist at Margate

	b Voce

	28




	Jill Ogleby

	c Leyland, b Larwood

	2




	The tall girl on the 8.21

	not out

	92




	Greta Garbo

	l.b.w. Voce

	30




	Mrs Slimy Penfold

	run out

	1




	Jennifer Ogleby

	c Hutton, b Verity

	9




	The blonde waitress at the Kardomah

	b Verity

	0




	Angela Borrowdale

	c and b Verity

	0




	Violet Bonham Carter

	not out

	16




	Extras

	 

	11




	Total (for 7 wickets)

	 

	189






The scorebook was passed from hand to hand. Reggie felt calm, at peace. His legs were no longer exceptionally heavy. His body no longer ached.

‘I hated cricket,’ said Tom. ‘I didn’t get the point of it.’

‘Pity the tall girl on the 8.21 didn’t get her ton,’ said Jimmy. ‘Might have done, if Violet Bonham Carter hadn’t hit two sixes off successive balls.’

Mark handed the scorebook back to his father without comment.

‘Very interesting souvenirs,’ said Jimmy politely. ‘Nice to keep a few mementos.’

‘I’m going to burn them all,’ said Reggie.

Jimmy stood up smartly.

‘Well, better be off,’ he said. ‘Tempus is fooging away.’

‘Don’t you want that food?’ said Reggie.

‘By jove, yes! Nearly forgot,’ said Jimmy.

Reggie and Jimmy went into the kitchen.

‘There are some eggs, a little cold pork, some Danish salami, a lemon mousse, some rhubarb tart, half a loaf, bacon, butter and some odd salady bits. What would you like?’ said Reggie.

‘That’ll do fine,’ said Jimmy.

Reggie packed the food into two carrier bags and handed them to Jimmy.

‘That’ll keep the wolf from the door,’ said Jimmy.

Jimmy offered Mark a lift to the station, and this was accepted.

‘Cheerio Tom,’ said Mark. ‘Look after me water.’

‘Water?’

‘Water blister, sister.’

Reggie slipped Mark an extra fiver and said, ‘Take care, old thing.’

‘Toodle-oo, Reggie,’ said Jimmy. Thanks for the nosh. Don’t work too hard. Don’t want you suddenly kicking the bucket on us.’

There were great pools of water lying in the gutter, but the pavements had dried. Jimmy drove rapidly.

Think your father’s overdoing it a bit,’ he said. ‘Mentioned it, tactfully as I could. Fancy the thrust got home.’

As he pulled up in a large puddle in the station forecourt, Jimmy sent a spurt of water over three schoolgirls and a quantity surveyor.

The joyous evening sunlight streamed into the living room. Reggie poured another drink.

‘It’s cooler tonight,’ he said.

‘Yes,’ said Tom. ‘I’m glad. I sweat very freely. I have very open pores.’

‘Really?’

‘Linda sweats quite a bit too. She’s got very open pores.’

‘I wonder if you’d mind leaving now, Tom. I’ve got a lot of work to do.’

‘No, if you’re sure you’ll be . . .’

‘I’ll be all right.’

Reggie escorted Tom into the hall.

‘Goodbye, Tom. Don’t forget you’re both coming to dinner on Tuesday night.’

‘No. Now you’re sure . . .’

‘Yes. Goodbye.’

Tom drove off. Reggie went out into the garden and lit a bonfire. The whole western sky was aflame. He threw the wedding photos on the fire. Hats curled and blackened. He threw the small-bore rifle team on the fire. Campbell-Lewiston, E.L., curled and blackened. His past went up in smoke, heat and little bits of ash. A bat fluttered weakly round the eaves. There was a screech as Ponsonby caught a mouse.

Reggie rang Joan, then rang off hurriedly. Her husband might answer, and in any case there was nothing to say.

The bonfire went out. The flame of the sky grew more and more subtle. The bat screamed, so high that only other bats could hear it. Reggie heard the Milfords going off to the golf club for a snifter, and in the Wisemans’ house someone was learning the piano.

He rushed upstairs to see if there were any tell-tale traces of Joan. But there weren’t.

