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			Introduction
		

		When Margaret Drabble’s short story ‘The Caves of God’ was published in Nicholas Royle’s Neonlit: Time Out Book of New Writing, Volume 2 (1999), Michael Moorcock, in his introduction, termed her contribution ‘a rarity’. The sense of having found an anomaly was reinforced by the editor’s comments in the foreword: they were just as excited, Royle wrote, about publishing some promising writers’ first short stories ‘as we are about featuring a rare excursion into the short form by Margaret Drabble’.

		The truth of the matter, however, is that, before ‘The Caves of God’, Drabble had published a dozen stories in a number of journals, magazines and anthologies. Moorcock and Royle’s comments are mentioned here merely to demonstrate the general lack of awareness surrounding the author’s short fiction, despite her having written such small gems as ‘Hassan’s Tower’ and ‘The Gifts of War’, which have been reprinted and anthologized several times. These two and her other pieces are fine examples of well-made stories: neatly constructed, carefully contextualized, focused, unified in tone, elegantly climactic, and at times tinged with the seriousness of a moral dilemma. At the same time they are so very English; they encapsulate values and ideas that, for better or for worse, have been associated with England, or with a kind of England Drabble admires: restraint, moderation,
			common sense, intolerance of snobbishness (which was the main topic in Drabble’s first published short text, the sketch ‘Les Liaisons Dangereuses’, 1964), wit and seriousness.

		Perhaps it was the Englishness of her stories that impelled a lecturer at an English university in the mid-eighties to distribute ‘The Gifts of War’ to a group of foreign students, myself included, who were engaged in an informally arranged exchange programme in those pioneering days before the extension of the celebrated Erasmus scheme. What did we see in that story? What did we learn from that exposure to Englishness? The silent dignity of Kevin’s working-class mother, for example, watching her son going to school along the narrow back alleys of terraced houses; the self-deceit of Frances Janet Ashton Hall, ready to move to a southern university, accosting distressed passers-by, trying to convince them on the banning of all armaments; the mazy introspection of female conscience that Drabble developed in novels such as The Waterfall (1969), a reasoning, self-assured, if slightly severe narrative voice,
			which would in time step out of the printed page and address the reader directly, reaching high levels of intimacy in A Natural Curiosity (1989) with such well-known remarks as ‘What do you think will happen to her?’

		None of the stories in this collection are autobiographical in the strictest sense, although many are based on Drabble’s own experiences, on places she has been to and people she has met. Some of her friends are taken as characters, like the lichenologist in ‘Stepping Westward’, while the coastal village in Somerset where she keeps a house appears in one of the stories. Drabble did visit the island of Elba when she was seventeen, while studying Italian in Perugia, and she took material from that experience to write ‘A Pyrrhic Victory’. She certainly made a journey to Morocco with her husband in the mid-sixties, crossing the length of Spain by car to reach their destination, and this provided details for the story ‘Hassan’s Tower’. Drabble was pregnant with her second son at the time, and this may account for the willingness on the part of the protagonist to consider the common bonds
			of humanity at the end of the story. In these and other journeys Drabble surely took precise notes on the English abroad, a persistent topic in the early stories. The English are shown to be an interesting subject of study, afflicted with a mixture of fear and admiration, halfway between neurosis caused by the threat of foreigners and fascination with new experiences. ‘What you would like,’ says newly wed Chloe to her groom, Kenneth, in Marrakesh, ‘is a country without any people in it. With just places. And hotels.’ Kenneth and Chloe, the protagonists of ‘Hassan’s Tower’, are too polite to ask if the food that has been offered them along with their drinks is for free, and yet at the same time they feel outraged in case the price turns out to be exorbitant.

		In these early stories there is a longing for an exotic life – as with Helen in ‘A Voyage to Cythera’, who ‘could get excited by the prospect of any journey longer than thirty miles’ – a life of travelling on the continent and beyond, a desire to apprehend a more dazzling life elsewhere. Helen maintains the illusion that she can change just by travelling. No matter how far they go, however, the protagonists of these initial pieces cannot truly escape England. They are haunted by their English upbringing in a time of drabness. Their handling of space outside their homes is problematic: that is why they compare their new surroundings with their homeland as the only way to appropriate the foreign landscape. In ‘A Pyrrhic Victory’ Anne remembers childhood excursions to the beaches on the Yorkshire coast while contemplating a sunny rock pool on the island of Elba. In ‘Hassan’s Tower’, what first
			comes to Kenneth’s mind when he looks at the people at the top of the monument is the image of grandmothers on a beach in England. When he reconciles with mankind and accepts them as human beings, with their little lives of worries and joys, he sees ‘all of them, alive and separate as people on a London street’.

