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			Introduction
		

		Girl, 20, Kingsley Amis’s ninth novel, was published in 1971, seventeen years after Lucky Jim, his first. In that time, by his own admission – in 1967 he published an essay entitled ‘Why Lucky Jim Turned Right – Amis appeared to change from being a sharp-tongued radical, who enjoyed scuttling British dufferdom in all its forms, to being an even sharper-tongued satirizer of progressiveness. It’s easy to see this as a familiar descent (or ascent, depending where you’re coming from) from idealism into disillusionment, but one shouldn’t make too much of it politically, even if Amis himself decided to. In the first place, his radicalism was always soft and commonsensical, rooted in Anglo-Saxon decency, wary of too much change and suspicious of grandiosity. That almost goes without saying in a comic writer, for whom the fashionably new will always look as absurd as the
			unfashionably old. And, secondly, something happened between Lucky Jim and Girl, 20 that had nothing to do with Amis’s own temperament. That something was the 60s.

		The year before the publication of Girl, 20, the American hyper-journalist Tom Wolfe coined the phrase ‘radical chic’ to pillory the new sentimentalizing of extremist groups – in this instance the Black Panthers – by America’s white and wealthy intellectual elite. At the start of an essay for New York magazine, Wolfe wickedly imagines the great composer and conductor ‘Lenny’ Bernstein waking up in the early morning of his 48th birthday ‘in a state of wild alarm’. Groggy, he rises from his bed. Then, suddenly, he has a vision. He sees himself walking out on stage in white tie and tails and delivering an anti-war message to the adoring ‘starched white-throated audience’. He sits in a chair and picks up a guitar – that symbol of populism. ‘I love,’ he tells the concert hall.

		Any connection between Lenny Bernstein and Sir Roy Vandervane, the eminent composer-conductor, whose descent into voguish politics and youth-crazed philistinism Girl, 20 mercilessly charts, is probably coincidental; but they are both archetypal figures of the time or, to put that another way, they are both conjured out of the same nightmare – that, after the capitulation of educated men to the child-speak of the 60s, we will never inhabit a serious culture again. In this way, Amis’s novel and Tom Wolfe’s extended essay – it was reprinted in Radical Chic & Mau-Mauing the Flak Catchers – deserve to be read in tandem, as twin comic indictments of the failure of the 60s intelligentsia to remember its function, its honour and its dignity.

		Running through the erotic possibilities that might still be left to him as a sexually incontinent, ageing man – homosexuality, beyond younger women, flagellation, etc. – Sir Roy Vandervane crosses ‘those other capers’, necrophilia and bestiality, off the list too. ‘No point in even discussing any of them,’ he says. ‘It would just be flogging a dead horse.’

		It’s one of those good, snortingly bad bar-room jokes you expect from Kingsley Amis. But that’s not quite the end of it. Amis is a novelist, not a comedian, which means that the jokes, when they come, are all about who makes them. This one is very much Roy Vandervane’s; we don’t doubt he has made it before and will make it again. As a serial philanderer and plunderer, everything he does, he does again, and everything he does, however questionable, he takes pride in. ‘Surely you got that?’ he says, wanting to be certain that the person to whom he has made the joke this time is alive to it. ‘Oh yes, I got it all right,’ that person replies. ‘I just wanted to make sure you had.’

		It’s all very childish and rude in the way that clever men who are friends and on the half-loose will be childish and rude with one another – straight-faced and quick, and no limits placed on subject matter, but with an undertow of undeclared seriousness. The recipient of Sir Roy Vandervane’s preposterous speculations about the nature of desire is the music critic Douglas Yandell, the novel’s narrator, a bachelor at a bit of a sexual dead-end himself, and a friend and admirer of Sir Roy’s, called in by the composer’s wife to dissuade him from his latest escapade, which, while it does not embrace necrophilia or bestiality, does entail a younger woman – not Girl, 20 but Girl, Something Even Worse: Girl, 17. What Douglas wants to make sure Roy has ‘got’ is not only his own good bad joke but the dire consequences, to all parties, of dating Girl, 17 when you’re Man, A Hell of a Lot Older
			Than That. The joke, in other words, is no joke at all.

		That essentially – the joke of Sir Roy Vandervane’s incorrigibility turning out to be unfunny and even tragic – is the story, and it’s plenty to be going on with. Kingsley Amis can make a lot happen with moral indignation. ‘Irresponsibility’, he once said in an interview, ‘is what Girl, 20 is about.’ That’s a heroically plain, not to say solemn statement for a comic novelist to make. But then, from his very first novel, Lucky Jim, Kingsley Amis always did operate at the more homespun, moralizing end of the comic-writing spectrum, his satire a check on humanity’s outlandishness, a defence of fair play and honourableness, rather than a revelling in selfish appetite and disorder – more Fielding, in other words, than Rabelais.

		Which is not to say that taking on irresponsibility as a subject precludes having fun with it. Sir Roy Vandervane’s irresponsibility is of monstrous proportions, and not a single murky alley-way of the deviousness he employs to get his way is left unexplored: the ‘favours’ he exacts from his friend Douglas, to whom he as good as pimps his daughter; the egregious language of self-justification he employs; his energy for deception; his ‘arse-creeping to youth’; his raging at ‘absent or largely imaginary foes’; the slurring of his speech on political and arse-creeping grounds (‘Spot of corm beef,’ he orders faux-democratically for lunch, and ‘some tin pineapple’); not to mention the baffling charm of the man, that ‘system of total permissiveness towards himself that made him such agreeable company’ – all this is rendered with so good an ear for his idiosyncracies, and such
			fondness-in-disgust, that we feel we know what it’s like just to cross the street with him, never mind to become complicit, as Douglas allows himself to be, in his affairs.

		And if he is (at times lumberingly) witty in himself, he is also, like Falstaff, the cause that wit is in others.

		‘I don’t know anything at all about her,’ his wife says of the new girl in her husband’s life – she was, of course, the new girl herself in her time – ‘but they’ve been running at about twenty to twenty-two over the last three years or so. Tending to go down. Getting younger at something like half the rate he gets older. When he’s seventy-three they’ll be ten.’

		The fact that these calculations point to an eventual criminality, if Sir Roy keeps going long enough, doesn’t make them any the less absurd. Fascinated by the grotesque mathematical trajectory, Douglas Yandell keeps up the game: ‘And when he’s eighty-three,’ he throws in, experimentally, ‘they’ll be five.’

		Sir Roy Vandervane has done the sums himself, but that doesn’t stop him deciding to leave his wife and family for Girl, 17, a decision which Douglas Yandell tries to counter with some unblinkingly cynical advice: ‘Why can’t you just stay put officially and see a lot of Sylvia on the side?’

		Not just see her, notice, but see a lot of her. How much fairer can one be?

		‘No,’ says the besotted Vandervane. ‘I’ve had enough of that. So’s she.’

		Which is the cue for the great ‘decency’ speech one expects in every Kingsley Amis novel, the moment when the comic gloves come off and the necessary home-truths are delivered with a plainness that seems to belong to a different sort of work.

		If you’ve had enough of it, then pack it in. And how do you mean, had enough? You talk as if you’ve the spent the last couple of years fighting in the jungle. What you’ve had getting on for enough of, no doubt, is making other people’s lives a misery while you’re watching … Do you understand what I’m saying?

		That’s Douglas telling it like it is, but Amis is too good a novelist not to allow Vandervane a biting riposte. ‘I’ll take criticism’, he answers, ‘from chaps who’ve been in my situation and chosen differently. No one else.’

		What’s at stake, though, in the great musician’s arse-creeping after youth is more than an infatuation with a fool of a girl for whom he is prepared to ditch his family, there is also the small matter of Elevations 9 (grossly echoing Girl, 20), a chamber concerto for violin, sitar, bass guitar and bongoes that Sir Roy has written in a parallel attempt to get the young to love him. And it is here that Douglas Yandell’s speeches on behalf of decency take on a wider cultural application and grow more bitter. As Vandervane descends into a farcical musical underworld, it occurs to Douglas that he has finally lost him, that he no longer ‘cares’, that he has made his peace with a culture that positively dislikes ‘the idea of the difficult being made to seem easy’, a culture that doesn’t care about the difficult seeming anything at
			all, come to that, that likes, in so far as it knows what it likes, ‘the easy seeming easy’.

		That, in the end, is the indictment that really matters – not Sir Roy Vandervane’s misjudged passion for a near-minor, but his defection from the difficult to the easy, from accomplishment to celebrity. He was a serious musician and now he isn’t. You’ll … be helping to make music look like just another fun thing and now thing,’ Douglas tells him. ‘And that’s a disgraceful thing to do.’

		There are times when Amis’s attacks on the culture of the young, the music they like to hear and the places they like to hear it in – ‘ruffianly ululation’ in ‘abodes of muck’ – feel distinctly Bufton-Tuftonish. That particular battle has been fought too many times, and forty years after Girl, 20, has been well lost. But the picture of a cultivated man and his family going to the dogs remains powerful, because of the novel’s gathering moral and intellectual bleakness, expressed through Douglas Yandell’s own unravelling. His decency, too, is lacklustre; his downward spiral into a sort of slack permissiveness, hating what Vandervane is doing to himself but always half conniving in it, is described in almost comic Dantesque imagery, as Vandervane, like an anti-Virgil, takes him down into a succession of deep, dark, hateful cellars and disused warehouses dedicated to what’s
			‘fun’ and what’s ‘now’. Douglas Yandell doesn’t lose grip on his indignation, but the claustrophobic sense of hellish pointlessness that seizes him is of another order of distress. The final chapter is entitled ‘All Free Now’. Never has the word ‘free’ been made to sound so desolate.

		Howard Jacobson, 2011
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			One
		

		
			Imperialist Racist Fascist
		

		‘Is this chap really as good as you say?’ asked Harold Meers.

		‘Well yes. He may be even better. In the sense that it’s a bit early to tell. At his stage you can’t be sure whether—’

		‘You mean technique and that sort of thing.’

		‘More than that,’ I said. ‘It’s … He understands the music he plays. You’ll see there that I’ve—’

		‘I should have thought they all did that.’

		‘They all don’t, believe me.’

		‘By definition.’ Harold added suddenly, as if in simple wonderment, ‘He’s from East Germany.’

		‘That’s it.’

		‘One of the most backward and corrupt and tyrannical regimes in the world. Outside black Africa, of course.’