The telephone rang. He answered it in the bedroom. It was Elizabeth.

‘Hullo, dear. Are you all right?’

‘I’m fine.’

‘Mother’s going into hospital tomorrow morning. I’ll have to stay.’

‘Well, all right, you stay then.’

‘Are you sure you don’t mind?’

‘Not in the least.’

‘Oh.’

‘Well, I mean I mind. But I don’t mind because I know you’ve got to.’

‘You’ll be all right?’

‘Yes.’

‘The C.J.’s and things are coming on Tuesday.’

‘Yes.’

‘Perhaps you ought to put them off?’

‘Yes.’

‘Did you find the food all right?’

‘Yes. Mark came.’

‘You didn’t lend him anything?’

‘Of course not.’

‘Only it’s bad for him, in the long run.’

‘Yes. And Jimmy called. He’d run out of food again.’

‘Again? It’s getting beyond a joke.’

‘Have you had the rain?’

‘Yes, have you?’

‘Yes.’

‘If you want cocoa there’s some on the shelf where I keep the hot drinks.’

‘Fine.’

‘Now you’re sure you’ll be all right?’

‘Yes.’

‘Don’t leave any windows open when you go to work.’

‘No.’

‘You’ve fed Ponsonby, have you?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well – I’ll see you when I see you.’

‘Yes.’

‘Good-bye, darling.’

‘Good-bye, darling.’

Reggie went downstairs and fed Ponsonby. It was almost dark and blessedly cool.

He made himself a mug of cocoa and stretched out in an armchair. Ponsonby sat on the settee and watched him.

‘Hullo, Ponsonby,’ he said.

Ponsonby purred.

‘You know, Ponsonby,’ he said, ‘when I was young I looked with envy at grown-ups. People in their forties were solid, authoritative figures. Not for them the pangs of adolescence, the flushing cheeks, the pimples – “shag spots” we used to call them at Ruttingstagg, Ponsonby. I had terrible shag spots in 1942. They were masters of the universe.’

Ponsonby purred.

‘Well now I’m forty-six, Ponsonby. But I don’t feel solid and authoritative. I see the young strutting around like turkey cocks – self-assured, solid, terrifying.’

Ponsonby watched him closely, purring all the time, trying to follow his drift.

‘Now, Ponsonby, the question’s this, isn’t it? Do the young today see me as something solid and authoritative, were the people whom I thought so solid really feeling just like I am now? Or have I and my generation missed out? Have the tables been turned at exactly. the wrong moment for us? What do you think, Ponsonby?’

Ponsonby purred contentedly.

‘You don’t think anything, do you? Good job, too. Or perhaps it’s just me that’s missed out. Old Goofy. Yes, the nasty boys used to call your master Goofy. Goofy Perrin. Coconut Matting Perrin. Weren’t the nasty boys nasty?’

Ponsonby’s purring grew slower and deeper.

‘We never know other people’s secret thoughts, Ponsonby. Does Harold Wilson dream about being a ping-pong champion? Did General Smuts have a thing about ear wax? The history books are silent. So, you see, we never know quite how abnormal we are. Perhaps we’re all terrified we’re abnormal and really we’re all quite normal. Or perhaps we’re terrified we’re normal and really we’re abnormal. It’s all very complicated. Perhaps it’s best to be born a cat, but you don’t get the choice.

‘It’s not very nice getting steadily older all the time, Ponsonby. It’s a bit of a dirty trick. One day I’ll die. All alone. I’ll pay for my funeral in advance, and I’ll get a free wildlife shroud, plus plastic models of twenty-six famous dead people.

‘I don’t altogether like the way the world’s going, if you want the honest truth. But I’m going to fight, Ponsonby. I’m going to give them a run for their money.’ He stood up. ‘I’ll show them, the bastards,’ he shouted.

Scared by Reggie’s shouting and standing up so suddenly, Ponsonby rushed out into the kitchen. Reggie heard the cat door clang behind him as he went out into the garden.

He couldn’t get comfortable that night. There was someone else in bed with him. He switched on the light.

He knew what it was now. It was his right arm. For a moment it had seemed like a separate being, with a mind of its own.

He shivered.
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