		If the characters of the stories written in the sixties cannot escape the constraints imposed by England – either the reality or illusion of England – they also inhabit a different time-frame, where the effects of the war are still present in the geography of cities. These pieces refer to a past time, when people still kept fourpenny stamps in their wallets, used pens to write letters and boxes of matches to light cigarettes on trains.

		The short stories written in the seventies, however, suggest a change of attitude. No more longing for distant places or deep states of contemplation caused by the struggles of love. Brisk, busy, highly efficient professional women enter the stage: Kathie Jones in ‘A Success Story’, Jenny Jamieson in ‘A Day in the Life of a Smiling Woman’ and the unnamed TV presenter and mother of four in ‘Homework’ are representatives of the woman who has to divide her time between her duties at home and the demands of a job, usually, in Drabble’s stories, one related to the media. There is usually a husband and children too, and the stories of this period encapsulate Drabble’s attempt to draw a picture of the modern woman trying to reconcile all the pressures put upon her and, at the same time, maintain an independent voice. The influence of Doris Lessing, whose work Drabble had discovered during the previous
			decade, can be clearly seen here.

		In the last group of stories, from ‘The Merry Widow’ onwards, a period that roughly covers the late eighties and most of the nineties, the female protagonists, usually middle-aged, having paid their dues to society, escape the burden of mundane obligations and retire to a corner of England, seeking peace and solitude, and gaining time for themselves, becoming more interested in the wonders of nature than in the paradoxical workings of love. They let their hair go undyed, abandon diets and happily put on weight, driving their cars themselves to places of their own choosing. A kind of circle has been completed from the solipsistic young women of the first period: forgiveness has been granted, a serene conscience has been achieved.

		My contention is that Margaret Drabble’s short stories constitute an essential complement to understanding her work: not only do they establish a fruitful dialogue with her major novels, but they also contain clues that point to lesser-known aspects of her art. This makes all the more surprising the fact that a substantial part of the literary imagination of one of the most important writers of postwar Britain has not been studied in depth. With the exception of the odd article, there is no thorough study of Drabble’s short fiction. Perhaps her work as a novelist has eclipsed her production of short stories, here collected for the first time in book form. Perhaps the dispersion in time and space of her short stories, mostly published in Britain and America over a period of more than thirty years, has not allowed a proper assessment. Research on the interwoven lines, preoccupations and topics shared between her stories and novels remains
			a task yet to be completed. The fascination that Helen, for example, the protagonist of ‘A Voyage to Cythera’, feels for the perfect, harmonious family picture she glimpses through the window from the street corresponds with the sophisticated world that Clara experiences in the Denham household in Jerusalem the Golden (1967). While, in order to achieve the final version of the protagonist in The Realms of Gold (1975) – independent, self-confident and respected archaeologist Frances Wingate – Drabble probably needed to gain the necessary practice drawing the profile of the main characters in ‘A Success Story’ and ‘A Day in the Life of a Smiling Woman’. In this last story, TV presenter Jenny Jamieson’s savoir-faire marks a relevant precedent for future heroines: ‘she never offended and yet never made people dull. She was intelligent and quick, she had
			sympathy for everyone she talked to, and all the time she looked so splendid [. . .]’

		Liz Headleand was unable to find Stephen Cox, the man who could have been her lover, in the jungle of Cambodia in The Gates of Ivory (1991), but the interested reader has an opportunity to imagine how such a meeting would have fared in ‘The Caves of God’, when Hannah Elsevir finally finds her ex-husband, Peter, or rather the reincarnation of her husband in Turkey (Drabble had been impressed by the dream-like landscape of Cappadocia during a British Council visit). The similarities between the two men (humane, compassionate, calm) are remarkable. It would be interesting to analyse, incidentally, why her mature and intelligent women fall for elusive, ambiguous, evanescent men, such as Stephen Cox, or Bill Elliot in ‘The Dower House at Kellynch’. Perhaps they need a respite after disentangling themselves from the turmoil of a life with the likes of Nick Gaulden (The Peppered
				Moth, 2000), that attractive and remorseless rolling stone who leaves behind a trail of families and children.