		‘No doubt. It hasn’t stopped Kohler being a cracking good pianist. Perhaps it should have done, but it hasn’t.’

		‘As you know, I had reservations about running a music column in the first place. People don’t go to concerts any more, they buy records. All part of the stay-at-home culture. We deal with them already. And the whole thing goes on here, anyway. Manchester. Birmingham. Once in a blue moon. You’ve heard me say this isn’t a London newspaper, it’s a national newspaper. Is he a Jew?’

		Harold said all this at his usual regular pace and level pitch, his small hands (joined on to small arms and by way of them to small shoulders) loose and palm upwards on his desk, the weak sunshine gleaming tranquilly on his nearly bald head. His style of discourse, with the mild strain it laid on his hearer’s attention and powers of recall, was as usual too. One item, indeed, had strained my lot to breaking-point. I had not known that he had had reservations about my having become, a few months previously, the paper’s music critic, or rather musical-events reporter. He had told me then that this innovation, dreamed up by him alone as the first blow in a campaign to raise cultural standards in journalism generally, had been fought through by him alone in the teeth of opposition from his proprietor, his features editor and perhaps the liftman. Facing him now in his large, modern and shabby office, I answered his question
			truthfully.

		‘I don’t know,’ I said.

		‘Do we need to advertise these bastards? What about the do where there was that dust-up, you know, that Bolivian song-and-dance lot last Friday? People read about the hooligans busting in and being arrested and so on, but what about the actual stuff? A bit less esoteric than Telemann and Prokofiev and who’s this other chap?’

		‘There was Beethoven too. I heard the Bolivians rehearsing, and I didn’t think they really—’

		‘A critic ought to go easy with his superlatives.’ Harold dropped his lustrous brown eyes to my copy that lay before him, and for a moment I thought he was reading it. ‘We didn’t put politics into art,’ he went on very soon. ‘They did. You do realize, don’t you, that this chap’s only allowed abroad because he’s a loyal and trusted servant of that bloody awful regime? A walking advertisement for it?’

		‘Whether I do or I don’t doesn’t come into what I’m supposed to be at. The job you hired me for was to cover the most important musical events, and important judged by musical standards, not by any …’

		One of Harold’s telephones had started an enfeebled rattling, and he picked it up with one small hand while waving me down with the other.

		‘Yes,’ he said on a high note. ‘Yes. Who? Get her number.’ He replaced the telephone and said to me, ‘All right, what do you feel about just scrubbing where he comes from?’

		‘Just saying he’s German, you mean?’

		‘Not saying he’s anything. We’re not handing out publicity material.’

		‘But Harold, if you’re against the Eastern lot, then surely you—’

		‘All right,’ he said again, neither impatiently nor coaxingly, in fact in not much of a way at all, ‘all right. We’ll leave it. But, as I say, you must let up a little on these technical terms. Remember, you’re not writing for the profession.’

		‘Apart from one reference to a slow movement and another to a theme and variations, which ought to be elementary enough even for—’

		‘Fine. Give Features a ring about five thirty as usual, would you, in case we have to lose an inch or so? Right. That call was for you.’

		‘Who was it?’

		‘Kitty Vandersomething. Not Mrs Sir Roy Vandervane?’

		‘Sounds like it.’

		‘He must be worse than ever with that knighthood. Services to music, Services to the Prime Minister’s backside more like.’

		‘He’s better than that, Harold.’

		‘Yes, you used to work for him, didn’t you?’

		‘For his orchestra.’

		‘Fine. See you.’

		Along the corridor in Features I got the switchboard to put me through to the number Kitty had left there, realizing or remembering now that the Vandervanes had moved some miles north of Hampstead, where I had last visited them a year or more earlier, to a reputedly rather grand establishment on the fringes of the Hertfordshire countryside. After half a minute of ringing tone the distant receiver was lifted, but at first nobody addressed me. Instead, I heard a wordless yelling, loud but some way from the instrument, and a man’s muffled voice saying he would go mad if that noise were not stopped. When the yelling had a little receded, I got my turn.

		‘Hallo, yes, who is it, please?’ asked the same man’s voice crossly. It sounded coloured.

		‘This is Douglas Yandell. Lady Vandervane wanted to speak to me.’

		There followed no indication whether these facts had been absorbed, but at the end of another interval, during which the yelling changed to a vague shouting that faded out, Kitty came on the line.

		‘Is that you, Douglas?’

		‘Yes, Kitty.’

		‘Oh, thank God, thank God you’re safe, my darling, my love, and I can start to live my life again’ would not really have been an excessively emotional follow-up to the tone of heroically controlled hysteria in her opening question. But I knew Kitty always talked at that level, and all she actually said, with a mixture of dignified reprobation and a sorrow too deep for any mere words to be adequate, was, ‘It seems ages since we saw you.’

		I agreed, and in no time at all, without any formalistic nonsense about how I might have been intending to spend the rest of my day, I was listening to a fully researched account of how to get from where I was to where she was. She said she absolutely did most desperately need to see me, meaning she wanted to see me and took it for granted that I would come belting up to be seen by her as soon as so informed. Well, presumably there was the chance of seeing Roy as well.

		‘Is Roy round the place?’ I asked as soon as I could.

		‘No, he’s not, not at the moment. Actually, it was …’ – I had no trouble visualizing the dignified furtiveness of her glance over her shoulder – ‘it’s him I so terribly urgently have to see you about. He’s getting ready for another of his goes, Douglas. He may even have started.’

		‘Has he told you?’

		‘I just know.’

		‘Not the pants again?’

		‘Yes. How incredible of you to remember.’

		‘I’ve never forgotten.’

		Who could? Though no stinker, Roy had never been one of the most fanatically cleanly of men except when building up to, or embarked on at any rate the pristine stage of, one of his ‘goes’, as Kitty called his affairs. Over the period since their marriage in 1961, she had learnt to recognize this situation by the stockpiling of pants in his underclothes drawer. Sudden rapid diminution of the pile, accompanied by an equally sudden flurry of oddly timed off-the-premises interviews with foreign journalists, abortive get-togethers with recording-company executives, etc., was the signal that the go was off the ground. Kitty had told me this years before, when I was still working as secretary of the orchestra of which Roy was then resident conductor. On ordinary male-trade-union grounds, I had promptly warned him about this dead give-away, but it seemed that he, unlike myself, had forgotten. Or had he? How could he have?

		I had been considering matters while I listened and talked. It was exactly midday. What I had planned was a walk up Fleet Street for a couple of smoked-salmon sandwiches and glasses of hock at El Vino, a nice noisy afternoon in the flat going through some of the new discs I had to review in The Record-Player, an early dinner at Biagi’s and a trip to the South Bank for a rather routine Bach-Handel concert. And there was always, or rather never, my book on Weber to be hauled past the Early Years phase. But I experienced no real inner struggle. Curiosity, always a powerful motive in matters Vandervanean, won hands down, though I had the sense not to indulge it for the moment. Asking Kitty over the telephone how I could help would have earned me twenty minutes of impassioned and impermeable hints. I said I would come straight away and added, out of more curiosity,

		‘How did you know where to find me?’

		‘Oh, that was Gilbert. He’s marvellous at things like that.’

		‘Who’s Gilbert?’

		‘You’ll see.’

		I was turning to go when the features editor, a fat man called Coates with a terrible cough, said to me,

		‘How was the great man?’

		‘Don’t you know?’

		‘Sure I know. I was just wondering how you found him.’

		I thought for a moment. ‘What word would you use to describe being very decent about not paying attention to anything and not caring about nobody being any good?’

		‘I’d settle for shitty, but then I’ve got a simple mind. Did he cut you?’

		‘Not yet. He turned political again.’

		Coates drew at his cigarette and coughed terribly. He seemed unaware of any link between these two actions. When he had finished coughing he said,

		‘Can’t you get the Greek colonels to form a symphony orchestra and come over? It’d kill him. See you next week, if I’m spared.’

		I took an 11 bus along the Strand and got on to the North-Western Line. As the train clattered out of the tunnel beyond Golders Green, and the April sunshine, stronger now, lit up an arbitrary mixture of cut-back greenery and what looked like emergency housing, I pondered Roy’s goes.

		The current crop of them must have started about four years after his marriage, itself product of an ancient go, for it had followed upon his divorce by a first wife. On my last meeting with Kitty, she had said that they were getting worse, in the sense that the girls seemed younger and more awful each time and Roy’s involvement became successively deeper, and I had felt she was right. At that stage he had just come back from an actual week-end – the first such since their marriage – spent with somebody who called herself an actress and singer, but had never been seen or heard performing in either capacity. Kitty had said that she lived in acute hourly dread of some sort of final walk-out, and that she was plunged in despair, and I would have believed her easily if all her worries were not represented as acute dreads, and the tardy arrival of her cleaning lady did not regularly plunge her into despair. Anyway, I felt I could understand how
			Kitty, at forty-six or seven, must feel, and could not understand why Roy, at nearly fifty-four (twenty years my senior to within a week), should have to grow sillier as he grew older, except that his growing wiser would have been unbelievable.

		The train stopped at the end of the line, and I and not many other people got out. Following instructions, I telephoned from a box near the station entrance and gave some either female or effeminate person the news that I had arrived. I was told to start walking and to expect to be picked up by a car. Asked what I looked like, I said – quite truthfully – that I was six foot three with red hair and glasses. I started walking, first up a stiff slope and then down a suburban road, past a garden with an artificial pond and a lot of painted plaster ducks in it.

		Presently a large, new-looking car approached and pulled up rather violently alongside me. I saw that its driver was a young black man, conventionally dressed in dark jacket, white shirt and striped tie, and knew at once that this was Gilbert, as well as being the owner of the voice I had first heard over the telephone. I climbed in beside him. Without looking at me or answering my greeting, he turned the car round and drove off, accelerating fiercely.

		‘What a nice car,’ I said. ‘Is it yours?’

		‘You think a stupid nigger could never make the bread to buy himself a status symbol like this.’

		‘Well, since you mention it, it would be remarkable, certainly.’

		‘It’s Roy’s car, if you’ve got to know.’

		‘He is doing nicely for himself.’

		We turned off, climbed a long hill and emerged into an impressive thoroughfare with a wood and then a common on one side and infrequent large houses on the other.

		‘Where do you come from?’ I asked.

		‘London.’

		‘Oh, I see.’

		‘You don’t care anyway.’

