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                the City of London School and St John’s College, Oxford. At one time he
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                    Moustache (1995), which was to be his last book. He published a variety of
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                (1960); Rudyard Kipling and His World (1975); The Golden Age of Science
                    Fiction (1981); Collected Poems (1979); and his Memoirs
                (1991). He wrote ephemerally on politics, education, language, films, television,
                restaurants and drink. Many of his books are published by Penguin. In 1995 Eric
                Jacobs published Kingsley Amis, a biography of the distinguished writer, on
                which Amis himself collaborated.

            Kingsley Amis was awarded the CBE in 1981 and received a knighthood
                in 1990. After his death in October 1995, Keith Waterhouse described him as
                ‘a great storyteller, although he was much more than a
                storyteller’, while John Mortimer wrote: ‘he was a genuine comic
                writer, probably the best after P. G. Wodehouse… He had a lasting
                influence and was a very good novelist.’

            David Lodge is Honorary Professor of Modern English Literature at
                the University of Birmingham, where he taught from 1960 to 1987, when he retired to
                become a full-time writer. His award-winning novels include Changing Places,
                    Small World, Nice Work and Therapy. His latest fiction is Home
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            INTRODUCTION

            Lucky Jim was first published by Victor Gollancz in January
                1954. It went through ten impressions in that year, and reached its twentieth by
                1957. I myself read it for the first time in the summer of 1955, a long-postponed
                treat after finishing my BA course in English literature at University College
                London, where the syllabus stopped well short of contemporary British fiction. I
                consumed it with exquisite pleasure, and read each succeeding novel by Kingsley Amis
                as soon as I could borrow it from the public library. (New fiction was beyond my
                means in those days, and paperback publication lagged years behind the hardback. The
                first paperback edition of Lucky Jim did not appear until 1959, tied to the
                Boulting Brothers’ disappointing film of the novel.)

            In 1963 I published one of the first academic articles on
                Amis’s work, subsequently incorporated in my language of Fiction
                (1966). Since then I have taken down Lucky Jim from my bookshelves on many
                occasions, and skimmed through it or dipped into it for the purposes of teaching or
                quotation, but it is some time since I reread it carefully from cover to cover.
                Doing so for the purposes of writing this introduction, I found it to be a rather
                different book from the one I remembered, and from the one that is described in most
                surveys of post-war British fiction. It is not so much that I – we
                – misread the book in earlier years, as that we seem to have screened out
                some of the elements of which it is composed.

            ‘The novel that changed a generation,’ declares
                the blurb on the back of my present Penguin edition. ‘In his hilarious
                send-up of academic life, Kingsley Amis poked devastating fun at a very British way
                of life, and gave post-war fiction a new and enduring figure to laugh and laugh
                at.’ As far as it goes, this is a perfectly accurate description:
                    Lucky Jim is indeed a classic comic novel, a seminal campus novel, and
                a novel which seized and expressed the mood of those who came of age in the 1950s. But there is more to it than that. Lucky Jim
                is not, for instance, as continuously funny as one remembers it being, or
                as its legend might lead new readers to expect. There are many passages in it where
                we are not invited to chuckle, or even smile; passages, usually to do with the
                hero’s sentimental education, that are surprisingly serious in tone and
                import. More about this in a moment. First let us pay due tribute to its comedy.

            This derives from two sources, situation and style, and while the
                comedy of situation is inseparable from the style, the reverse is not always true:
                the style can provoke laughter on its own. Both, however, depend on Amis’s
                flawless sense of timing: the way he controls the development of an action, or a
                sentence, to create that combination of surprise and logicality that is the heart of
                comedy. Comedy of situation is exemplified by such memorable scenes as
                Jim’s accident with the bed-clothing at the Welches’ and his
                efforts to conceal the damage, his attempts to deceive Mrs Welch and her son
                Bertrand on the telephone by disguising his voice, his hijacking of the
                Barclays’ taxi after the College Ball, and his drunken lecture on
                ‘Merrie England’. All these episodes involve the violation of a
                polite code of manners and contain an element of farce; they belong to a tradition
                of British comic writing which goes back through Waugh, Wodehouse, Dickens and
                Fielding to Restoration and Elizabethan comedy.

            The comedy generated by Amis’s style was more original, and
                introduced a distinctively new tone into English fiction. The style is scrupulously
                precise, but eschews traditional ‘elegance’. It is educated but
                classless. While deploying a wide vocabulary it avoids all the traditional devices
                of humorous literary prose – jocular periphrasis, mock-heroic literary
                allusion, urbane detachment. It owes something to the ‘ordinary
                language’ philosophy that dominated Oxford when Amis was a student there.
                It is a style continually challenged and qualified by its own honesty, full of
                unexpected reversals and underminings of stock phrases and stock responses, bringing
                a bracing freshness to the satirical observation of everyday life. The italics in
                the following quotations from the opening pages are mine:

            He’d found his professor standing,
                    surprisingly enough, in front of the Recent Additions shelf in the
                College Library…

            To look at, but not only to look at, they resembled some
                kind of variety act…

            He and Welch might well be talking about history. At moments like
                this Dixon came near to wishing they really were.

            ‘… and the resulting confusion… my
                word…’

            Quickly deciding on bis own word, Dixon said it to
                himself…

            ‘Don’t laugh at me if I say I think the Board did
                a better job than they knew when they appointed you.’ He
                    hadn’t wanted to laugh then, nor did he want to now. What would
                she be wearing this evening? He could just about bring himself to praise
                    anything but the green Paisley frock in combination with the
                low-heeled, quasi-velvet shoes.

            ‘In considering this strangely neglected topic,’
                it began. This what neglected topic? This strangely what topic? This strangely
                    neglected what?

            The last quotation is Jim’s private interrogation of his
                own scholarly article, on the publication of which his professional future
                depends.

            Lucky Jim was the first British campus novel (as distinct
                from the Varsity novel, about the goings-on of young people at Oxbridge) –
                the first to take as its central character a lecturer at a provincial university,
                and to find a rich seam of comic and narrative material in that small world.
                According to Amis himself, the original inspiration for the novel was a glimpse of
                the Senior Common Room at what was then University College, Leicester, in 1948, when
                he was visiting Philip Larkin, who was a librarian there:

            I looked around a couple of times and said to myself,
                ‘Christ, somebody ought to do something with this.’ Not that it
                was awful – well, only a bit; it was strange and sort of
                    developed, a whole mode of existence no one had got on to from
                outside.

            Thus is the genesis of Lucky Jim recalled in
                Amis’s Memoirs (1991); but he put the story about Leicester into
                circulation a long time before, perhaps to deflect attention from University
                College, Swansea, where he taught from 1949 to 1961, as a possible source for the
                novel. In any event, Lucky Jim certainly started something, a distinctively
                British version of a kind of novel that had hitherto been a
                peculiarly American phenomenon. My own novels of university life, and those of
                Malcolm Bradbury, Howard Jacobson, Andrew Davies et al., are deeply indebted to its
                example. Jim Dixon’s anxiety about his professional future, his dependence
                on the patronage of a senior colleague whom he despises, is a recurrent feature of
                the genre, and in Professor Welch (‘No other professor in Great Britain,
                he thought, set such store by being called Professor’) Amis drew an
                immortal portrait of the absent-mindedness, vanity, eccentricity and practical
                incompetence that academic institutions seem to tolerate and even to encourage in
                their senior staff (or at least did before the buzz-word
                ‘Management’ began to echo through the groves of academe in the
                1980s).