		When one reads the stories in this collection, certain motives and places acquire special relevance, as if one were seeing the hidden threads that make the writer’s oeuvre, like the reverse of a tapestry. The rock pool that Anne spoils with her sacrilegious deed in Drabble’s early story, ‘A Pyrrhic Victory’, finds its final significance in her most recent novel, The Sea Lady (2007). By swimming in a rock pool on the North Sea coast at the end of the novel, Ailsa Kelman is almost gaining redemption for young Anne’s sin on that distant Mediterranean shore so long ago. The author herself stressed the importance of these connections in a 1991 lecture, aptly named ‘In Search of a Future’: ‘For the past is not fixed: it changes as we change, and we look back and perceive in it different messages, different patterns. Our past selves speak to our future selves. We
			are part of a continuing process.’ Just as is common in her novels, so too in her stories fate and chance exert a pull that impels or diverts human efforts towards happiness. It is because of luck, therefore, that Viola meets her former lover in that particular restaurant in ‘Faithful Lovers’, although perhaps she was destined to go there because of their past affair. Giles Reader meets by chance his old friend Peter Elsevir in Turkey in ‘The Caves of God’, thus procuring the encounter that Hannah so badly needs with her ex-husband, a reunion that was meant to take place.

		The stories in this collection are, of course, worth reading on their own, even if one is not acquainted with Drabble’s longer fiction, and details concerning their publication are themselves truly enthralling narratives. It is now known, for instance, that Nobel Prize-winner Saul Bellow wrote a prickly letter of complaint to Drabble, rightly suspecting that he was the model for womanizer and woman-hater Howard Jago in ‘A Success Story’. By reading this story one also has privileged access to the sort of parties that publisher George Weidenfeld used to give. And, on one occasion, the Woodcraft Folk even took legal action against the author when she had some children in ‘Homework’ make the naïvely funny remark that their organisation was ‘a kind of guerrilla warfare training for Marxist boy scouts’. The Mill House, which appears so prominently in ‘The Merry Widow’, was rented by Drabble herself
			in the mid-eighties. Just like the protagonist of the story, the author went to Dorset to recover from a period of distress. Unlike Elsa Palmer, however, Drabble had recently experienced her mother’s, not her husband’s, death.

		Although imbued with Drabble’s characteristic themes – her cautious feminism, class conflicts, a fascination for those chosen by grace, metafictional devices (‘You must not imagine me as speaking to you in my own person,’ writes the authorial voice in ‘Stepping Westward’) – in Drabble’s short stories the social concerns are more subdued, the tone is more relaxed than in her longer works. Drabble the social anthropologist is less obviously at work here. Occasionally, though, she still lets it be known that she is aware of the class abyss that separates people in modern Britain: old and new money, property … These are issues that she does not abandon completely: ‘The Elliots of old would not have acknowledged the existence of my category of person’, reflects Emma Watson in ‘The Dower House at Kellynch’ on her unexpected rapport with a member of the landed gentry. There is an
			authorial tut of displeasure for those who forget their origins, those who pretend that they have been affluent all their lives and that round the corner does not lurk a lower-middle-class past, as with the Palmer offspring in The Witch of Exmoor (1996) (‘They have turned themselves into members of the English middle class by sleight of hand’), an attitude also represented in Drabble’s short fiction by Kenneth in ‘Hassan’s Tower’, who believes that being rich is something natural: ‘he sometimes found himself wondering how his own parents had so dismally failed to have it [money].’ Drabble may despise the network of contacts between the upper classes and make passing remarks on the falseness of committees which give an appearance of democratic procedures to a system of nepotism in stories such as ‘A Day in the Life of a Smiling Woman’ – she occasionally expands on the merchandising of the
			past in England, now labelled as ‘Heritage’, as in ‘Stepping Westward’ – but, generally speaking, as perhaps befits a genre such as the short story, in Drabble’s short pieces there are fewer global concerns and many more intimate portraits. Less political strain and more tranquil pleasures.