		A pond, a real one this time, came into view on the common, and the car pulled off the road at one end of a considerable dwelling with plaster urns and large rhododendron bushes in front of it. I remembered Roy telling me he had got the place for a song: yes, a song with mixed choir, double orchestra, brass band and organ. Then I realized that the car had stopped in front of some blue-painted wooden gates, and that my companion was sitting motionless beside me.

		‘Would you like me to open those?’

		‘If you think it won’t soil your fine hands.’

		‘I’ll risk it.’

		I opened the gates and walked into a paved courtyard adorned with small trees in a sickly or dead condition. As I did so, a ferocious barking, diversified at times with a kind of slipping-ratchet effect, broke out within the house. I recognized the voice of the Furry Barrel, the Vandervanes’ red cavalier-spaniel bitch. I had always thought it slightly odd that someone with Roy’s political views should tolerate, let alone adore, as he did, such a reactionary little dog: authoritarian, hierarchical, snobbish, with strong views on the primacy of the family, the maintenance of order, the avoidance of change, the sanctity of private property and, as I was soon to discover, the preservation of barriers between the races.

		The immediate focus of this last prejudice had driven the car in at speed and stopped it as if he had noticed a crevasse a yard in front. He slammed his door, came up to me and said,

		‘You are an imperialist racist fascist.’

		‘But how on earth did you know?’

		He referred to my job on the newspaper whose offices I had recently left.

		‘What about it?’

		‘It’s a white supremacist colonialist organization.’

		‘Of course, but I’m not an employee of theirs, I just do regular pieces for them. And colonialist music is rather hard to—’

		‘While you’re still working on behalf of such an organization, you must expect yourself to be called a fascist and so on.’

		‘Yes, I suppose I’ll just have to.’

		Despite what he had been saying, Gilbert’s tone had so far been remarkably free of hostility. His last remark, in particular, seemed to have been intended as a piece of moral suasion. But his face, which I now noticed was of European rather than African cast, and his voice, pleasing in the abstract, turned quite angry when he said,

		‘Don’t you think that’s a bloody serious accusation, to call you a fascist?’

		‘No I don’t. Nor a communist or a bourgeois or anything else. I just don’t care about any of that, you see.’

		He looked at me in pure amazement. ‘But these are some of the great issues of our time.’

		‘Of your time, you mean. The great issue of my time is me and my interests, chiefly musical. Can we go indoors now?’

		With Gilbert following in defeated silence, I went through a glass porch of recent addition where there were a lot of very old coats on an old coat-stand and a lot of empty whisky- and wine-bottles. A further door gave on to a passage. I saw a near and a distant staircase and, fixed to the wall, an empty Perspex box labelled ‘Anti-apartheid Fund’. Preceded, then accompanied, by tremendous barking and growling, the Furry Barrel pattered round a corner and danced about in our way. I bent over her, noting that she had grown still more like a furry barrel (with appendages) since our last meeting. She either recognized me or saw that I was admissible under her pass laws, for she moved on to Gilbert, showing a tooth or two. I could have told him that although her bark might be bad her bite was non-existent, but, no doubt still reeling under my revelations of a moment before, he seemed a good deal daunted by her. At this point
			Kitty appeared, greeted me and drove the dog away out of sight more or less simultaneously. We entered a drawing-room with a large bow-window at the farther end and Roy’s splendid old Schwander-action concert Blüthner slightly off centre. A young man and a girl were sitting on a couch muttering together. He looked up at my entry, jerked his head and neck in salutation or suppression of a belch, and looked down again, but not before I had recognized him as Roy’s twenty-or-so-year-old son Christopher. The girl, who was dressed like – rather than as, I suppose – a Victorian governess, kept her face lowered.

		‘Christopher, you remember Douglas Yandell,’ said Kitty. ‘Douglas, this is Ruth Ericson.’

		This time there was no doubt about it: the lad distinctly nodded. The girl glanced at him, me and him again in what might have been sleepy consternation. Kitty’s demeanour overflowed with mute appeal to me not to despise them utterly on such brief exposure.

		‘Hallo,’ I said. ‘How’s Northampton?’ I alluded to the university there, impressed at having performed the feat of recall needed.

		‘Oh, you know, usual crap. Nothing really gives.’

		‘What are you reading?’

		‘I’m doing sociology, politics, economics and sociology. I mean anthropology.’

		‘Ah. Sounds a pretty, uh, all-embracing course.’ I battled to keep out of my voice the senile tremolo I imagined the pair were willing me to put into it. ‘Are you there too?’

		Christopher answered the question I had put to Ruth Ericson. ‘No,’ he said.

		‘I see.’

		‘Darling, if you’re going to show Ruth the garden before lunch I really do think you ought to start soon,’ said Kitty, smiling and blinking.

		‘Soon, yeah.’

		The two resumed their muttering. Kitty drew me over to the window, from which there was a view of descending lawns, a sunlit wall with trees fastened to it, and some much bigger trees, cedars of different types, farther down. Much farther still were the roofs of the town, looking rather serious over the distant treetops, as if someone in particular had once been beheaded outside its church or unique glassware formerly made there. Nearby, some croquet debris was lying about.

		‘Where’s Gilbert?’ I asked idly.

		‘He doesn’t really mean all that, you know,’ said Kitty, illuminating the truth that not all types of egotist are unobservant. ‘He feels he has to say things. His friends go on at him so if he doesn’t. The white ones more than the black ones. He’s terribly nice when you get to know him.’

		‘Oh, good.’

		‘He’ll have gone back up to Penny and Ashley. They’re absolutely marvellous with him, both of them.’

		I retained a very clear picture of Penny, Roy’s other and elder child by his first marriage; indeed, if possessed of the least graphic skill I could that moment have dashed off a rough scale-drawing of the outward semblance of her breasts, which I had once unsuccessfully tried to fondle in a taxi between a concert of Roy’s and the subsequent party at Hampstead. Ashley Vandervane was an altogether different case, the comparatively recent joint issue of Roy and Kitty, whom I had barely seen at any time and had quite forgotten about. I tried to conceal this.

		‘He’s what, he must be four now?’

		‘Just turned six.’ She gazed at me with rather too rich a mixture of emotions, so that I hardly knew whether she regarded her only child with pride-plus-grateful-humility or with apologetic horror. Then she said very eagerly, ‘Would you like to see the house?’

		‘Later on, perhaps,’ I said, in the hope of avoiding such an ordeal. ‘But it, uh, it looks jolly nice. Must cost a packet to run, though.’

		‘We’re managing. You know, Douglas, it’s quite frightening how much Roy earns now. He’s really arrived. Oh, we know he’s had the respect of the musical world for years and years, but these days he’s a national figure, in the top bracket. And without lowering his artistic standards.’

		At this opportune point, the couple on the couch, probably feeling that enough time had elapsed for them not to be thought to be leaving because they had been asked to leave, left. Kitty at once turned an overmasteringly urgent face on me, but switched it off again as fast and told me to have a drink. When I demurred, she pleaded that she must have a drink herself to talk to me properly and could not drink alone, or should not, or would not, or one of those. I mentioned beer and she went out.

		I was glad to see and hear that Roy was doing well. He deserved to be, in a ‘musical world’ in which so few people deserved to earn literally as much as their daily bread. It was more doubtful whether that world had ever accorded him its highest respect, but he had always been more or less grudgingly admitted to be well trained and conscientious. He could get a better performance out of the average orchestra than some conductors who perhaps surpassed him in musicianship, by means of charm, or alternatively by means of doing a certain amount of comradely swearing at rehearsal, buying drinks for the section leaders, and similar stratagems. His career as a solo violinist, never very distinguished, had ended early, though not so long ago he had still been quite creditably taking on a Vivaldi or a Mozart concerto at charity jamborees and the like. He had been, possibly still was, a composer too, of what I had heard unkindly described as a
			sub-Rachmaninov persuasion, to be sub-whom was not, to me, any sort of disgrace. His pieces were not often performed, apart from an early and sugary Nocturne for fiddle and strings, plus a xylophone and one or two other novelties of that period, or the one just before. This had been turned into a popular song about 1950, and had recently enjoyed a fresh lease of life, or somnambulism, as that sadly different thing from a popular song, a pop song. As the latter, it must have contributed not a little to the frightening amount he was alleged to be now earning.

		It was as a composer, of the most serious sort, that Roy had tried to see himself in the days when I had known him better. But it was evident even then that he had come along a bit late in the day to make the best creative use of his taste and talent. Somebody called Vandervane would have fitted fairly neatly – by more than coincidence, I had always thought – into the era in which it had evidently been compulsory for English composers to be called something non-English: Delius, Holst, van Dieren, Moeran, Rubbra. But he had turned up a good half-generation after it ended, and, again somehow characteristically, would not have fitted into it with total neatness because of the anglicization of his surname, imposed by grandfather van der Veen upon arrival from Rotterdam a century ago. (Roy would sometimes warmly defend the change, at other times deplore and threaten to reverse it, depending simply on how he felt, not on how his
			countrymen seemed to be treating him.)

		Before I could start speculating on the current level of his artistic standards, Kitty came back with some beer for me and almost as much of what looked like sketchily diluted gin for her. I thought on a second view that, while still attractive in a plump, florid, not-my-cup-of-tea way, she had aged since I had last seen her. Or perhaps she was just tired and strung-up – strung-up higher and tighter than she habitually was. Certainly her torn, faded check shirt and stained jeans were indications – in one whose breakfast wear was likely to recall Mary Queen of Scots – of lowered morale. But the dry, scoured look of the skin at the outer corners of her eyes pointed to something more permanent.

		We settled down side by side on the couch vacated by Christopher and the female mute. Turned towards me with arched back, and drink and cigarette held before her in a sort of low boxer’s-guard position, Kitty started.

		‘I checked on the pants after you telephoned. There are definitely three fewer than there were last week-end. What’s so utterly terrifying is the openness of it. He knows I deal with all the laundry and things. He must realize … It’s not even that he doesn’t mind if I know. He wants me to know. Flaunting it. Throwing it in my face. Using it to show how he hates me,’ she shrieked quietly, giving her usual treatment to an earlier thought of mine.

		‘I doubt it. He’s just careless.’

		‘Why can’t he buy a pair and change somewhere? Just answer me that – if you can,’ she challenged me challengingly. ‘What’s to stop him buying a brand-new pair at a shop and changing at his club, for instance? Come on, what’s to stop him?’