            But academic politics in the broader sense, intellectual competition
                and intrigue, taboo sexual relations between staff and students, and the social and
                educational dynamics of the seminar and tutorial, which are the stuff of most campus
                novels, British and American, have little or no place in Lucky Jim. Its
                university setting functions primarily as the epitome of a stuffy, provincial
                bourgeois world into which the hero is promoted by education, and against whose
                values and codes he rebels, at first inwardly and at last outwardly. The longest and
                most important piece of continuous action in the novel, extending over six chapters
                and some fifty pages, centres on a ball, a device for bringing characters together
                that goes back as far as the eighteenth-century novel, and one which might equally
                well have been associated with some other hierarchical institution, such as a bank
                or a business.

            This brings us to the question of Lucky Jim’s
                historical and sociological significance. In 1954 it was acclaimed as marking the
                arrival of a new literary generation, the writers of the 1950s, sometimes referred
                to as ‘The Movement’ or ‘The Angry Young
                Men’. These were two distinct but overlapping categories. ‘The
                Movement’ was a school of poetry, of which Philip Larkin was the
                acknowledged leader, and to which Amis himself belonged, along with other academics
                like John Wain, Donald Davie and D. J. Enright. The anthology that launched them was
                Robert, Conquest’s New Lines (1956), and they
                consciously set themselves to displace the declamatory, surrealistic, densely
                metaphorical poetry of Dylan Thomas and his associates with verse that was
                well-formed, comprehensible, dry, witty, colloquial and down-to-earth. Several of
                them besides Amis also wrote novels that cultivated the same qualities. Philip
                Larkin, for instance, whom Amis met and befriended as a student at Oxford, had
                published Jill in 1946 and Girl in Winter in 1947, though without
                making much impression on the reading public. The first of these novels anticipated
                    Lucky Jim in having a hero of humble origins ill-at-ease in a
                university milieu. Amis showed Larkin an early draft of Lucky Jim around
                1950, took his advice about cutting out superfluous characters (see
                Memoirs) and dedicated the finished novel to him.

            ‘The Angry Young Men’ was a journalistic term,
                originally put into circulation by a leading article in the Spectator, to
                group together a number of authors and/or their fictional heroes, who appeared on
                the literary and theatrical scenes in the mid-to-late 1950s, vigorously expressing
                their discontent with life in contemporary Britain. They included John Osborne/Jimmy
                Porter (Look Back in Anger), Alan Sillitoe/Arthur Seaton (Saturday
                    Night and Sunday Morning), John Braine/Joe Lampton (Room at the
                    Top) and Kingsley Amis/Jim Dixon. The category was soon stretched to
                include any interesting new young writer who came along – for example,
                Colin Wilson, whose existentialist tract The Outsider had nothing
                whatsoever in common with the above named works. Amis himself explicitly repudiated
                the label of Angry Young Man, but it stuck to him as such things tend to do.

            Although these writers ‘arrived’ in the 1950s,
                their education and careers had in many cases been delayed or interrupted by the
                Second World War, and their formative years were really the 1940s. If one looks
                carefully at the text of Lucky Jim it becomes clear that it is a novel
                    about the 1940s, and distinctly under the shadow of the War.
                Jim’s oppressively keen student Mitchie is an ex-serviceman
                ‘who’d commanded a tank troop at Anzio when Dixon was an RAF
                corporal in Western Scotland’. Jim keeps his lecture notes in an old RAF
                file, and visualizes the streets and squares of London by ‘remembering a weekend leave during the war’. Even Welch, in
                an unwonted display of compassion, remarks that ‘It’s only to be
                expected, after a war’ that young men should find it difficult to settle
                into a job.

            No dates are specifically mentioned in the text. It cannot be set
                later than 1951 since a Labour government is in power. Bertrand’s remark
                about their inability to ‘pour water on troubled oil’ may be a
                reference to the Persian Oil Crisis of that year. (In his Memoirs, Amis
                attributes this witticism to Dylan Thomas, and accuses him of having rehearsed it in
                order to impress a bar-room audience of university staff and students at Swansea.)
                In that case the action would be taking place in the summer term of 1951, but we
                know that Amis was working on the novel earlier than that. The point is that
                although it was published when the Tory government elected in 1951 was well into its
                stride, encouraging consumerism and free enterprise, the atmosphere of the novel
                itself is clearly that of socialist, ‘austerity’ Britain in the
                1940s, when a young university lecturer might plausibly possess only three pairs of
                trousers, live in a lodging house, surrendering his ration book to his landlady, not
                even dream of owning a car, and keep anxious count of his cigarette consumption, not
                on health grounds, but financial ones.

            By the same token, the lifestyle of the Welches has a quality of the
                pre-war bourgeoisie. They live in a house that boasts a music-room, and
                have maidservants. (This degree of affluence, untypical of a professor of
                history at a provincial university, is explained by attributing a private income to
                Mrs Welch.) The two Welch sons, the ‘bearded pacifist painting’
                Bertrand and the ‘effeminate writing’ Michel, seem in many ways
                hangovers from pre-war Bohemia. Indeed Bertrand’s pacificism is hardly
                consistent with the Toryism he expounds in his political arguments with Jim. For his
                part, Jim’s socialism is not ideologically sophisticated: ‘If
                one man’s got ten buns and another’s got two, and a bun has got
                to be given up by one of them, then surely you take it from the man with ten
                buns.’ It is not entirely surprising that once progressive politics became
                trendy, as they did in the 1960s, Kingsley Amis and his heroes turned against them
                (see his 1967 essay, ‘Why Lucky Jim Turned
                Right’); indeed, in Jim’s tacit agreement with Beesley on the
                decline of educational standards one can already see a premonition of the slogan,
                ‘More will mean worse’, that Amis later applied to the expansion
                of universities. The left-wing stance of Lucky Jim, in short, is an
                emotional, intuitive matter, more concerned with class and manners than with
                politics as such.

            The received wisdom of the 1940s was that the Second World War, the
                ‘People’s War’, the landslide victory of the Labour
                Party in the General Election of 1945, and the establishment of the Welfare State,
                with free secondary and tertiary education, had genuinely democratized British
                society, and got rid of its class divisions and inequalities for good. But to many
                young people who grew up in the post-war period, and benefited from the 1944
                Education Act, it seemed that the old pre-war upper classes still maintained their
                privileged position because they commanded the social and cultural high ground. For
                myself and many others, it was doing National Service in the peacetime army that
                opened one’s eyes to this fact. For Jim Dixon, it was taking up a
                university post at a time when provincial universities were all mini-Oxbridges,
                aping and largely staffed by graduates of the ancient universities.

            Jim is ill-at-ease and out of place in the university because he does
                not at heart subscribe to its social and cultural values, preferring pop music to
                Mozart, pubs to drawing rooms, non-academic company to academic. Looking into the
                face of a not particularly attractive barmaid while fetching a drink for Margaret,
                ‘he thought how much he liked her and had in common with her, and how much
                she’d like and have in common with him if she only knew him.’ He
                feels a fraud as a teacher. His students ‘waste my time and I waste
                theirs’. Why did he take up this uncongenial profession in the first
                place? He gives a revealing answer when Beesley asks him this very question:
                ‘feeling I’d be no use in a school and so on’. When he
                loses his university job, however, Jim resignedly prepares to take up schoolteaching
                (at his own school) as if there were no alternative. A huge proportion of
                first-generation humanities graduates in the 1940s and 50s went into educational
                careers not because they had a vocational call, but because entry to the other
                liberal professions – administrative civil service, the
                foreign service, law, publishing, etc., was still controlled by the
                public-school-Oxbridge-old-boy network. They were the ideal readers of Lucky
                    Jim.

            Nowhere is Jim’s scorn for the protocol and pieties of the
                academic life expressed more pungently than in his private commentary (already
                quoted in part) on the scholarly article he is hoping to publish.