		Much of the sensuousness in these stories comes from the contemplation of the English landscape, in particular Drabble’s adopted territory of the West Country: ‘It is the most beautiful place in England’, as Esther Breuer says about Somerset in The Radiant Way (1987). In short stories such as ‘The Merry Widow’, ‘The Dower House at Kellynch’ or ‘Stepping Westward’ the author shows, as she puts it in A Writer’s Britain (1979), an almost mystic devotion to the land itself, a pure affection that eases her painful love for England. Most readers will probably share Elsa Palmer’s grief in ‘The Merry Widow’ when the old man from the village destroys her private Eden in Dorset, her little paddock at the back of the Mill House, which had been her source of healing peace. There is certainly moral strife in the story, a personal
			betterment achieved through suffering, but the watercolour of wild flowers growing in profusion makes up for the misery Elsa endures.

		A luxurious and lustful delight in the overpowering landscape can also be found in ‘Stepping Westward’, as seen by the twenty-year-old who had once been the schoolteacher Mary Mogg:

		
			Ferns sprouted like orchids from the trunks of vast oaks overhanging the rapid rivers, ivy with berries like grapes rampaged up ash and beech in tropical splendour, and hollies soared towards the sky. Primeval lichens of grey and sage green and dazzling orange encrusted bark and twig and stone, and the red earth broke into bubbles of scarlet and purple and bright spongy yellow.

		

		This is an interesting angle from which to consider someone labelled as the moral conscience of her generation. Drabble does indeed surprise the prejudiced mind in these stories: a woman rekindles an adulterous old flame in a public bar; an intelligent female writer relishes the sexual longing that she provokes in a man of worldly fame; a famous TV presenter heroically speaks about the future to a school audience of children and parents while bleeding profusely, due to a gynaecological examination. There is certainly a dialogue with the tradition the author hails from – Wordsworth’s voice, for instance, can be heard in ‘Stepping Westward’ – but Drabble has always been able to supersede that same tradition (‘How I dislike Jane Austen’, Jane Gray had said in The Waterfall) by an exploration of different kinds of consciousness, revising from the inside old forms of writing.

		After the trilogy of the late eighties and early nineties (The Radiant Way, A Natural Curiosity, The Gates of Ivory) her novels have, in their own quiet way, endeavoured to open new paths for fiction, entering the realm of the supernatural and flirting with uncertain areas of the occult in The Witch of Exmoor, or courting the underworld and revisiting myths of a dark nature in The Seven Sisters (2002). Similarly, the unexpected comes up in her short stories, where she convincingly portrays a mentally unstable character in ‘Homework’ or when she chooses a geneticist as the protagonist of ‘The Caves of God’, anticipating her interest in genealogy, DNA research and matrilineal descent in The Peppered Moth. The lack of closure in ‘The Dower House at
			Kellynch’ is intriguing too, as is the intersection of this narrative with ‘Stepping Westward’, when the protagonist of the first story appears in the background of the second one as an old acquaintance of the reader, thus adding elements of playful intertextuality to conventional storytelling.

		It has to be said that Margaret Drabble has never disowned the tradition of the social realist novel and has always admitted the powerful influence on her work of the great English novelists of the nineteenth century, George Eliot among them. She has often stated that in her writing she is arguing back, continuing their story. But as her novels of the nineties and the new millennium show, only a short-sighted and uninformed critic could maintain old clichés, as that of Drabble being a ‘typical’ woman novelist of the 1960s and 1970s or that she is a writer clinging to the past. Even a cursory reading of Drabble’s 2004 novel The Red Queen will show that her work has followed a steady pace of innovation. Following the British tradition of long rambling books (she is a great admirer of that rambling constructor J. C. Powys and his A Glastonbury Romance,
			1932), she takes the story of the Red Queen of Korea of two centuries ago, whose ghost tells the tale of her past to readers across continents and cultures. Current global issues are discussed as well and an intricate plot is developed, with the very English character of Dr Barbara Halliwell, ‘an archetypal middle-class grammar-school girl from Orpington’, as its protagonist. In this novel Margaret Drabble appears as a character, too, and is able to tell Dr Halliwell with postmodern irony that novelists ‘are not to be trusted. They steal; they borrow; they appropriate. You should never tell them anything, if you want to keep it a secret.’