		‘I don’t know, Kitty. Well, he just doesn’t think of it. He wouldn’t.’

		‘I wish to God I knew who it was. Or rather I don’t. Not after that one who designed jewellery.’

		‘Oh, there’s been one who designed jewellery, has there?’

		‘Belts and bracelets and things. You must have heard about it. He took her to Glyndebourne and Covent Garden and Aldeburgh and everywhere. That was the only thing that saved me. It was all fixed up for them to go to Bayreuth and at the last moment she found out what it was.’

		‘What it was about what?’

		‘Bayreuth. Wagner. Opera. Music. Weeks of it. Really, Douglas.’

		‘Sorry. Where is he now?’

		‘You may well ask.’ Showing all her command of oral italics, ditto inverted commas, black-letter and illuminated capitals, she said, ‘Having a working lunch he’s not sure where because the chap hadn’t made up his mind with a chap whose name he can’t remember because it’s so unpronounceable who’s got some very vague ideas about fixing up a tour of Brazil which he thinks probably almost certainly would be a bad idea but he might as well find out more and anyway it’s a free lunch and he’s no idea how long it’ll go on.’

		‘I see. It does rather sound like a—’

		‘I don’t mind him just having a go occasionally. He probably needs it. Or he thinks he does. It isn’t really him taking them to bed.’

		‘Isn’t it?’ I asked as required.

		‘Well yes of course it is. I mean I hate that like bloody poison, but I can put up with it. It’s the going off altogether thing that petrifies me.’

		‘But there’s no sign of that at the moment, surely. This Brazilian lunch. He’s doing his best to cover up. Doing something towards it, anyway. Not like trying to take her to Bayreuth.’

		‘That’ll come. I know the pattern, Douglas dear. I’ve been through it all myself, you see. I know it from the inside.’

		‘Did he take you to Bayreuth?’

		‘That kind of thing. Anyway, I went. That was how I scored. I was the best one he’d met at being told about music since his first wife. I can remember so clearly him playing the tunes over on the piano and then bits of the record, so I could follow the themes and recapitulations and things when he took me to the concert. Still, why shouldn’t I be able to remember it clearly? It’s only about ten years ago.’

		There were tears in her eyes, but then there so often were. Had Roy really married her for her docility as an audience? I said, ‘But you really do like it, don’t you, Kitty? Music, I mean.’

		‘Oh yes, I like it all right,’ she said, making her moderate statement of the month. ‘I’m very fond of music. Always have been.’

		‘Well, then … Look, what do you know about this girl? How old is she?’

		‘I don’t know anything at all about her, but they’ve been running at about twenty to twenty-two over the last three years or so. Tending to go down. Getting younger at something like half the rate he gets older. When he’s seventy-three they’ll be ten.’

		I checked the last bit mentally and found it to be correct, given the assumptions. It seemed to me extraordinary that anyone capable of making these in the first place, and then of following them through to their ‘logical’ conclusion, should (as Kitty clearly did) see the final picture presented as nothing but tragic or repulsive. ‘And when he’s eighty-three they’ll be five,’ I said experimentally.

		‘Yes,’ she agreed, glad that I had followed her reasoning.

		I gave it up. ‘Well, I was going to say, if he wants a music pupil he’s looking in the wrong place. Nobody in that sort of generation cares at all about any sort of music. Except very sober types with horses and lists of who to send Christmas cards to. Not Roy’s speed at all.’

		‘At his age he may have decided the music-pupil thing isn’t so important,’ she said, and added incuriously, ‘Isn’t pop music music?’

		‘No. Anyway, what can I do to help? I do want to, but I can’t see quite—’

		‘Dearest Douglas. First find out who she is …’

		‘But you said—’

		‘… and how far it’s gone, and then we can sort of make a plan.’

		‘But that’s spying. And what kind of plan?’

		‘I don’t mind you telling him I’ve asked you to have a word with him about it. And surely you’d do anything to stop him from, that is surely you’d agree he mustn’t throw himself away on some filthy little barbarian of a teenager? It would be such a crime, so awful for everybody, for me and the children, and for him too of course when he gets fed up with her, and for people like this young ’cellist boy he’s encouraging, and there are so many people who depend on him, everybody he’s got obligations to …’

		Not to mention the chaps at the nuclear-disarmament talks. ‘I suppose it would. I mean of course it would, I quite see that. But I still don’t see what you or I or anyone else can do to stop him if he’s made up his mind.’

		‘But if you found out something about it, then at least we could …’

		A distant but rapidly approaching disturbance had broken out on an upper floor, constituted of the wordless yelling I had heard over the wires, the Furry Barrel’s tones with full slipping-ratchet effect, Gilbert sounding annoyed, traces of a fourth voice, and variegated footfalls. Kitty got up and behaved for a few seconds like somebody about to be machine-gunned from the air, then moved as if to a prearranged spot. Here a fearful small boy in a smart suit of bottle-green velvet, after blundering through the doorway and starting to yell louder and at a higher pitch, threw himself into her arms: Ashley Vandervane, I judged. Gilbert was not far behind, and an altercation ensued. It was soon clear that Ashley had not been fleeing from Gilbert so much as coming to enlist his mother’s support in gaining possession of some object, like his eleventh chocolate bar of the day or a bottle of hydrochloric acid, which Gilbert had perversely denied
			him. But I paid little attention, because I was looking so closely at Penny Vandervane, now also of the company, and most closely of all at her breasts.

		This was not difficult, in the sense that a good half of their total was directly visible in the wide V of a dark-brown Paisley-patterned blouse or shirt or, just as possibly, pyjama-top. They struck me as not so much large as tremendously prominent, that and high, yes, and somehow immovable, giving the impression that poking at them with a finger, say, would have no more effect than poking at somebody’s knee-caps. That was it: they were like a pair of knee-caps carefully sculpted and re-covered in Grade A skin. I saw now that they were attached to a rather tall, long-limbed frame, and finally surmounted by a shapely shorn head that included a face remarkable for the width and blueness of its eyes.

		These last turned towards me as I reached them with mine, and I got a very brief stare, with no recognition in it and slightly less curiosity than one passenger in a lift will normally show another. Never mind: I had realized that I was in the presence of the reason for my ready yielding to curiosity when Kitty had asked me to come up that day. But I was clearly going to have to wait quite a long time, if not for ever, before I would be in any position to start explaining to Penny Vandervane about her breasts.

		Ashley, twisted round in his mother’s arms, had one thumb in his mouth and the extended first two fingers of the other hand going up and down in the air, a manual combination I could not remember having seen before. He removed the thumb for a space in order to accuse Gilbert of having hit him. Gilbert denied it, and I believed him, but the Furry Barrel, growling near his ankles, took the other view. Kitty solved the matter by carrying her son from the room, the dog bustling officiously behind them.

		‘The way you bring up that boy is decadent,’ said Gilbert.

		‘It’s nothing to do with me how he’s brought up,’ said Penny in her classless accent, or one combining the ugliest features of at least two dialects.

		‘It seems nothing to do with anybody. Toys, presents, candies, ice-creams. Why isn’t he at school today?’

		‘He didn’t feel like it.’

		‘He should be forced to go. At six years of age he can’t be blamed. What do you expect of a boy who’s allowed to sleep in his parents’ bed?’

		Penny shrugged her shoulders, a movement which had good results lower down, and started to turn in my direction, but stopped and turned back again.

		‘I’m Douglas Yandell,’ I said thinking it safest to start from scratch.

		She grinned slightly and said, ‘I know.’

		Gilbert frowned at her, holding it until she had noticed. Then he said to me, ‘I’m Gilbert Alexander’, and held out his hand, which I shook.

		After a moment’s inner toil, I said, ‘How’s your father?’

		‘Blind drunk. Oh, don’t be a sodding idiot, Gilbert, it’s an old music-hall gag thing. He’s no more blind drunk than he always is. Quite fit, actually. Going after the birds always tones him up.’

		Gilbert made a disgusted noise and went out.

		‘Dead funny, aren’t they?’ Penny began giving me quite a lot of her attention. ‘You know, Victorian. He’s even a bit Victorian in bed. He was when I first met him, anyway. Speeded up a lot since. Well, he’s got the equipment, you see. That’s all true, all that.’

		It interested me a little that she had taken the trouble to drive Gilbert from the room and then at once switched to what was, for someone like myself, an in-depth anti-pass move, though I quite saw that another might take it as a come-on. I wondered whether chance or a sure instinct had guided her. A look at the width of those blue eyes firmly decided me for instinct.

		‘Jolly good for you,’ I said heartily. ‘What sort of bird is it this time?’

		‘No idea. Young. She got you up here to, you know, get on to him about it?’

		I took this to refer to Kitty. ‘She’s worried.’

		‘Listen, did you ever see her when she wasn’t worried? It’s her life. Her bloody life, mate. I think she had sodding Ashley to give herself something new to go on about. Crisis on tap. No wonder he does all this bird stuff,’ she went on in her pronominal style. ‘But then he lets her know about it and we’re off again. You needn’t think it’s any different from today. This is pretty quiet, actually.’

		‘Do you live here?’

		‘It’s free,’ she said, answering my thought.

		‘What about Gilbert? Is he a resident, or just passing through?’

		‘Oh, he thinks he’s a resident.’

		‘What do you think?’

		She gave another shrug, saw my look, and came an inch or two nearer. ‘Where do you live, then?’

		‘Maida Vale. I’ve got a flat there.’

		‘Anyone else in it?’

		‘Not at the moment, I’m sorry to say.’

		‘Oh.’ She lowered her green-painted eyelids.

		Even without taking into account her earlier praise of Gilbert’s physique, I knew what I was in for at this stage, but there are situations in which a lancer must charge an armoured car. I could hear somebody approaching the doorway across the uncarpeted wooden floor of the hall. ‘Can I show you the place some time?’ I asked.

		‘No,’ she said, grinning and shaking her head. ‘No,’ she added.

		Kitty came in with the face and carriage and then voice of one just released after a secret-police interrogation. She told us we might as well have lunch now, and we trooped off. I wondered why Penny should dislike me so much: not, surely, because of my breasts-fumble of a couple of years previously. She, or they, must long have been hardened to that kind of thing. And I sensed there was more to it than simple suspicion of any presumptive ally of her stepmother. Perhaps it was just the sight and sound of me she found unpleasant. Then I cheered myself up by reflecting that it was overridingly important to have renewed my assault, even verbally and vainly, on the tested principle that every minute a girl is allowed to spend in official ignorance of a man’s intentions means two extra minutes of build-up when the time comes.