            Dixon had read, or begun to read, dozens like it, but his own
                seemed worse than most in its air of being convinced of its own usefulness and
                significance. ‘In considering this strangely neglected topic?,’
                it began. This what neglected topic? This strangely what topic? This strangely
                neglected what? His thinking all this without having defiled and set fire to the
                typescript only made him appear to himself as more of a hypocrite and fool.
                ‘Let’s see,’ he echoed Welch in a pretended effort of
                memory: ‘oh yes; The Economic Effect of the Developments in
                    Shipbuilding Techniques, 1450 to 1485.’

            The note of self-accusation in this passage is crucially important.
                For most of the novel’s action, Jim’s rebellion against
                bourgeois values and institutions is purely mental, or physically expressed only
                through the pulling of grotesque faces when he thinks he is unobserved. His desire
                to take violent action against those who oppress, him is discharged in harmless
                private fantasies of a childish nature (though no less funny for that) –
                plunging Welch feet first into a toilet bowl, beating him about the head and
                shoulders with a bottle, pushing a bead up Margaret’s nose, etc. After one
                such fantasy, Jim sadly reflects that, ‘He’d never be able to
                tell Welch what he wanted to tell him, any more than he’d ever be able to
                do the same with Margaret.’ The first occasion on which Jim’s
                inner and outer speech exactly coincide comes after he fights Bertrand and succeeds
                in knocking him down.

            The bloody old towser-faced boot-faced totem-pole on a crap
                reservation, Dixon thought. ‘You bloody old towser-faced boot-faced
                totem-pole on a crap reservation,’ he said.

            After this, Jim’s fortunes begin to improve, in spite of
                deceptive appearances to the contrary. In his drunken lecture on Merrie England he
                again expresses, albeit involuntarily, his true self; and though he gets the sack in
                consequence, this turns out to be a liberation. Shortly
                afterwards he is liberated from his emotional bondage to Margaret. He is rewarded
                with the job, and the girl, of his dreams.

            Several critics have perceived a fairy-tale buried in the deep
                structure of Lucky Jim, in which Jim is the Frog Prince, Christine the
                Princess, Gore-Urquhart the Fairy Godmother, and Margaret the Witch. But
                Jim’s relationship with the two women is more subtle and complex than that
                analogy suggests. It is the most serious strand in the novel, and is pursued with
                particular attention in the chapters leading up to Jim’s fight with
                Bertrand. The character of Christine, admittedly, rarely rises about her archetype,
                the blonde, beautiful, virginal yet voluptuous object of male desire, and the
                conversations between her and Jim are often embarrassingly banal. The dark, skinny,
                neurotic Margaret is much more interesting. Her claim on Jim’s emotional
                loyalty is analogous to the university’s claim on his professional
                allegiance. Just as he goes through the motions of being a university teacher,
                knowing he is in bad faith, but unable to do anything about it, so he feels bound to
                go through the motions of being Margaret’s partner, even though he has no
                desire, and hardly any affection, for her. When he finally brings himself to tell
                her this, candidly, in Chapter
                16, she throws a fit of hysterics, then apologises: ‘you were
                absolutely right, saying what you did. Much better to clear the air like that. I
                just behaved like a perfect idiot.’ This would seem to release Jim
                honourably from any further responsibility for Margaret, freeing him to pursue the
                promising intimacy he established with Christine on the night of the Ball. Yet he
                remains perversely in Margaret’s thrall. Shortly afterwards Bertrand
                angrily accuses him of trying to entice Christine away from himself. Jim stands up
                to this bullying; but when Christine and Margaret come into the room this passage of
                highly significant introspection occurs:

            He looked at Margaret and an intolerable weight fell upon him.

            He knew now what he’d been trying to conceal from himself
                ever since the previous morning [Margaret’s hysterics], what the row with
                Bertrand had made him temporarily disbelieve: he and Christine would not, after all,
                be able to eat tea together the following afternoon. If he was
                going to eat that meal with any female apart from Miss Cutler [his landlady], it
                would be not Christine, but Margaret. He remembered a character in a modern novel
                Beesley had lent him who was always feeling pity moving in him like sickness, or
                some such jargon. The parallel was apt: he felt very ill.

            It is part of Jim’s loathing for all high-cultural
                affectation that he will never admit, even to himself, to remembering the names of
                the books and authors he has read. But there is little doubt that he is recalling
                here Graham Greene’s The Heart of the Matter (1948). The closest
                parallel to the simile cited by Jim actually occurs in Greene’s
                    Brighton Rock (1938), where ‘a prick of desire disturbed him
                [Pinkie Brown] like a sickness.’ But it is in The Heart of the
                    Matter that the hero is dominated and finally destroyed by the emotion of
                pity. The word ‘pity’ occurs scores of times in the text, often
                in similes like the one half-remembered by Jim Dixon (e.g., ‘pity
                smouldered like decay at his heart’). When he was a B.Litt. student at
                Oxford, between 1947 and 1949, Amis was commissioned, rather improbably, by an
                Argentinian university to write a book on Graham Greene. The project came to
                nothing, and one may infer Amis’s opinion of his potential publisher by
                the fact that the academic charlatan, ‘L. S. Caton’, who
                plagiarizes Jim’s article, disappears to a chair in Argentina. But it is
                certain that Amis would have been reading extensively in Greene, and would have read
                    The Heart of the Matter on its publication with particular attention,
                when his own first novel was in gestation.

            It is hard to think of two modern novelists who have less in common
                than Kingsley Amis and ‘Grim Grin’ (as Greene’s name
                is travestied in Amis’s I Like It Here). But that of course is
                the point. In the late 1940s Greene was probably the most highly esteemed living
                British novelist, and the success of The Heart of the Matter put a seal on
                his reputation. He was precisely the kind of figure that a young aspiring writer
                might measure himself against and try to displace, or at least differ from.
                    Lucky Jim is a comic inversion of the tragic The Heart of the
                    Matter. Amis’s hero acquires happiness and good fortune by
                throwing off the pity and guilt that destroys Greene’s Scobie. (It is
                worth noting perhaps that though, like most critics, I refer to Amis’s
                hero affectionately and familiarly as ‘Jim’, he
                is actually referred to throughout the text by his surname, as is
                Greene’s.) Many phrases describing Scobie’s feelings towards his
                shrewish wife would apply equally well to Jim’s feelings towards Margaret:
                ‘pity and responsibility reached the intensity of a passion’;
                ‘the terrible impotent feeling of responsibility and pity’;
                ‘he was bound by the pathos of her unattractiveness’. Even that
                quintessentially Greeneian sentence, ‘He felt the loyalty we all feel to
                unhappiness, the sense that that is where we really belong’, seems
                applicable to Jim, as he resumes his joyless association with Margaret. Margaret
                herself is surprisingly honest, even generous, in this scene, heightening the
                perversity of Jim’s renunciation of Christine:

            ‘You’d have much more fun with her than you ever
                had with me.’

            ‘That’s as may be. The point is that
                I’ve got to stick to you…’

            ‘I don’t hold with these renunciations.
                You’re throwing her away for a scruple. That’s the action of a
                fool.’

            This time, a minute or two went by before either spoke. Dixon felt
                that his role in this conversation, as indeed in the whole of his relations with
                Margaret, had been directed by something outside himself and yet not directly
                present in her. He felt more than ever before that what he said and did arose not
                out of any willing on his part, nor even out of boredom, but out of a kind of sense
                of situation. And where did that sense come from if, as it seemed, he took no share
                in willing it?

            It comes, of course, from Jim’s conscience, from a kind of
                pale, secularized version of the self-sacrificing Christian ethic that is
                overdeveloped in Greene’s Scobie, and a fear of transgressing its
                imperatives. As Jim says later to Christine, ‘I’m sticking to
                Margaret because I haven’t got the guts to turn her loose and let her look
                after herself, so I do that instead of doing what I really want to do, because
                I’m afraid to.’