		One, of course, should not underestimate the power of a perfectly balanced syntactic structure: ‘I’d rather be at the end of a dying tradition, which I admire, than at the beginning of a tradition which I deplore.’ This statement, casually expressed by Drabble in a radio programme when she was starting out as a writer, and later reproduced in Bernard Bergonzi’s The Situation of the Novel (1970), has done much to pigeonhole her as a writer out of touch with the fresh winds of change buffeting the English novel, and this stamp has been difficult to rub away. Take for instance her authorial interventions, a common feature in her novels since The Realms of Gold. Reviewers of her books have frequently viewed these asides as manipulative and irritating ticks in her style, suffocating intrusions by the author, and not as attempts by the writer to bridge the
			gap that separates her from her readers. It is time for a re-evaluation of Drabble’s work as a whole and for taking into consideration its multifaceted nature. Perhaps the publication of her short stories will stimulate new approaches to her writing.

		No one should really expect contemporary literature to make positive declarations of intention or to have an unquenchable faith in humankind. And Margaret Drabble’s stories do not offer such things either. Many stories in this collection, however, contain their own epiphanic moments, taking bold steps into the future and searching for inner light, and that makes them appropriate for any attempt to find meaningful narratives for our time. Furthermore, and perhaps at the most intimate level, there is a pure and simple pleasure to be found in reading these survivalist, questioning, belligerently intense short stories.

		José Francisco Fernández University of Almería, Spain

	
		
			Note on the Texts
		

		The stories collected here are arranged chronologically according to their dates of publication. Some of them, however, may offer a variation as to their dates of composition. ‘A Pyrrhic Victory’ was probably the first story that Margaret Drabble wrote, when she was a student at Cambridge University in the late 1950s, but it was not until she was an established writer that it was finally published, in the magazine Nova in 1968. ‘Stepping Westward’ was written on commission for the Wordsworth Society in 1994. In actual fact, however, Drabble read it aloud at the annual meeting of this association in the Lake District at Grasmere, but it was not published until the year 2000 in the Massachusetts literary magazine The Long Story. In this volume, therefore, it appears as the last of the stories Margaret Drabble has published so far.

		Other stories were kept for a time in a drawer for different reasons. ‘The Caves of God’, for example, was not destined for the Time Out anthology; Drabble wrote it for a book about ‘secrets’ which was never published. She rescued it when Nicholas Royle asked her for a story for his collection.

		Two fragments from two of her novels, not included here, were published as short fiction in magazines: ‘The Dying Year’, an excerpt from The Radiant Way, was published in Harper’s magazine in July 1987, and ‘The Dinner Party’, taken from A Natural Curiosity, appeared in Harper’s in September 1989. ‘Les Liaisons Dangereuses’, Drabble’s first published short text, appeared in Punch in October 1964.

		The details of publication of the stories are as follows:

		‘Hassan’s Tower’, Winter’s Tales 12, A. D. Maclean (ed.), London: Macmillan; New York: St Martin’s; Nova, June 1966; Los Angeles: Sylvester and Orphanos, 1980.

		‘A Voyage to Cythera’, Mademoiselle, December 1967.

		‘Faithful Lovers’ (published in an early version as ‘The Reunion’), Winter’s Tales 14, K. Crossley-Holland (ed.), London: Macmillan; New York: St Martin’s, 1968; The Saturday Evening Post, 6 April 1968.

		‘A Pyrrhic Victory’, Nova, July 1968.

		‘Crossing the Alps’, Penguin Modern Stories, Volume 3, J. Burnley (ed.), Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1969; Mademoiselle, February 1971.

		‘The Gifts of War’, Winter’s Tales 16, A. D. Maclean (ed.), London: Macmillan, 1970; New York: St Martin’s, 1971; Women and Fiction: Short Stories By and About Women, S. Cahill (ed.), New York: New American Library, 1975.

		‘A Success Story’, Spare Rib 2, 1972; Ms., December 1974; Fine Lines: The Best of Ms. Fiction, R. Sullivan (ed.), New York: Scribner’s, 1981.

		‘A Day in the Life of a Smiling Woman’, Cosmopolitan, October 1973; In the Looking Glass: Twenty-One Modern Short Stories by Women, N. Dean and M. Stark (eds.), New York: Putnam, 1977.