		I followed the women through a small room full of boilers, tanks, pipes and associated machinery, and into another doorway. ‘Mind your head, Douglas,’ said Kitty as I gave myself a smart crack across the hairline with the edge of the lintel. It hurt like hell. I stumbled down two or three steps into what I came by degrees to see was a large, lofty kitchen looking on to the courtyard. Most of those present reacted to my misfortune, Kitty by repeatedly crying out and pressing a wet tea-towel against the place, Gilbert by sending me glances of satisfaction while he transferred a number of bottles of sauce and jars of chutney and pickles from a wall-cupboard to a laid dining-table, an elderly domestic with sympathetic concern, Ruth and Penny with smothered and open laughter respectively. Only Christopher was unmoved, going on rapidly and noisily loading a tray with materials for two. This, a minute later, he carried out of the room,
			followed by Ruth, and the domestic soon went too, urged on with some dismissive gratitude from Kitty. So it was only she and I and Gilbert and Penny who sat down at table.

		Gilbert took charge, doling out bowls of soup, distributing cold meats and salad, fetching tinned beer from a larder that diffused an Arctic breath. He asked the women whether they wanted this or that by the use of words, me by raising his eyebrows or chin, sometimes both. Ordered by Kitty to tell me what he did, he conceded with what in the circumstances was quite good grace that he was connected with the stage (by moving pieces of scenery on to and off it, I guessed) and had nearly finished a book about West Indians in London.

		‘A novel?’ I asked.

		‘No, no. The culture that produced it is dying. Something much freer from narrow traditions, more adventurous altogether in form. It bears analogies to music and the visual arts. I’ve got into the habit of thinking of it as my London Suite in three movements and three colours.’

		This, if indeed an ingrained habit, was one I considered he should set about breaking while there was still time, but did not like to say so. ‘Is it very autobiographical?’

		‘That question has no meaning. We can all only re-create what we have felt and experienced and suffered in our lives.’

		While I tried, not very conscientiously, to apply his dictum to Suppé’s Poet and Peasant overture, Kitty asked, ‘But it’s got a story?’

		‘Story. Rhythm. Characters. Plasticity. Shape. Melody. Frame. Plot,’ said Gilbert, so oratorically that I could not tell whether he was ridiculing these concepts or claiming that the London Suite had as much of all of them as anybody could possibly want. Kitty seemed to be in a similar difficulty. At my other side, Penny showed no sign of ever having been in a difficulty in all her born days.

		‘And what are you doing these days,’ I said heavily, ‘Penny?’

		‘I wish you could see what you look like with that bloody great egg on your head.’ Her laughter sounded quite unforced, even engagingly naive. ‘It’s overdone. You know, like a false nose. As if you’re not meant to believe it.’

		Gilbert clicked his tongue and Kitty said, ‘Penny’, in torpid reproof, going on to add, ‘She’s at a domestic science college in—

		‘I am not at any sodding domestic science college. I’ve left it, see? I don’t go there any more. I am eh drop out. Not that it’s very far to drop. I am completely idle. I … don’t … do … anything.’

		Her tone could have been described without either trouble or inexactitude as one of cold anger. The eyes were working hard too, though they were not looking at anybody. I decided I was not whole-heartedly enjoying my lunch, always having preferred something quick and light midday, and started to plan my leave-taking. Then I saw someone finish passing the window and go in at the glass porch, but could not make out who it was. After a moment, a man’s voice began loudly singing somewhere inside the house, the throat muscles tensed to produce the plummy effect often used in imitations of Welsh people, though this last was not evidently part of the singer’s intention.

		
			‘Ah-ee last mah-ee hawrt een ahn Angleesh gawr-dan,

			Jost whahr thah rawzaz ahv Anglahnd graw …’

		

		Most musicians have a poor ear for linguistic or verbal nuances, and many for musical ones too, come to that, but it was like Roy, whom I had heard singing this song in this style more than once before, to take the trouble to substitute ‘Angleesh’ for the ‘Eengleesh’ that might have been expected, thus subtly hitting at persons who pronounce the name of our nationality as it is spelt. Indeed, the tone of the whole performance, which continued and drew nearer as we all listened at the table, was hostile, wounding, designed to humiliate, though Roy could hardly have supposed that some individual or group keen on the vocal manner he was caricaturing had stolen into the house while his back was turned. Rage at absent or largely imaginary foes, however, was a part of his life-style. A more obvious explanation of his behaviour was, of course, that he was trying to be funny, to which the objection was that he often did quite
			closely similar things that nobody, not even he, could have intended to be funny. Just the same cycle of reasoning applied to the notion that he was showing off. More likely, this was nothing more than a way of entertaining himself, something he might often have had to do in youth, as the child of middle-aged parents whose earlier progeny were well into their teens by the time he came on the scene. And why was he singing about Angleesh gawrdans at the present moment? To give the fact of his unexpectedly early return a chance to sink in before he actually appeared, rather as Jonas Chuzzlewit had once done after much more serious delinquency than anything Roy would have been up to.

		The door into the kitchen opened and Roy came in, a bulky figure in a wide-lapelled double-breasted jacket that, after a then recent fashion, set up uneasiness in the beholder by looking very, very nearly as much like a short overcoat, a glistening two-tone shirt and hairy trousers with widely separated stripes on them. His face was unchanged, a unified whole, I had always thought, with prominent straight nose, full lips, and pointed, slightly receding chin, a physiognomy I had often come across in photographs of public figures of the 1930s, especially actresses – a resemblance now underlined, I noticed with some concern, by the rough bob in which his thick, dark, ungreying hair had been done. There could never be anything actressy about Roy, that sort of behaviour being heavily over-subscribed hereabouts as it was, and in general he was uneffeminate to a fault; but at the sight of him today I felt a twinge of a kind of discomfort that I would have
			sworn he could never arouse in me. In his hand was a large brown drink.

		He, at least, seemed unreservedly glad to see me, and a moment later very, if briefly, concerned about the state of my head, though he might have been piling it on a bit as a diversion from his present moral disadvantage. Kitty and Penny heard out in staring silence his detailed account of the Brazilian’s sudden indisposition owing to an attack, he said with a wondering laugh, of some tropical bug the chap had picked up on a trip up the Amazon, of all things and rivers. I asked myself sadly if he would ever learn that to think an explanation convincing because it sounded too obvious and uninventive to be invented was the sort of typically male error most males discarded before they left school. The reappearance of Ashley, now in pyjamas and escorted by the Furry Barrel, saved him from public rout. Father and son went into a reunion scene of Neapolitan warmth, on father’s side at least; son soon started wriggling and asking about his
			present. This was quickly produced from one of the immense patch-pockets of the jacket-overcoat, a miniature fire-engine with, as we soon discovered, a hee-haw siren on it. The lad began playing with it on the floor under the table and round our feet. Gilbert, who had duly shown his disapproval of the fire-engine, asked Roy if he had had lunch.

		‘Of course not; I rushed back here as soon as I could,’ he said seriously. ‘But don’t bother about me – anything’ll do.’

		‘How did you get here from the station?’ asked Kitty, speaking for the first time since his arrival. Her tone was distant, about ten yards more distant than where she sat.

		‘What?’

		‘How … did you get … here … from the station.’ This came out in chewy, easy-to-lip-read chunks, with churchyard-pigeon head-effects.

		‘I walked. Glorious day. Whatever’s easiest, Gilbert, thank you. Spot of corm beef’ll do me fine. And some tim pineapple or tim peaches to follow, if they’re there. Great.’

		When I first met him, Roy had had a sort of Northern accent that disappeared into public-school English at all his frequent moments of excitement. No doubt recognizing, at some intermediate level of self-consciousness, that the disparity was too obvious even to the uncritical ears of the other prosperous socialists he spent most of his time with, he must have decided on the new slurring policy as more adaptable, better politically and like young people talked, too. I thought I saw him wondering whether I had noticed the change.

		Having said no more, the women left the room, followed, after he had laid in front of us a piece of board with cheeses on it, by Gilbert. Roy ate meat and salad with studied ferocity. Presently he said,

		‘Can you stick around for a bit? Something I want to talk to you about. There’s, uh, a favour I’d like you to do for me if you possibly could.’

		‘I’m already supposed to be starting on some sort of aid programme for Kitty.’

		His chair juddered as the fire-engine crashed into it. ‘Christ. Sharp,’ he seemed to say, sounding a note of warning over the bray of the siren and the Furry Barrel’s outraged barking.

		I nodded. ‘I don’t want you to think I’ve sort of come up here behind your back.’

		‘Certainly not. Anyway, I heard you were going to be asked. Everybody knows what everybody else is doing around here, though they don’t always admit it. That didn’t go down too well, did it? That stuff about the Amazon and so on.’

		‘Not too well, no.’

		‘I thought it was bloody good myself. But I’m no judge. They never give you credit for anything, do they? You’d suppose that a chap who’d winged his way back to the nest for a late lunch of corm beef and the rest of the rubbish instead of stuffing himself with delicacies at his club or in Soho somewhere and rolling up pissed at half past five would thereby ingratiate himself slightly with the women. Not a bloody bit of it. I’d have been better off all round doing the other thing. You’re looking well, Duggers. Apart from that head. Nasty. Anyway, how’s your life?’

		‘Moderate. Pushed for cash as usual.’

		‘Someone told me you and Anne had broken up.’

		‘She went back to her husband. For the sake of the children.’

		‘Oh balls, I do wish people wouldn’t behave like that. So stuffy. Boring beyond words. It’s the books they read, and all these television series. Nobody would dream of “going back” if they hadn’t been told for years that it’s what you do – not even what you should do, just what you do. Most depressing. Still. Got anyone to replace her?’

		‘Only part-time.’ I considered whether it would be in order to reach down and cuff or pinch Ashley, who was making a number of runs with his fire-engine on one of the front legs of my chair. ‘A girl who lives on the other side of the river, so I do a fair amount of commuting.’

		‘Ashley, stop that.’

		‘Shut your trap, you fucking monkey-face.’

		I heard this remark with hidden pleasure and anticipation. Roy was rightly famous for his way with every grade of defiance, whether offered by a world-renowned soloist with strong unacceptable ideas about rubato or by a surly waiter. But the shocking event was that he told Ashley in the mildest of tones to come and sit on his knee and be given some special chocolate he had brought for him. This order was obeyed. The Furry Barrel, now directing sultry looks at me from a nearby chair, yapped peremptorily.