            What happens subsequently is that Jim is freed from his self-imposed
                loyalty to unhappiness by two developments in the plot. First, he is liberated from
                an unsatisfying career in education by Gore-Urquhart’s offer of a job as
                his private secretary – a post doubly desirable because it entails living
                in London, where Jim longs to be, and because it is coveted by Bertrand. It is,
                however, worth no more in salary than Jim’s university
                lectureship, and will be less secure than schoolteaching, so Jim’s ready
                acceptance is a sign of a new willingness to accept risk in his life. Secondly, he
                is redeemed from his emotional thralldom to Margaret by discovering, via Catchpole,
                that she faked the suicide attempt that originally bound him to her in a
                relationship of guilt and pity. Whereas Scobie’s inability to reconcile
                the responsibilities he feels towards his wife, his mistress and God, lead to his
                suicide, the discovery that Margaret had no intention of committing suicide releases
                Jim from his paralysis. What he has always believed – that nice things are
                nicer than nasty ones – he now at last acts upon. Tor the first time in
                his life he felt that it was no use trying to save those who fundamentally would
                rather not be saved.’ He determines to back his luck – and
                Christine’s:

            Christine’s more normal, i.e. less unworkable, character
                no doubt resulted, in part at any rate, from having been lucky with her face and
                figure. But that was simply that. To write things down as luck wasn’t the
                same as writing them off as non-existent or in some way beneath consideration.
                Christine was still nicer and prettier than Margaret, and all the deductions that
                could be drawn from the fact should be drawn: there was no end to the ways in which
                nice things are nicer than nasty ones.

            Is this contrast drawn between the two women sexist? Of course it
                is! So was most fiction written by men in the 1950s, or indeed at any other time,
                judged by 1990s standards of what is Politically Correct. The real objection to the
                characterization of Margaret is not that she is portrayed as hysterical, deceitful
                and sexually frigid, for it would be absurd to pretend that such women have never
                existed, but that the behaviour in which she manifests these traits is in one
                important respect rather implausible. I refer to her double deception of Jim and
                Catchpole over her faked suicide attempt, entailing the forging of a
                doctor’s prescription. Like the sudden intervention of Gore-Urquhart with
                his job-offer, this discovery works in narrative terms only because it occurs in a
                comic novel, because we want to believe in it, because we want the hero to be
                released from his enchantment and find happiness. Margaret’s story is potentially tragic, but it is not told here (it was to
                be told many times, and powerfully, by women novelists).

            Perhaps the ethical pragmatism finally embraced by Jim Dixon can only
                be sustained if the subject enjoys good luck. ‘Nice things are nicer than
                nasty ones’, is not much of a consolation for or defence against disease,
                madness, addiction, depression and death. As Kingsley Amis allowed these nasty
                things to impinge more and more on the world of his later novels they became
                progressively darker, to the disappointment of many readers of Lucky Jim,
                but also deeper.
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‘THEY made a silly mistake, though,’ the Professor of History said, and his smile, as Dixon watched, gradually sank beneath the surface of his features at the memory. ‘After the interval we did a little piece by Dowland,’ he went on; ‘for recorder and keyboard, you know. I played the recorder, of course, and young Johns…’ He paused, and his trunk grew rigid as he walked; it was as if some entirely different man, some impostor who couldn’t copy his voice, had momentarily taken his place; then he went on again: ‘… young Johns played the piano. Versatile lad, that; the oboe’s his instrument, really. Well anyway, the reporter chap must have got the story wrong, or not been listening, or something. Anyway, there it was in the Post as large as life: Dowland, yes, they’d got him right; Messrs Welch and Johns, yes; but what do you think they said then?’

Dixon shook his head. ‘I don’t know, Professor,’ he said in sober veracity. No other professor in Great Britain, he thought, set such store by being called Professor.

‘Flute and piano.’

‘Oh?’

‘Flute and piano; not recorder and piano.’ Welch laughed briefly. ‘Now a recorder, you know, isn’t like a flute, though it’s the flute’s immediate ancestor, of course. To begin with, it’s played, that’s the recorder, what they call à bec, that’s to say you blow into a shaped mouthpiece like that of an oboe or a clarinet, you see. A present-day flute’s played what’s known as traverso, in other words you blow across a hole instead of…’

As Welch again seemed becalmed, even slowing further in his walk, Dixon relaxed at his side. He’d found his professor standing, surprisingly enough, in front of the Recent Additions shelf in the College Library, and they were now moving diagonally across a small lawn towards the front of the main building of the College. To look at, but not only to look at, they resembled some kind of variety act: Welch tall and weedy, with limp whitening hair, Dixon on the short side, fair and round-faced, with an unusual breadth of shoulder that had never been accompanied by any special physical strength or skill. Despite this over-evident contrast between them, Dixon realized that their progress, deliberate and to all appearances thoughtful, must seem rather donnish to passing students. He and Welch might well be talking about history, and in the way history might be talked about in Oxford and Cambridge quadrangles. At moments like this Dixon came near to wishing that they really were. He held on to this thought until animation abruptly gathered again and burst in the older man, so that he began speaking almost in a shout, with a tremolo imparted by unshared laughter:

‘There was the most marvellous mix-up in the piece they did just before the interval. The young fellow playing the viola had the misfortune to turn over two pages at once, and the resulting confusion… my word…’

Quickly deciding on his own word, Dixon said it to himself and then tried to flail his features into some sort of response to humour. Mentally, however, he was making a different face and promising himself he’d make it actually when next alone. He’d draw his lower lip in under his top teeth and by degrees retract his chin as far as possible, all this while dilating his eyes and nostrils. By these means he would, he was confident, cause a deep dangerous flush to suffuse his face.

Welch was talking yet again about his concert. How had he become Professor of History, even at a place like this? By published work? No. By extra good teaching? No in italics. Then how? As usual, Dixon shelved this question, telling himself that what mattered was that this man had decisive power over his future, at any rate until the next four or five weeks were up. Until then he must try to make Welch like him, and one way of doing that was, he supposed, to be present and conscious while Welch talked about concerts. But did Welch notice who else was there while he talked, and if he noticed did he remember, and if he remembered would it affect such thoughts as he had already? Then, abruptly, with no warning, the second of Dixon’s two predicaments flapped up into consciousness. Shuddering in his efforts to repress a yawn of nervousness, he asked in his flat northern voice: ‘How’s Margaret these days?’

The other’s clay-like features changed indefinably as his attention, like a squadron of slow old battleships, began wheeling to face this new phenomenon, and in a moment or two he was able to say: ‘Margaret.’

‘Yes; I’ve not seen her for a week or two.’ Or three, Dixon added uneasily to himself.

‘Oh. She’s recovering very quickly, I think, all things considered. She took a very nasty knock, of course, over that Catchpole fellow, and all the unfortunate business afterwards. It looks to me… It’s her mind that’s suffering now, you see, not her body; physically she’s absolutely fit again, I should say. In fact, the sooner she can get back to some sort of work the better, though it’s really too late, of course, for her to start lecturing again this term. I know she’d like to get down to things again, and I must say I agree. It would help to take her mind off… off…’

Dixon knew all this, and very much better than Welch could hope to, but he felt constrained to say: ‘Yes, I see. I think living with you, Professor, and Mrs Welch, must have helped her a lot to get out of the wood.’

‘Yes, I think there must be something about the atmosphere of the place, you know, that has some sort of healing effect. We had a friend of Peter Warlock’s down once, one Christmas it was, years ago it must be now. He said very much the same thing. I can remember myself last summer, coming back from that examiners’ conference in Durham. It was a real scorcher of a day, and the train was… well, it…’

After no more than a minor swerve the misfiring vehicle of his conversation had been hauled back on to its usual course. Dixon gave up, stiffening his legs as they reached, at last, the steps of the main building. He pretended to himself that he’d pick up his professor round the waist, squeeze the furry grey-blue waistcoat against him to expel the breath, run heavily with him up the steps, along the corridor to the Staff Cloakroom, and plunge the too-small feet in their capless shoes into a lavatory basin, pulling the plug once, twice, and again, stuffing the mouth with toilet-paper.