		‘Homework’, Cosmopolitan, November 1975; The Ontario Review 7, Fall–Winter 1977–8.

		‘The Merry Widow’, Woman’s Journal, September 1989.

		‘The Dower House at Kellynch: A Somerset Romance’, Persuasions 15, 1993.

		‘The Caves of God’, Neonlit: Time Out Book of New Writing, Volume 2, N. Royle (ed.), London: Quartet, 1999.

		‘Stepping Westward: A Topographical Tale’, The Long Story 18, 2000.

	
		A Day in the Life of a Smiling Woman

		1

		Hassan’s Tower

		‘If,’ she said, ‘I could be sure they were free, then I would eat them.’ ‘They must be free,’ he said, ‘when you look at the price of the drink.’ ‘But supposing, just supposing,’ she said, ‘they turned out to be as ludicrously expensive as the drink? If you can pay twelve shillings for one gin and tonic, just think what you might have to pay for those.’ He was silenced, for he too had been thinking this thought, though unwilling to admit it to her, unwilling to display before her the full extent of his mercenary fear; and he was annoyed with her for voicing it, for in her such thoughts were merely niceties, whereas to him they were daily bread. He stared glumly at the little squares of toast, with their sadly appetizing decorations of sardine, shrimp and olive, and wondered how much, in the fantastic and unreal financial system which he had entered, they could possibly cost.
			What, he wondered, was the absolute ceiling for each of those squares? Five shillings? Ludicrous, ludicrous, but alas surely not impossible? Seven and six? Now seven and six was truly impossible. By no stretch even of the Moroccan five-star imagination could they possibly cost seven and six each. So if she were to eat them all (and be assured that she would eat them all, if any, her appetites being as it now appeared insatiable), that would cost him over three pounds. But what was three pounds, after all, amongst friends? Or between bride and bridegroom, rather? Nothing, it would appear. To his continuing amazement, even he thought that it was nothing. Although, of course, so much too much for the article. And then, of course, there was the chance, the probability, that they might be free, thrown in, as it were, with the shocking price of the gins. It would be a shame to leave them, if they were free. But then again, if they weren’t free, and she ate
			them, and then set off towards the lift and the hotel bedroom on the assumption of non-payment, what would happen then? Would the barman in his foolish fez nip deftly out from behind his bar and pursue him? Or would the cost be added, discreetly, within the price of sundries on their anyway colossal hotel bill? Really, he was caught by inexperience between two brands of meanness: he hated to leave them if they were free, and he hated equally to eat them if they cost more than they ought. And he was moreover irritated by her luxurious, gratuitous hesitations: what had he married her for, but to decide about such things?

		He reached out and took one, then pushed the little plate over to her. She took one, to his annoyance, independently, almost absent-mindedly, showing no gratitude for his decisive action, her face blank as though her mind had left his trifling crisis far behind. As indeed, when she spoke, he found that she had.

		‘I do so wish,’ she said, in her quietly strident, heavily over-inflected tones, ‘that you wouldn’t get in such a panic when people try to sell you things. I mean, that man in that souk place this afternoon. There was no need to get so worked up about it, surely?’

		‘What do you mean, worked up?’

		‘Well, there was no need to shout at him, was there?’

		‘I didn’t shout,’ he said. ‘I hardly raised my voice. And anyway, if you don’t shout, they go on pestering.’

		‘You should ignore them,’ she said.

		‘How can I ignore them, when they’re hanging on to my coat sleeve?’

		‘Well then,’ she said, changing her tack, ‘why don’t you just laugh? That’s what other people do, they just laugh.’

		‘How do you know they laugh?’

		‘Because I see them. That French couple we saw in Marrakesh, with all those children pestering them, they were just laughing.’

		‘I don’t find it funny,’ he said. ‘I wish they’d just leave me alone, so I could look at things in peace.’

		‘They don’t mean any harm,’ she said. ‘They’re just trying it on.’

		‘Well, I wish they wouldn’t try it on me.’

		‘What you would like,’ she said, ‘is a country without any people in it. With just places. And hotels.’

		‘Nonsense,’ he said. ‘I don’t mind people, I just wish they’d stop trying to sell me things I don’t want. I just want to be left alone.’