		‘You are a silly old His Majesty King Charles the Second cavalier-spaniel dog,’ said Roy, and added to me, ‘You’ve got the cheese by you, you see. Could you give her some of that Cheddar? Not too much and cut up small and see that she sits when you give it to her. You ridiculous old hound.’

		The dog ate with head nodding and eyes still fixed on mine, the child like a gluttonous ogre. After some suspiciously paraded rumination, Roy said,

		‘Of course, you and I have always differed fundamentally about, uh, well, people like Anne and so on. You never get invawved, do you?’ (This is as near as I can get to representing the curious gliding sound he made, a valuable and popular accent-worsener of the period.)

		‘You mean you are involved.’

		‘He’s always invawved with somebody,’ said Ashley thickly. ‘Mummy says she’d give a hundred quid to know who it is this time.’

		‘I was talking about Mr Yandell, darling.’

		‘Yeah.’ The boy said it as his half-sister might have done.

		‘Perhaps we’d better—’ I began.

		‘No no, it’s all right. Anyway, you don’t, do you? Get invawved.’

		I wanted to say that, whether through natural virtue, constitutional prudence, coldness of heart, cowardice or luck, I felt I had so far managed to avoid some of the grosser symptoms, at any rate, of invawvement. But Roy was pushing on regardless, still ruminatively.

		‘I’ve never been able to make out what chaps like you are really looking for.’

		‘I’m not looking for anything. At least, nothing that can’t be fairly easily found if you’re a bachelor with a bit of energy and a place of your own.’

		‘You don’t want to get married.’

		‘No. Not at the moment, anyway.’

		‘Perhaps not ever.’

		‘I don’t know.’

		‘Don’t want the responsibility.’

		‘If you like. It’s expensive, too.’

		‘Perhaps it’s just a matter of a physical type.’

		‘What is?’

		‘That you’re looking for.’

		Still talking, he grasped both of Ashley’s wrists in one hand, just in time to prevent a lot of chocolate being wiped on to his clothing, and bore him off to the kitchen sink, where he set to work on him with the very tea-towel used earlier on my head. Doing all this, he was under no obligation to meet my eye.

		‘I mean, Duggers, it’s always struck me that you do seem to cast about pretty bloody widely in your choice of, you know. Moce people—’

		‘You talk as if I collect them like butterflies. I just grab what’s going past. It’s all luck, availability …’

		‘I know, I know. I only meant what you’ll admit is true if you’ll just bring yourself to consider it for a moment, that moce chaps seem to prefer one particular type of …’

		‘Bird,’ said Ashley, efficiently maintaining tempo and sound-quality.

		‘Belt up, you little bastard,’ said Roy, restoring something of the respect he had lost. ‘No, uh, you know perfectly well that some chaps go for tall ones or short-arsed ones or blondes or … you know. But you don’t. I’ve never been able to see any consistency in your tastes at all.’ He made it sound grave, and looked it himself. ‘I don’t even know what your sort of basic standard is, absolutely basic.’ He finished polishing Ashley’s mouth with a preoccupied flourish. ‘For instance, how would you rate, say, well, young Penny? I mean, she’s—’

		‘No, Roy. I’ve no idea what it is, but no. Whatever it is, no.’

		‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ he said coldly. ‘I asked you a simple question. However. Well, my little tough guy’ – he swept his son up into his arms – ‘my little bruiser, what are we going to do with you, eh? Let’s go and find your mummy, shall we?’

		Mummy was easily found in the drawing-room, listening to, or apparently keeping quiet during, a Miles Davis record. Gilbert presided at the gramophone, which faithfully rendered that tiny, elementary universe of despair and hatred. Penny was eating chocolates, a good antiquarian touch, and reading a paperback book of what looked like poems, or at least non-prose. Roy dumped Ashley, who seemed drugged with chocolate to the point at which he had forgotten about his fire-engine for the time being, and took me and the Furry Barrel out into the garden.

		‘Changing-huts,’ he said, gesturing towards some loose-boxes.

		‘When you build the swimming-pool.’

		‘Right.’

		‘Roy, what’s this favour?’

		‘Favour?’

		‘You said you wanted me to do you a favour.’

		‘Oh. Oh, just bearing with me when I maunder on. Sympathetic ear. There’s nobody much round the place I can talk to.’

		‘I see. Not a very arduous favour.’

		He led me into a barn full of empty cardboard boxes and pieces of wood shaped for some now superseded purpose. ‘I was thinking of turning this shack into a music laboratory.’

		‘Before or after the swimming-pool?’

		‘Oh, Duggers, I do wish you’d try not to be such an ole square. Times are changing whether you like it or not. Weber’s bloody good, I agree, but he’s hardly as relevant as Webern. That chap might have produced something that would make even you sit up if the Yanks hadn’t murdered him.’

		‘To hell with relevance, and it was an accident, and he was sixty-three, and sit up—’

		‘Verdi was over eighty when he—’

		‘And sit up and lean over slightly to one side in order to fart briefly. Don’t let’s go into all that again, Roy.’

		‘No, sorry.’

		We came out of the gloom of the barn and walked down a modest avenue littered with fallen wood. Bars of soft shadow lay across it. The Furry Barrel, nose to the ground and tail wagging at half tempo but full stretch, hurried aside into some laurel bushes.

		‘How are you on the ivories these days?’ asked Roy.

		‘Hardly concert standard, but I usually spend most of one day a week at the instrument.’

		‘I thought we might tackle a snarter together later on.’

		‘Tackle … Oh, yes. Yes, that would be fine.’

		‘Do you feel up to the Brahms D minor?’

		‘You’d have to be in a pretty tolerant mood.’

		‘In thack case we might be better advised to go for something a little less demanding. Any objection to Mozart?’

		‘On the contrary. While I remember, for God’s sake let up on those pants of yours’, and I went on to explain at once and in full to save the time he would have wasted on very slowly dawning comprehension and the rest of it.

		‘Bloody Gestapo,’ he said when I had finished.

		‘Kitty wonders why you don’t buy a pair somewhere and I must say I agree with her. You could save yourself so much—’

		‘Yeah, and have the bloody shopman say, “And will there be anything further, Sir Roy? Some deodorant, or a packet of horn pills?” It’s that bastard telly. Honestly, half my troubles come from never knowing when some bugger isn’t going to recognize me. Only the other evening I was sneaking into a block of flats in, well, never mind where, and the bloody porter stuck his head out of his window and yelled, “The lift’s not working, Sir Roy, I’m afraid you’ll have to use the stairs.” If you don’t bleeding well mind. It was those concerts I did last year for LCM Television. Them and that ballocking silly panel game. I wish I’d never let them talk me into it.’

		I wished the same thing, though for different and perhaps priggish reasons, but I said, ‘If you think buying one pair’s such a give-away, and I can’t see it matters, buy a dozen. Or are you afraid the bloke’d think you were taking on a dozen birds one after the other? What if he did? I can’t understand why you’re so sensitive about it.’

		‘I’m not going to carry a dozen pairs of pants with me everywhere I go.’

		‘No need to. Leave them at your club.’

		‘Out of the question.’

		‘But just by—’

		‘I don’t want to discuss it any further.’

		The avenue petered out at a five-barred gate, beyond which was a field with two inexpensive-looking horses in it. Roy seemed to think it would diminish him politically if I were allowed to take away the impression that the animals belonged to him. He explained at length that they did not and whose they were. I was wondering whether Kitty’s flaunting theory about the pants might not have something in it after all. Guilty alarm lightly dusted with embarrassment was what anybody who knew him would have predicted as his response to my warning, the dead opposite of the evasive-defiant mixture I had been handed. The thought of the favour, too, was worrying me. Presumably I was not at the moment in a fit state of mind for its nature to be broached, and Roy was waiting for my wits to become impaired by lust, alcohol or fear of imminent extinction, especially lust: it must be here that the Penny thing fitted in. I decided to try to
			take him near enough to the favour for him not to be able to resist asking it, and pushed forward my first pawn.

		‘If buying a pair of underpants makes you want to wear a false beard, how do you manage when you take her out somewhere?’

		‘I don’t. Take her out anywhere. Do you think I’m a bloody fool?’

		‘What do you do, then?’ I asked, hoping he would not insist on an answer to his question.

		‘Stay under cover. Occasionally I go to her flat, though there’s a lot of room-mate trouble there. On the up-grade, too. Or I borrow a flat off someone. But that’s tricky in a different way. I only know a few people with flats well enough to ask them, and most of those know Kitty too, and go British on me if I do ask them. And then the ones I can ask are always the ones who’d talk about it. It’s odd how strictly that rule applies.’

		With an air of philosophic gloom, he led off down an overgrown path that proved to be two or three inches deep in rotting leaves. My forebodings, however, had vanished.

		‘If that’s all you – I mean, you’re welcome to my place any time with a bit of warning. And I can keep my mouth shut, as you know.’

		‘Thanks a lot, Duggers, I’ll take you up on that,’ he said, making it as clear that this was not the favour as turning round and bawling the news in my face would have done, and feeding my forebodings back to me in mint condition.

		‘How old is she?’

		‘Nineteen.’

		‘Good God,’ I said, largely out of respect for the accuracy of Kitty’s observation.

		‘What’s wrong with that?’

		‘Well, nothing at all really, I suppose, though it did strike me that it’s somehow a bit young.’

		‘What’s wrong with that? I do wish you’d make an effort to get out of this habit of thinking in categories all the time. The whole generation-gap idea’s just an invention of the media and the Yanks. You obviously don’t know the first thing about youth in the true sense. You’ve no conception what it’s like, what it knows, what it can do.’

		The path had turned a corner and begun to climb back towards the house. We moved on to the lowest of a series of lawns, rather squashy underfoot. I was enjoying the garden and the air and sun, but was clearly getting nowhere with the favour. I plunged on nevertheless.

		‘Is it just youth you’re talking about, or this lot of youth?’

		‘The whole bit. She’s shown me so much I’d never even suspected the existence of before.’

		‘Really? What sort of thing do you mean?’

		‘Oh, everything – ways of feeling, ways of seeing.’

		‘Not ways of hearing too, I hope.’