Thinking of this, he only smiled dreamily when, after a pensive halt in the stone-paved vestibule, Welch said he had to go up and collect his ‘bag’ from his room, which was on the second floor. While he waited, Dixon considered how, without provoking Welch to a long-lived, wondering frown, he could remind him of his invitation to come and eat tea at the Welches’ house outside the city. They’d arranged to leave at four o’clock in Welch’s car, and it was now ten past. Dixon felt apprehension lunging at his stomach as he thought of seeing Margaret, whom he was to take out that evening for the first time since she’d cracked up. He forced his attention away on to Welch’s habits as a car-driver, and began trying to nourish outrage as a screen for the apprehension, tapping his long brown shoe loudly on the floor and whistling. It worked for five seconds or less.

How would she behave when they were alone together? Would she be gay, pretending she’d forgotten, or had never noticed, the length of time since he last saw her, gaining altitude before she dipped to the attack? Or would she be silent and listless, apparently quite inattentive, forcing him to drag painfully from small-talk through solicitude to craven promises and excuses? However it began, it would go on in the same way: with one of those questions which could be neither answered nor dodged, with some horrifying confession, some statement about herself which, whether ‘said for effect’ or not, got its effect just the same. He’d been drawn into the Margaret business by a combination of virtues he hadn’t known he possessed: politeness, friendly interest, ordinary concern, a good-natured willingness to be imposed upon, a desire for unequivocal friendship. It had seemed only natural for a female lecturer to ask a junior, though older, male colleague up to her place for coffee, and no more than civil to accept. Then suddenly he’d become the man who was ‘going round’ with Margaret, and somehow competing with this Catchpole, a background figure of fluctuating importance. He’d thought a couple of months earlier that Catchpole was coming along nicely, taking the strain off him, reducing him to the sustainable role of consulting tactician; he’d even rather enjoyed the assumption that he knew something of how these campaigns were conducted. And then Catchpole had thrown her over, right over on to his lap. In that posture his destiny as the only current recipient of these unmanning questions and confessions could hardly be eluded.

Those questions… Although he wasn’t allowed to smoke another cigarette until five o’clock, Dixon lit one now as he remembered the first series, propounded six months or more ago; about the beginning of last December it had been, seven or eight weeks after he took up his appointment. ‘Do you like coming to see me?’ was the first he could recall, and it had been easy as well as truthful to answer ‘Yes’. Then there’d been ones like ‘Do you think we get on well together?’ and ‘Am I the only girl you know in this place?’ and once, when he’d asked her out for the third consecutive evening, ‘Are we going to go on seeing so much of each other?’ His first qualms had dated from then, but before that and for some time after he’d thought how much simpler this kind of honesty and straightforwardness made the awful business of getting on with women. And the same had seemed true of the confessions: ‘I do enjoy being with you’, ‘I don’t get on with men as a rule’, ‘Don’t laugh at me if I say I think the Board did a better job than they knew when they appointed you’. He hadn’t wanted to laugh then, nor did he want to now. What would she be wearing this evening? He could just about bring himself to praise anything but the green Paisley frock in combination with the low-heeled, quasi-velvet shoes.

Where was Welch? The old man was well known for an incurable evader. Dixon flung himself up the staircase, past the memorial plaques, and along the deserted corridors, but the familiar low-ceilinged room was empty. He clattered down the back stairs, an escape-route he often used himself, and into the Staff Cloakroom. Welch was in there, stooped secretively over a wash-basin. ‘Ah, just caught you,’ Dixon said convivially. ‘Thought you’d gone without me. Professor,’ he added, nearly too late.

The other raised his narrow face, distorted with wonder. ‘Gone?’ he asked. ‘You’re…’

‘You’re taking me home for tea,’ Dixon enunciated. ‘We arranged it on Monday, at coffee-time, in the Common Room.’ He caught sight of his own face in the wall-mirror and was surprised to see that it wore an expression of eager friendliness.

Welch had been flicking water from his hands, a movement he now arrested. He looked like an African savage being shown a simple conjuring trick. He said: ‘Coffee-time?’

‘Yes, on Monday,’ Dixon answered him, putting his hands into his pockets and bunching the fists.

‘Oh,’ Welch said, and looked at Dixon for the first time. ‘Oh. Did we say this afternoon?’ He turned aside to a streaked roller-towel and began a slow drying of his hands, watching Dixon alertly.

‘That’s right, Professor. Hope it’s still convenient.’

‘Oh, it’s convenient enough,’ Welch said in an unnaturally quiet voice.

‘Good,’ Dixon said, ‘I’m looking forward to it,’ and took his dirty old raincoat from a hook in the wall.

Welch’s manner was still a little veiled, but he was obviously recovering quickly, and managed quite soon to pick up his ‘bag’ and put his fawn fishing-hat on his head.’ We’ll go down in my car,’ he offered.

‘That’ll be nice.’

Outside the building they turned along a gravel drive and went up to the car where it was parked with a few others. Dixon stared about him while Welch looked thoroughly for his keys. An ill-kept lawn ran down in front of them to a row of amputated railings, beyond which was College Road and the town cemetery, a conjunction responsible for some popular local jokes. Lecturers were fond of lauding to their students the comparative receptivity to facts of ‘the Honours class over the road’, while the parallel between the occupations of graveyard attendant and custodian of learning was one which often suggested itself to others besides the students.

As Dixon watched, a bus passed slowly up the hill in the mild May sunshine, bound for the small town where the Welches lived. Dixon betted himself it would be there before them. A roaring voice began to sing behind one of the windows above his head; it sounded like, and presumably might even be, Barclay, the Professor of Music.

A minute later Dixon was sitting listening to a sound like the ringing of a cracked door-bell as Welch pulled at the starter. This died away into a treble humming that seemed to involve every component of the car. Welch tried again; this time the effect was of beer-bottles jerkily belaboured. Before Dixon could do more than close his eyes he was pressed firmly back against the seat, and his cigarette, still burning, was cuffed out of his hand into some interstice of the floor. With a tearing of gravel under the wheels the car burst from a standstill towards the grass verge, which Welch ran over briefly before turning down the drive. They moved towards the road at walking pace, the engine maintaining a loud lowing sound which caused a late group of students, most of them wearing the yellow and green College scarf, to stare after them from the small covered-in space beside the lodge where sports notices were posted.

They climbed College Road, holding to the middle of the highway. The unavailing hoots of a lorry behind them made Dixon look furtively at Welch, whose face, he saw with passion, held an expression of calm assurance, like an old quartermaster’s in rough weather. Dixon shut his eyes again. He was hoping that when Welch had made the second of the two maladroit gear-changes which lay ahead of him, the conversation would turn in some other direction than the academic. He even thought he’d rather hear some more about music or the doings of Welch’s sons, the effeminate writing Michel and the bearded pacifist painting Bertrand whom Margaret had described to him. But whatever the subject for discussion might be, Dixon knew that before the journey ended he’d find his face becoming creased and flabby, like an old bag, with the strain of making it smile and show interest and speak its few permitted words, of steering it between a collapse into helpless fatigue and a tautening with anarchic fury.

‘Oh… uh… Dixon.’

Dixon opened his eyes, doing everything possible with the side of his face away from Welch, everything which might help to relieve his feelings in advance. ‘Yes, Professor?’

‘I was wondering about that article of yours.’

‘Oh yes. I don’t…’

‘Have you heard from Partington yet?’

‘Well yes, actually I sent it to him first of all, if you remember, and he said the pressure of other stuff was…’

‘What?’

Dixon had lowered his voice below the medium shout required by the noise of the car, in an attempt to half-conceal from Welch Welch’s own lapse of memory, and so protect himself. Now he had to bawl out: ‘I told you he said he couldn’t find room for it.’