		‘Oh, bugger off, Douglas. Of course she likes pop; they all do. And if you look into it at all, I mean the good stuff, Led Zeppelin, say, not Herman’s Hermits, you’ll come across a surprising amount of real music. But I suppose you wouldn’t accept that.’

		‘No.’

		‘School of thought!’

		This phrase I recognized as one of Roy’s obscenity-savers, or fuckettes, to which he was prone in moments of stress. His use of much greater amounts of genuine obscenities alongside them, whatever his company, inclined me to feel that here was no outcropping of prudery, more likely just the relic of a childish habit, originally taken up as a way of observing the letter of some law of home or institution. To qualify as a fuckette, a phrase had to have annoyed him at some stage of his life, and this in some cases could be fairly positively identified. School of thought itself, for instance, might spring from some middle-period academic experience; sporting spirit, another favourite, from a slightly earlier epoch. Christian gentleman, I had established through research, had been an admiring description of General Franco at the time of the Spanish Civil War, and I had often imagined Roy, baulked of any more active form of
			defiance, growling it out from the Barcelona hospital bed where he had lain with appendicitis and its aftermath during the autumn of 1937 – all but the first few and last few hours, in fact, of his stay in the country.

		After a silence, Roy was going on, ‘She likes jazz too. She hears different things in it from what we hear, but she likes it.’

		‘Good for her. Who is she?’

		‘Nobody you know,’ he said, spelling out by his tone the fact that who she was was important.

		‘Anyway, I’ve got to give you one thing. It’s good going for a man, uh, of your general—’

		‘An old shag like me to have it off and go on having it off with a kid of nineteen.’

		‘Yes. But I meant more than that. Not just the having it off, but keeping her happy with never going out with you, no parties or flash restaurants, none of the perks of being Sir Roy Vandervane’s bit of stuff. That’s new with you, isn’t it, by the way, Roy, keeping the whole thing dark, except from the family? Kitty was telling me—’

		‘There are special circumstances.’

		‘No doubt. But she must be an unusual kid of nineteen, especially by today’s standards, to put up with being kept indoors like that. Or has she got another bloke who does take her about?’

		We had reached the top lawn and were moving across it to the courtyard. Now, abruptly but abstractedly, Roy turned and began pacing back the way we had come. I joined him, certain that the favour was about to declare itself.

		‘She’s not putting up with it. Every time I see her she spends longer complaining about being hidden away. Any moment now she’ll refuse to come to bed with me unless we go out in public. And I can’t have that. Not just the two of us on our own.’

		‘So it’ll have to be the four of us, you and she and Penny and I disguised as you and your daughter’s girl-friend and your daughter and her girl-friend’s boy-friend who also by a happy coincidence turns out to be an old friend of yours. Very neat. Cosy, too.’

		He showed no appreciation of my acumen. ‘It’s the only thing I can think of. I was at my wits’ end until you happened to turn up today. Her putting me off this morning was all part of it, you see. Bloody war of nerves.’

		‘It strikes me that Gilbert would be far more your man. Penny likes him. Presumably. And then he’s, uh, he’s more the right age and everything.’

		‘I’ve already asked him.’

		‘And he turned you down.’

		‘Flat. These … chaps can be very puritanical, you know. Result of all the bloody Nonconformist propaganda we pumped into them to keep them quiet while we were exploiting them.’

		‘There’s quite a few it hasn’t rubbed off on so’s you’d notice, from what I hear.’

		‘Well, it’s rubbed off on him. He won’t do it.’

		Roy kicked savagely at an already disintegrating croquet ball and waited for me to make a start on the huge list of objections to his proposal.

		‘It’s grotesque.’

		‘It may sound a bit on the grotesque side to you at this stage. When you’ve thought about it, which I want you to do before you decide, then you’ll see it won’t look in the least grotesque when we do it, not even to people who know us, assuming there are any of those round the place.’

		‘It would feel grotesque.’

		‘You’ll get into the way of it.’

		‘Gilbert wouldn’t like me taking his girl out on expeditions he already thinks would be immoral.’

		‘One expedition. No, really, Duggers, I promise you that. Just to give me time. And what can he do? Go for you or Penny with a knife? He’s not that type.’

		‘No. Yes, there is that. But what about her? She can’t stand me.’

		‘Oh, balls, that’s all juss the way they go on. You know, cool. I suppose you know about cool? Of course you do. She’ll come like a shot if I … put it to her in the right way.’

		‘You’re proposing to bribe your own daughter to do camouflage duty so that you and your mistress can have an evening out against her boy-friend’s wishes and behind her stepmother’s back.’

		‘Mistress, eh? By gad, sir. Not bribe. And it’ll do Gilbert good to have a bit of opposition. And the stepmother part’s just what she’ll like about it.’

		‘She oughtn’t to, and you oughtn’t to put her in that situation.’

		‘I see we’ve got more than one puritan round the place. No, honestly, I didn’t mean it like that. I don’t care for how she feels about Kitty either, believe me. It’s a fact, that’s all. And she’s exactly the type, Penny is, to be much nicer to her after something of that sort. Anyway. I know all this makes me look a right shit, and probably be a right shit, and I don’t want to, but I am in love with this curious little creature, and perhaps that doesn’t justify anything, but you can’t imagine how it makes me look forward to each day, and really want tremendously to work, which hasn’t happened to me for years. I can assure you. You know, it’s true the young deserve a bit of special tolerance and understanding, because they’re young and in conflict and have this different vision, but poor old sods at my time of life deserve it too, or anyway we need it, just starting to
			shape up to the idea of being dead or ole men. It’s all right for buggers like you. In the middle. That’s the place to be, by Christ. Now let’s drop it. What do you say to K.481?’

		‘Is that the one in E flat?’ I asked torpidly.

		‘Yeah. Come along.’

		He led me away and to the drawing-room. Christopher and Ruth got to their feet respectfully at the sight of us, and at once left. Only Penny remained, having finished the chocolates but continuing to read her book, or so it seemed while Roy and I tinkered about and finally got into our stride with the Mozart. Then, during an undemanding bit of accompaniment, I saw that she had not turned a page since we began. Very few women outside the profession take any kind of interest in music at all, and the idea that a girl like Penny might be a secret listener surprised me so much that I nearly muffed the passage of modest bravura that then confronted me. After that I played at my very best, and we rounded off the first movement really quite creditably.

		‘Bloody good,’ said Roy. ‘Nicely done, old lad. You certainly have been doing a bit of work.’

		‘So have you.’

		‘Oh, glad it shows. I’ve been reasonably hard at it for the last couple of months now. One of the results of, uh, feeling pleased with life.’

		‘Are you building up to something public?’

		This plainly scored a hit, but his damage-control unit lumbered into action at once. ‘Not really, no. More for the satisfaction than anything else. I may have some sort of charity do in the autumn, but it’s all quite vague. I don’t know where I might be by then.’

		Penny turned a page of her book and caught his attention.

		‘I say, Pen, do try listening to this next bit. First-rate stuff. I can’t think why it isn’t better known. Quite short.’

		As an eviction order, this could not have been surpassed. On her way to the door I heard Penny mutter something about having to help Kitty, which I thought was fulsome of her.

		‘Oh dear,’ said Roy when she had gone. ‘Touch me not, what? One simply can’t reach thack girl.’

		‘Doesn’t Gilbert reach her?’

		‘I suppose he must, here and there, but it doesn’t seem to make her any easier to live with. Still, you can’t blame her, can you?’

		‘Why can’t I?’

		‘This bloody awful society. Simply doesn’t offer anything to anybody with any kind of sensibility or creativity or … I know you think it’s absolutely unimprovable, of course.’

		‘I don’t think anything about it.’

		‘Precisely. Let’s get on, shall we?’

		The slow movement went rather less well, largely because, with Penny out of the room, I was free to think about the favour and whether to take it on. Curiosity, as always, said yes. What said no most loudly was the thought of what a fearful evening it would be. Penny’s recent performance had amplified this objection. Halfway through the finale, the sight of Kitty coming into the room decided me. No.

		Kitty was so good about not interrupting or distracting us, her mouth thinned and eyes narrowed with concentration as she fetched, opened, deployed and started on some sewing, that Roy and I had to work hard to prevent the closing pages from degenerating into chaos. We finished approximately together. Kitty hurled down her sewing and clapped in the childish mode, hands pointing the same way instead of across each other at right angles.

		‘I do wish I’d been able to be here for all of that,’ she said in a faint voice designed to show something of what the frustration of this wish had cost her.

		‘What?’ Roy cupped his hand behind his ear, either not having heard or countering the faint-voice tactic.

		‘I said I do wish I’d been able to be here for all of that,’ shouted Kitty, no elaborate mouthing about it this time.

		‘Thanks.’

		He put his Stradivarius back in its case. Kitty, her neck looking several inches longer than it had a moment before, picked up her sewing again. I got to my feet and looked round the room, which was furnished with a hi-fi set-up, a mahogany sideboard that had a marble top visible here and there among bottles, a science-fiction giant lily or two, some bloated china cats, and framed posters of Che Guevara, Ho Chi Minh, a nude couple making love and other key figures of the time.

		Behind me, I (quite distinctly) heard Kitty say, ‘Darling, I wonder if you’d have a word with Ashley about the bathroom.’

		Roy answered, ‘Have a word with him about what?’

		‘I wondered if you’d have a word with Ashley.’

		‘That was the bit I heard. Have a word with him about what? I heard the bit about having a word with him.’

		‘About the bath … room.’

		‘What about the bathroom?’

		‘Darling.’ Kitty sounded relaxed to the point of imminent sleep. ‘Would you have a word with Ashley about it?’

		‘I know! I know! I heard the bit about have a word with him about the bathroom. What about the bathroom? Christ – what is it about the bathroom that you want me to have a word with him, Ashley, about?’

		‘Really, darling. About peeing in the bathroom. That’s what I want you to have a word with him about. If you would.’

		He howled like a wolf, his usual method of indicating belated comprehension, and said, ‘There at last. You want me to have a word with Ashley about peeing in the bathroom.’

		‘Yes,’ said Kitty in a voice full of lines of strain and glazed eyes and skin stretched tightly over cheekbones.

		There was a pause, during which Roy nodded his head a good deal and I began to wonder, for the first time in my life, whether the experience of listening to the whole of Bruckner’s Eighth Symphony might not have something to be said for it after all. Then Roy asked,

		‘What about it?’

		‘Oh! Tell him not to!’