‘Oh, couldn’t he? Couldn’t he? Well, of course they do get a lot of the most… a most terrific volume of stuff sent to them, you know. Still, I suppose if anything really took their eye, then they… they… Have you sent it off to anyone else?’

‘Yes, that Caton chap who advertised in the T.L.S. a couple of months ago. Starting up a new historical review with an international bias, or something. I thought I’d get in straight away. After all, a new journal can’t very well be bunged up as far ahead as all the ones I’ve…’

‘Ah yes, a new journal might be worth trying. There was one advertised in the Times Literary Supplement a little while ago. Paton or some such name the editor fellow was called. You might have a go at him, now that it doesn’t seem as if any of the more established reviews have got room for your… effort. Let’s see now; what’s the exact title you’ve given it?’

Dixon looked out of the window at the fields wheeling past, bright green after a wet April. It wasn’t the double-exposure effect of the last half-minute’s talk that had dumbfounded him, for such incidents formed the staple material of Welch colloquies; it was the prospect of reciting the title of the article he’d written. It was a perfect title, in that it crystallized the article’s niggling mindlessness, its funereal parade of yawn-enforcing facts, the pseudo-light it threw upon non-problems. Dixon had read, or begun to read, dozens like it, but his own seemed worse than most in its air of being convinced of its own usefulness and significance. ‘In considering this strangely neglected topic,’ it began. This what neglected topic? This strangely what topic? This strangely neglected what? His thinking all this without having defiled and set fire to the typescript only made him appear to himself as more of a hypocrite and fool. ‘Let’s see,’ he echoed Welch in a pretended effort of memory: ‘oh yes; The Economic Influence of the Developments in Shipbuilding Techniques, 1450 to 1485. After all, that’s what it’s…’

Unable to finish his sentence, he looked to his left again to find a man’s face staring into his own from about nine inches away. The face, which filled with alarm as he gazed, belonged to the driver of a van which Welch had elected to pass on a sharp bend between two stone walls. A huge bus now swung into view from further round the bend. Welch slowed slightly, thus ensuring that they would still be next to the van when the bus reached them, and said with decision: ‘Well, that ought to do it nicely, I should say.’

Before Dixon could roll himself into a ball or even take off his glasses, the van had braked and disappeared, the busdriver, his mouth opening and shutting vigorously, had somehow squirmed his vehicle against the far wall, and, with an echoing rattle, the car darted forward on to the straight. Dixon, though on the whole glad at this escape, felt at the same time that the conversation would have been appropriately rounded off by Welch’s death. He felt this more keenly when Welch went on: ‘If I were you, Dixon, I should take all the steps I possibly could to get this article accepted in the next month or so. I mean, I haven’t the specialized knowledge to judge…’ His voice quickened: ‘I can’t tell, can I? what it’s worth. It’s no use anybody coming to me and asking ‘‘What’s young Dixon’s stuff like?’’ unless I can give them an expert opinion of what it’s worth, is it now? But an acceptance by a learned journal would… would… You, well you don’t know what it’s worth yourself, how can you?’

Dixon felt that, on the contrary, he had a good idea of what his article was worth from several points of view. From one of these, the thing’s worth could be expressed in one short hyphenated indecency; from another, it was worth the amount of frenzied fact-grubbing and fanatical boredom that had gone into it; from yet another, it was worthy of its aim, the removal of the ‘bad impression’ he’d so far made in the College and in his Department. But he said: ‘No, of course not, Professor.’

‘And you see, Faulkner, it’s rather important to you that it should turn out to be worth something, if you see what I mean.’

Despite being wrongfully addressed (Faulkner had preceded him in his post), Dixon knew what Welch meant, and said so. How had he made his bad impression? The most likely thing, he always thought, was his having inflicted a superficial wound on the Professor of English in his first week. This man, a youngish ex-Fellow of a Cambridge college, had been standing on the front steps when Dixon, coming round the corner from the library, had kicked violently at a small round stone lying on the macadam. Before reaching the top of its trajectory it had struck the other just below the left kneecap at a distance of fifteen yards or more. Averting his head, Dixon had watched in terrified amazement; it had been useless to run, as the nearest cover was far beyond reach. At the moment of impact he’d turned and begun to walk down the drive, but knew well enough that he was the only visible entity capable of stone-propulsion. He looked back once and saw the Professor of English huddled up on one leg and looking at him. As always on such occasions, he’d wanted to apologize but had found, when it came to it, that he was too frightened to. He’d found the same when, two days later, he’d been passing behind the Registrar’s chair at the first Faculty meeting, had stumbled and had knocked the chair aside just as the other man was sitting down. A warning shout from the Registrar’s Clerk had averted complete disaster, but he could still remember the look on the face of that figure, stiffened in the shape of a letter S. Then there’d been that essay written for Welch by one of the Honours people, containing, in fact consisting of, abuse of a book on enclosures by, it transpired, one of Welch’s own ex-pupils. ‘I asked him who could possibly have filled his head with stuff like that, you see, and he said it was all out of one of your lectures, Dixon. Well, I told him as tactfully as I could…’ Much later Dixon had found out that the book in question had been written at Welch’s suggestion and, in part, under his advice. These facts had been there for all to read in the Acknowledgements, but Dixon, whose policy it was to read as little as possible of any given book, never bothered with these, and it had been Margaret who’d told him. That had been, as near as he could remember, on the morning before the evening when Margaret had tried to kill herself with sleeping-pills.

When Welch said in a far-away half-shout ‘Oh, by the way, Dixon,’ Dixon turned to him with real avidity. ‘Yes, Professor?’ How much better to have more of what Welch could provide than thoughts of what Margaret would provide – commodities which he would in any case soon be sampling in their real form.

‘I’ve been wondering if you’d care to come over next week-end for the… week-end. I think it should be quite good fun. We’re having a few people from London, you know, friends of ours and of my son Bertrand’s. Bertrand’s going to try and come himself, of course, but he doesn’t know yet if he can get away. I expect we shall put on one or two little shows, little bits of music and that. We’ll probably call on you to lend a hand with something.’

The car buzzed on along a clear road. ‘Thank you very much, I should love to come,’ Dixon said, thinking he must get Margaret to do some intelligence work on the something he’d probably be called upon to lend a hand with.

Welch seemed quite cheered by this ready acceptance. ‘That’s fine,’ he said with apparent feeling. ‘Now there’s something on the academic side I’d like to discuss with you. I’ve been talking to the Principal about the College Open Week at the end of term. He wants the History Department to throw something into the pool, you see, and I’ve been wondering about you.’

‘Oh, really?’ Surely there were others better qualified to be thrown into the pool?

‘Yes, I thought you might care to tackle the evening lecture the Department’s going to provide, if you could.’

‘Well, I would rather like to have a crack at a public lecture, if you think I’m capable of it,’ Dixon managed to say.

‘I thought something like ‘‘Merrie England’’ might do as a subject. Not too academic, and not too… not too… Do you think you could get something together along those sort of lines?’
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‘AND then, just before I went under, I suddenly stopped caring. I’d been clutching the empty bottle like grim death, I remember, as if I were holding on to life, in a way. But quite soon I didn’t in the least mind going; I felt too tired, somehow. And yet if someone had shaken me and said, ‘‘Come on, you’re not going, you’re coming back,’’ I really believe I should have started trying to make the effort, trying to get back. But nobody did and so I just thought Oh well, here we go, it doesn’t matter all that much. Curious sensation.’ Margaret Peel, small, thin, and bespectacled, with bright make-up, glanced at Dixon with a half-smile. Around them was the grumble of half a dozen conversations.

‘It’s a good sign that you’re able to talk about it like this,’ he said. Since she made no reply, he went on: ‘What happened afterwards, or can’t you remember? Don’t tell me if you’d rather not, of course.’

‘No, I don’t mind telling you if it won’t bore you.’ Her smile broadened a little. ‘But didn’t Wilson tell you about how he found me?’

‘Wilson? Oh, the chap in the room underneath. Yes, he said about hearing your wireless booming away and coming up to complain. What made you leave it on like that?’ The feelings aroused in him by the first part of Margaret’s story had almost subsided now, and he was able to think more clearly.

She looked away across the half-empty bar. ‘I don’t really know, James,’ she said. ‘I think I had some idea about wanting to have some sort of noise going on while I was… going off. It seemed so horribly quiet in that room.’ She gave a little shiver and said quickly: ‘Bit chilly in here, isn’t it?’

‘We’ll move if you like.’

‘No, it’s all right; just a bit of a draught with that chap coming in… Oh yes; afterwards. I think I grasped quite soon what was going on and where I was and all that. And what they were doing to me. I thought, Oh God, hours and hours of feeling ill and wretched, can I bear it? But of course I was passing out all the time, on and off; good thing, really, in the end. By the time I was fully, er, compos mentis again the worst was over, as far as feeling awful was concerned. I was terribly weak, naturally; well, you remember… But everybody was awfully sweet to me. I should have thought they’d got enough to deal with with people who were ill through no fault of their own. I remember being terrified they’d tell the police and get me carted off to a police hospital – are there such things, James? – but they were just angelic; they couldn’t have been nicer. And then you came to see me and the horrible part all began to seem unreal. But you looked so terrible…’ She leaned sideways on her bar-stool in laughter, her hands clasped round one knee, the quasi-velvet shoe falling away from her heel. ‘You looked as if you’d been watching some frightful gruesome operation, white as a sheet and all… hollow-eyed…’ She shook her head, still laughing quietly, and pulled her cardigan up over the shoulders of the green Paisley frock.

‘Did I really?’ Dixon asked her. He was relieved at this piece of news, to find that he’d looked as bad as he’d felt that morning; then he felt bad again now as he nerved himself to ask the last compulsory question. He half-listened for a minute or so while Margaret described how good Mrs Welch had been to her in fetching her from the hospital and installing her at the Welches’ home to convalesce. She had undoubtedly been very kind to Margaret, even though at other times, when publicly disagreeing with her husband for example, she was the only living being capable of making Dixon sympathize with him. It was rather annoying to hear how kind she’d been; it entailed putting tiresome qualifications on his dislike for her. Finally, Dixon said in a low voice, having first drunk freely from his glass: ‘You needn’t say anything if you don’t want to, but… you are over this business now, aren’t you? You wouldn’t think of having another shot at it, I mean?’

She glanced up quickly as if she’d been expecting to be asked this, but he couldn’t tell whether she was glad or sorry when it came. Then she turned her head away and he could see how thin the flesh was over her jawbone. ‘No, I wouldn’t have another shot at it,’ she said. ‘I don’t care about him any more; I don’t feel anything at all about him, one way or the other. So much so I feel now it was rather silly to have tried at all.’

This made Dixon decide that his apprehensions about the evening had been absurdly out of place. ‘Good,’ he said heartily. ‘Has he tried to get in touch with you or anything?’

‘Not a thing, not even so much as a phone message. Vanished without a trace. He might never have existed – as far as we’re concerned. I suppose he’s too busy with his popsy these days, like he said he’d be.’

‘Oh, he said that, did he?’

‘Oh yes, our Mr Catchpole was never one to beat about the bush. How did it go? ‘‘I’m taking her off to North Wales with me for a couple of weeks. I thought I ought to tell you before I went off.’’ Oh, he was charmingly frank about it, James; quite charming in every way.’

Again she turned away from him, and this time the tendons of her neck were prominent, together with the bones at the base. He felt a pang of alarm, which sharpened when he found he could think of nothing to say. As if searching for a text he examined her face, noting the tufts of brown hair that overhung the ear-pieces of her glasses, the crease running up the near cheek and approaching closer than before to the eye-socket (or was he imagining that?), and the faint but at this angle unmistakable downward curve of the mouth. There was nothing there of conversational aliment; he felt for his cigarettes, but before he could use the offer of these as a means of breaking into her pose, she switched back to him with a little smile which he recognized, with self-dislike, as consciously brave.

She drained her glass with a quick gay movement. ‘Beer,’ she said. ‘Buy me beer. The night is young.’

While he was securing the barmaid’s attention and getting the drinks, Dixon wondered first how many more rounds of blue-label he might be expected to pay for, and then why Margaret, with her full lecturer’s salary uninterrupted by her absence from work, so rarely volunteered to stand him a drink. Finally, though this was no more welcome, he thought of the morning before Margaret had taken her overdose of sleeping-pills. He’d had nothing to do at College that day before a two-hour seminar in the afternoon, and she’d been free after a tutorial hour at ten. After coffee at sevenpence a cup in a recently-opened, and now flourishing, restaurant, they’d gone to a chemist’s where she’d wanted to buy a few things. One of the things had been a new bottle of the sleeping-pills. He could remember exactly how she’d looked dropping the bottle, in its sealed white wrapper, into her handbag and glancing up to say: ‘If you’ve got nothing better to do tonight I’ll be brewing up about ten. What about dropping in for an hour?’ He’d said he would, meaning to turn up, but in the event he hadn’t been able to get his next day’s lecture written up in time, nor, he realized, had the prospect of another conference about Catchpole seemed inviting when ten o’clock came. In the early evening Catchpole had called on Margaret to tell her he was finished with her, and at about ten she’d eaten the whole bottleful of pills. If he’d been there himself, Dixon thought now for the thousandth time, he’d have been able to prevent her, or, if too late for that, to get her to the hospital a good hour and a half earlier than that fellow Wilson had. He shied away from the image of what would have happened if Wilson hadn’t bothered to go up to Margaret’s room. What had actually happened was much more unpleasant than anything he could have predicted that morning. The next time he’d seen her was in the hospital a week later.

Pocketing the eightpence change from his two florins, Dixon shoved one of the stemmed glasses along to Margaret. They were sitting at the bar of the Oak Lounge in a large roadside hotel not far from Welch’s house. From this seat Dixon felt he could recoup himself a little for the expensiveness of the drinks by eating steadily through the potato crisps, gherkins, and red, green, and amber cocktail onions provided by an ambitious management. He began eating the largest surviving gherkin and thought how lucky he was that so much of the emotional business of the evening had been transacted without involving him directly. She’d said nothing about his recent non-appearance at the Welches’, nor had any disintegrating question or avowal been let fall.

‘By the way, James,’ Margaret said, holding the stem of her glass, ‘I want to say how awfully grateful I am to you for your tact these last couple of weeks. It has been good of you.’

Dixon alerted all his faculties. Conundrums that sounded innocuous or even pleasant were the most reliable sign of impending attack, the mysterious horseman sighted riding towards the bullion-coach. ‘I didn’t know I’d been all that tactful,’ he said in an uncoloured tone.

‘Oh, just the way you’ve been keeping in the background. You were the only one who took the trouble to work it out, that I might prefer not to be bombarded with kind inquiries, ‘‘and how are you feeling, my dear, after your unpleasant experience’’ et cetera. Do you know, old Mother Welch had people from the village who’d never even heard of me before, dropping in to ask how I was. It was really incredible. You know, James, they couldn’t have been kinder, but I’ll be awfully glad to get out of that place.’

It seemed genuine. She had been known to interpret some of his laziest or most hurtful actions or inactions in this light, though not, of course, as often as she’d interpreted some gesture of support as lazy or hurtful. Perhaps he could now begin to lead the talk somewhere else. ‘Neddy said something about you feeling ready to start work again soon,’ he said. ‘Of course, the exams’ll be on us before very long. Are you going to do anything at College before they start?’