		‘I’ve done that and he goes on peeing.’

		‘Use your authority.’

		‘How? What authority? We agreed he’s not to be punished and we can’t go back on that. I’m not suggesting for a moment we go back on that. But what sort of word can I have with him? I’m not asking rhetorically, I can assure you. I really would like to know.’

		‘Could I make a telephone call?’ I asked.

		‘Certainly, old lad.’

		Roy took me across the hall to his study and departed. It was a small room on which some sound-proofing had been done, not enough to keep out the faint wails and solid thumps of pop from the floor above. Some thought, perhaps too much, had gone into the selection and arrangement of objects on view: photographs of Brahms and Castro, small busts of Beethoven and Mao, copies of Hutchings on Mozart’s piano concertos and Marcuse on liberation, posters announcing a Nikisch concert in 1913 and an anti-American demonstration in 1969. I telephoned the airline office where somebody called Vivienne worked (where I had first met her, in fact) and arranged to pick her up at her flat for some supper after my concert, which was taking place conveniently close by. As I talked, I noticed a sheaf of music manuscript lying on a miniature upright piano across the room, and hurried to pick it up the moment I had rung off.

		It was several pages long, unfinished, in Roy’s hand: a quartet, or chamber concerto for violin, with parts for sitar, bass guitar and bongoes. Across the top of the first sheet Elevations 9 was written, perhaps by way of title. I felt a particular loathing for that 9: either there were eight other Elevations or the numeral was arbitrary, a piece of decor, which was nearly as bad. I studied the violin part for a few moments. As far as I could tell, which was probably far enough, it called for some virtuosity but not much – not too much, anyway, for a trendy old idiot of a fiddler who until quite recently would have had, not the sense, but the sense of style, to refrain from musical adventurisms like writing a sort of pop tune (as I now saw it to be) with a classical-type violin obbligato to be performed by himself –
			who else? A first-rate example of the not-lowering-artistic-standards Kitty had talked about.

		Then I thought I must be going too fast and far. There was no real reason to suppose that Elevations 9 was anything more than an exercise, an experiment, or even a parody, designed to raise a laugh or so as part of some cod mélange at a charity do. But, to a Roy who went on as he now did, that would be inadmissibly square. And an exercise for its own sake, with no thought of performance? Hardly Roy. And the amount of practising he had so clearly been doing. Then why had he … ?

		I went quietly out into the hall and at once caught sight of what I had been certain would be there: a perfectly good telephone, in working order, as it proved. I returned to the study and stared at the pages of manuscript. Yes. By God. I (representing the orthodox musical public) and they were the artistic equivalent of Kitty and the pants. Flaunting it. I went on staring, mostly into space.

		After a couple of minutes I looked at my watch. Five thirty exactly. I dialled the newspaper and soon got Coates’s cough, then his voice.

		‘We’ve had to lose half an inch, Doug.’

		‘The half-inch about where Kohler comes from and where he studied and the rest of it.’

		‘That’s the one. Reasons of space, of course.’

		‘You or him?’

		‘Well, both, in a way. He was in here when we were making up. Sorry, I didn’t realize.’

		‘Is he in his office now?’

		‘He wasn’t five minutes ago. Look, we can put it back if you want. We’ll have to lose a half-inch somewhere else, though. Have you got a carbon there? What about this bit near the end about this fellow whose name begins with J’s early style?’

		‘Janáček. No, I need that.’

		‘Well then … You can’t pop in, can you?’

		‘No. Leave it. Leave it as it is.’

		I rang off. Over the past few days I had been telling myself now and then that if Harold cut me materially, as he had done twice before, I would do no more work for the paper. But I knew now without thinking about it that I was going to carry on. Why not? Nothing said I had to inform five million readers that Heinrich Kohler was an East German; their continuing ignorance of this fact could not damage him, only, by remote extension, his country, and it could blow itself up tomorrow for all I cared either way, on the understanding that it sent its good musicians and singers and instruments abroad first. My sole concern had always been to promote the people and the works I admired and to demote the other sort. I must positively hang on to my job with Harold, then, if only to keep out the sort of little mountebank likely to do a turn at it between a spell on the books page and the real prize spot, the restaurant column.

		Across the hall a door slammed and someone – Kitty – ran upstairs at a great rate. Another, more distant door slammed. I scratched my backside. Nothing said (did it?) that I must never do anything that those who behaved like Kitty would probably not like. Doing my best to block Elevations 9 was a higher obligation. So I was changing my mind about Roy’s favour, with its opportunities for exploration of his immediate musical intentions. That still left a problem about Penny, but I pushed it out of sight.

		On the desk, the telephone bell pinged. I thought briefly, then went back into the hall. Roy was at the telephone there. When he saw me, he gave a glance and a nod that invited me over beside him; I went; he jabbed his finger at a dog-eared directory lying before him. Its cover bore what I had always felt was a dispensable slogan about its being a great place to look up people’s telephone numbers in.

		‘I’ve been meaning to do this for a long time,’ said Roy. He had a serious, dedicated look about him. ‘They shouldn’t be allowed to get away with this kind of … Inquiries? Good afternoon. I wonder if you can help me … I’m sure you will. Now: the other evening, last Thursday to be precise, I met a very nice chap and his wife at a party in Chelsea somewhere. He was about forty, forty-five, running a bit to fat, dark, hair receding rather, said he worked in public relations. Uh, smoked a pipe. She was a few years younger, on the thin side I think one would say … Do let me finish; there isn’t much more. Yes, she was wearing a green dress with a wide belt, and earrings, they looked late eighteenth century to me, two children they had, a boy and a girl, both at school. That’s about all I can remember. I do hope it’s enough … For you to tell me their name, of
			course, so that I can look up their number in the directory. I want to telephone them, you see … But if I knew their name, I could look up their number, as the Post office so helpfully reminds me on the front of this foam book I have here. It’s precisely because I don’t know their name that I got on to you in the first place … You can’t? What bloody use are you, then?’

		He rang off with a triumphant crash. ‘Pity in a way. She sounded quite a nice girl, actually. I should have got hold of the supervisor. I can do that tomorrow. Got to keep at them. What’s the matter with you?’

		‘Nothing. I don’t think that rubbish is on the latest directories.’

		‘That doesn’t affect the principle. Like a drink?’

		‘No thanks. You have one.’

		‘I most assuredly will.’

		He had walked me down the hall a few paces and now switched on a light (the house was generally rather dark), in an alcove where there was a squat refrigerator and a couple of shelves piled with glasses and bottles, most of them dirty and empty respectively. The ice compartment of the refrigerator looked like a small sample of a glacier, but Roy tugged an ice-tray out of it and put some of its contents into a presumably clean tumbler. After that he took me into the drawing-room, poured about a gill of Scotch on top of the ice, and drank a certain amount of it. He still had the intent air I had noticed at the telephone. We started speaking at the same time; he signed to me to go on.

		‘Sorry. Roy, I’ve changed my mind about that favour you wanted me to do for you. We can fix an evening whenever you say.’

		He pointed his nose at me and did one of his rich, dependable-sounding laughs. ‘I was just going to tell you I shan’t be needing it now. The whole thing’s off.’

		‘Off?’

		‘I’m giving her up. Cleam break. Best thing for everybody. You’d probably agree, wouldn’t you? I had the whole thing out with Kitty just now.’

		‘It didn’t sound as if it went down too well. I couldn’t help hearing …’

		‘Oh, that was just a minor point. I think I rather over-stressed the attractions of, uh, what I’ve been up to. It’ll blow over in no time. The great stroke is that I’ve told her the full story from the word go.’

		‘With what object?’

		‘Oh, Christian gentleman! What object would you expect? So that I can stop feeling guilty and she can stop feeling insecure. You know.’

		‘And clear the air and wipe the slate and square the account. Yes, I know. You must be off your head. I thought you were supposed to be in love with this girl. Or have you wiped that clean too?’

		‘Do you imagine I can’t see how difficult it’s going to be?’

		‘Indeed I do, despite your past experience, and when you find you’re starting again, or trying to, you’ll realize that all you’ve done is create fresh difficulties for yourself. Once you start making with the pants again, Kitty’s bound to—’

		‘Bugger the pants! You and Kitty are obsessed with the bloody things. She even brought them up just now. It seems such a trivial point to me.’ He was quietening down, preparing to pull out of the whole topic. ‘Why don’t you stay to dinner, Duggers? We’re having a few locals in, nothing very spectacular …’

		‘Thanks, but I’ve got a concert. You’ve just erected a permanent obstacle in your own path without doing anybody else any good.’

		‘Oh, I don’t know. What is your concert? I might come along.’

		‘But what about your … ? Oh, London Handel Players under Matheson. To have heard all the details isn’t going to make Kitty the slightest bi—’

		‘It’s not a formal party. People just drop in. They’ve come on a lot since Matheson took over. What are they playing?’

		‘Even if you never touch another girl in your life you’ll suffer because of it. Bach and Handel. The First Suite. A concerto grosso, one of the op. 6, I forget which. Some other stuff. Why can’t you ever keep it to yourself? You—’

		‘I can’t get that kind of thing better performed on my hi-fi. No, I think I’ll stay after all. Kitty would like me to be here.’

		Having now to contend with Kitty herself, Ashley, the Furry Barrel, Gilbert and Penny, who had started infiltrating the room, as well as Roy in top evading trim, I gave up. A headache had spread out from the place I had hit on the door frame. The best part of an hour’s journey by Tube lay ahead of me. I said my goodbyes, receiving from Penny a wordless grin and a glance at my forehead. Gilbert drove me to the station in unbroken silence. A train had just left. The one I took stopped for a quarter of an hour under the river. I hurried to the concert hall and arrived exactly on time. There was a ten-minute delay in starting. The concertino violin broke a string in the Handel. Afterwards I walked nearly a mile in a light drizzle before I reached shelter. Vivienne, at the best of times an undistinguished dresser, was wearing a fearful trouser-suit that looked as if it had been made out of the seat-covers of some excitingly new motor-coach. She
			was mildly sullen and preoccupied, but would not say about what. At the restaurant, her omelette was dry and too salt, and I spilled most of a glass of wine over the tablecloth. It was a little better in bed. Not much, not nearly as much as I had had solid grounds for expecting. I saw next morning that the paper had transposed two lines in my piece and misspelt Kohler’s name. After such a promising plunge into the bush, life seemed to have returned to its old beaten path.
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