‘Well, I shall see each of my classes once to answer any questions they may think worth putting. If the effort of thinking up questions won’t turn their poor little brains, that is. But I shan’t do any more than that this year, apart from marking the scripts. What’ll really bring me back to normality’ll be getting away from the Neddies, ungrateful as it may sound.’ She crossed her legs spasmodically.

‘How much longer are you thinking of staying there?’

‘Oh, not more than a fortnight, I hope. I want to get out before the summer vac anyway. It all depends how soon I can find somewhere to live.’

‘That’s good,’ Dixon said, his spirits rising as opportunity for greater honesty seemed to be approaching. ‘You’ll be there next week-end, then.’

‘What, for Neddy’s arty get-together? Yes, of course. Why, you don’t mean you’re coming, do you?’

‘Yes, that’s just what I do mean. The question was popped on the way down in the car. Why, what’s so funny?’

Margaret was laughing in the way Dixon had provisionally named to himself ‘the tinkle of tiny silver bells’. He sometimes thought that the whole corpus of her behaviour derived from translating such phrases into action, but before he could feel much irritation with himself or her, she said: ‘You know what you’re in for, do you?’

‘Well, fine talk mostly, I hoped. I can waffle with the best of them. What’s been laid on, then?’

She ticked the items off on her fingers. ‘Part-songs. A play-reading. Demonstration of some sword-dance steps. Recitations. A chamber concert. There’s something else, too, but I’ve forgotten it. I’ll remember in a minute.’ She went on laughing.

‘Don’t bother, that’s enough to be going on with. My God, this is really serious; Neddy must be going off his head at last. It’s absolutely fantastic. Nobody’ll come.’

‘You’re wrong there, I’m afraid: a chap from the Third Programme’s promised to turn up. And a camera team from Picture Post. Several of the more prominent local musicians will appear, including your pal Johns with…’

Dixon gave a throttled howl. ‘This can’t be right,’ he said, draining his glass chokingly. ‘No more fantasy, please. They can’t fit a gang like that into the house. Or are they going to sleep on the lawn? And what…’

‘Most of them are just coming down on the Sunday for the day, according to Mrs Neddy. There will be boarders, though, apart from you. Johns is arriving on the Friday evening, probably driven down with you…’

‘I’ll strangle that little sod before I get into the same…’

‘Yes yes of course; don’t shout. One of the sons is coming too, with his girl. The girl might be rather interesting; a ballet student, I gather.’

‘A ballet student? I didn’t know there were such things.’

‘There are, apparently. This one’s called Sonia Loosmore.’

‘No, really? How do you know all this?’

‘I’ve heard nothing else from either of the Neddies for the last week.’

‘I can imagine that.’ Dixon began looking towards the barmaid. ‘Then perhaps you can tell me why Pve been asked.’

‘They weren’t very clear about that. Just to join in, I suppose. There’ll be plenty of things for you to do, I’ve no doubt at all.’

‘Look, Margaret, you know as well as I do that I can’t sing, I can’t act, I can hardly read, and thank God I can’t read music. No, I know what it is. Good sign in a way. He wants to test my reactions to culture, see whether I’m a fit person to teach in a university, see? Nobody who can’t tell a flute from a recorder can be worth hearing on the price of bloody cows under Edward the Third.’ He put seven or eight onions into his mouth and began crunching them.

‘But he’s exposed you to culture before now, surely.’

‘Not such a heavy concentration as this looks like being. My God, what the hell does he think he’s playing at? What’s it all in aid of? I mean it can hardly be all just for my benefit.’

‘He’s got some idea of an article or a wireless talk on the provincial culture-group. You know, that stuff he came back from Manchester full of at Easter.’

‘But he can’t really think anyone’ll take him up, can he?’

‘Who knows what he really thinks? No, it’s probably just an excuse for doing it. You know how he loves that sort of thing.’

‘None better,’ Dixon said, again trying to catch the barmaid’s eye. ‘You’ll have to start finding out what he’s got lined up for me. So I can start thinking up reasons for not being able to do it.’

She laid her hand on his. ‘You can rely on me,’ she said in a soft voice.

Dixon said quickly: ‘But how’s he got hold of the B.B.C. type and the Picture Post people? He must have got someone interested.’

‘I gather both lots are contacts of Bertrand’s, or perhaps his girl’s. But don’t let’s talk about it any more. Can’t we talk about ourselves? We’ve got so much to say to each other, haven’t we?’

‘Yes, of course,’ he said, trying to stuff comradeliness into his tone. He brought out his cigarettes and, while lighting two of these and getting more drinks, he meditated on Margaret’s capacity of talking like this at no notice. He wanted to give an inarticulate shout and run out of the bar, not stopping until he was on board a city bus. Though silenced, he was grateful to notice, by the barmaid’s nearness, Margaret was yet managing to keep up the pressure by intimate glances, even touching his knee with hers. He converted his start at this into a glance upwards, to the clock above the counter. The thin red second hand swung smoothly round the dial, giving the illusion of time rapidly passing. The other hands pointed to five past nine.

While he was being given his change, Dixon studied the barmaid, who was large and very dark with a narrow upper lip and rather close-set eyes. He thought how much he liked her and had in common with her, and how much she’d like and have in common with him if she only knew him. With the maximum of deliberation he trousered his change, then picked up and shook a cigarette packet someone had left on the counter. It proved empty. At his side, Margaret heaved the sigh which invariably preluded the worst avowals. She waited until he had to look at her and said: ‘How close we seem to be tonight, James.’ A fat-faced man on the other side of her turned and stared at her. ‘All the barriers are down at last, aren’t they?’ she asked.

Finding this unanswerable, Dixon gazed at her, slowly nodding his head, half expecting a round of applause from some invisible auditorium. What wouldn’t he give for a fierce purging draught of fury or contempt, a really efficient worming from the sense of responsibility?

At last she lowered her eyes and might have fallen to scanning her beer for foreign matter. ‘It seemed almost too much to hope for.’ After another silence, she went on in a brisker tone: ‘But can’t we sit somewhere more… out of the public eye?’

Dixon said he thought this was a good idea, and they moved across the room, which was starting to fill up, to a vacant corner. Before sitting down, he excused himself and went out to the lavatory.

Out there, he thought how nice it would be if he could give up his dual role of conciliator and go right away from here. Five minutes would be ample for a vituperative phone-call to Welch and a short statement of the facts of the case to Margaret. Then he’d go and pack a few clothes and get on the ten-forty for London. As he stood in the badly-lit Jakes, he was visited again, and unbearably, by the visual image that had haunted him ever since he took on this job. He seemed to be looking from a darkened room across a deserted back street to where, against a dimly-glowing evening sky, a line of chimneypots stood out as if carved from tin. A small double cloud moved slowly from right to left. The image wasn’t purely visual, because he had a feeling that some soft unidentifiable noise was in his ears, and he felt with a dreamer’s baseless conviction that somebody was going to come into the room where he seemed to be, somebody he knew in the image but not in reality. He was certain it was an image of London, and just as certain that it wasn’t of any part of London he’d ever visited. He hadn’t spent more than a dozen evenings there in his life. Then why, he pondered, was his ordinary desire to leave the provinces for London sharpened and particularized by this half-glimpsed scene?

He walked thoughtfully out of the lavatory without bothering to close its door, which was fitted with a compressed-air delaying device. The cylinder of this having been unscrewed by some rioter, the door swung to at once behind him, just missing his rear heel. The effect, in that short and narrow passage, was like the discharge of a piece of ordnance. He seemed to catch a hoarse cry of alarm from inside the bar. More than ever it was the moment to dart into the street and fail to return. But economic necessity and the call of pity were a strong combination; topped up by fear, as both were, they were invincible. He went back through the polished door into the Oak Lounge.
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