		‘I find them all quite amusing,’ she said, with a determined little lift of her chin: and he hated her for saying it, because he knew they didn’t amuse her at all. On the contrary, they scared the life out of her, all these foreign jugglers and mountebanks, these silent hooded robed men, and the only reason she did not like him to shout at them was that she was afraid he would provoke some reciprocal violence or offence. She wanted him to laugh in order to placate them: she was so nervous that if he left her to herself she would buy their horrible objects, their ill-stitched toy camels, their horrid little woolly caps, their rings set with fake, crude-faceted stones. And yet, if he were to buy them, she would despise him for it, as she would have despised him had he left, through fear or ignorance, the shrimps and the olives. It was just like her, to accuse him of her own fears; yet there had been a time, surely,
			when they might have in some way shared their alarms, and a time not so far distant at that. Even during their long and grinding engagement there had been moments of unison, moments when he could sneer at her family and she could mock at his with some forgiveness, but in the last two weeks, since their wedding, their antagonism, so basic, so predictable, had found time to flower and blossom, and their honeymoon had been little more than a deliberate cultivation of its ominous growth. He had hoped that in leaving England they would have left behind some of their more evident differences, differences that should be of no importance in a foreign setting, but instead they had found themselves steadily isolated in a world of true British conflict, where his ways and hers had become monstrously exaggerated, as though they were on show, a true British couple, for all of Morocco to observe. Things which he had been able to tolerate in her at home, and which he had seen merely as
			part of her background, now seemed part of the girl herself: and similarly, in himself, he could feel his own defects magnified beyond all proportion, his behaviour distorted by foreign pressures into a mockery of itself. He began to see some reason for leaving sex until the honeymoon, for at least its problems would have diverted him from other more gloomy forebodings. It was a mistake to come to Morocco, but where else could they have gone, in their position, with so much money, and in so cold a month?

		It was the money, truly, that created the worst of their problems, and it was Morocco that cast so nasty a shade upon the money. He knew quite well that were he not earning what he himself daily considered to be a truly astonishingly high salary, he would never have dared to marry a girl with so much money of her own, because of what people might say: and thus between them, she with a small inherited fortune, and he with money earned by the sweat of his brow writing idle articles for a paper, they were really rather well off. And the subject of their finances was an endless source of bitterness. Both suffered from guilt, but hers was inherited, his acquired: when he attacked her for hers, he could not but see how much more guilty he himself was, for he had had a choice. It was no defence to say that he had not sought the money but the job itself, for there were certainly less lucrative branches of journalism than the one into which
			he had, however respectably and innocently, drifted. He must have wanted it, just as he had wanted her, although, like the money, she had so many connotations which he despised. But in England the money had at least seemed necessary as well as wickedly desirable: all her friends had it, all his friends, being clever, were beginning to acquire it, and in fact he sometimes found himself wondering how his own parents had so dismally failed to have it. Here in Morocco, however, things were very different. To begin with, every penny they spent was pure unnecessity (although he had hopes of recovering a little on the tax by writing a judicious article). Nobody saw them spending it, and the conditions of expense he found sickening in the extreme. He had not bargained for such poverty and squalor, and the rift between rich and poor, between hotel and medina, made his head split in efforts of comprehension. As a student, years ago, he had travelled in a different style, and almost
			as far afield as this: he had been to Tangier, with a few pounds in his pocket, suffering from appalling stomach disorders, hunger, filth and painful blisters, and he had sat in dirty cafés with seedy expatriates, staring at the glamour of more elegant tourists, and desiring their beds and their meals, and yet at the same time confident that he was happy, and that they were not capable of seeing, as he had seen, the city rising white in the morning out of the sea, in the odourless distance, and all the more beautiful for the cramped and stinking night. In those days, he had been permitted to see, and because he now could not see, was it not logical to suppose that the money had ruined his vision?

		The truth was that perhaps in those old days he had been able to pretend that he too was poor, as these Arabs were poor, and he had seen that their life was possible. He had not winced at the sight of their homes, and nobody had thought it worthwhile to pester him with toy camels and fake rubies. But now, on this painful honeymoon, every time he went out of the hotel a boy at the door would leap jabbering at him, jabbering about his shoes, and could he clean the gentleman’s shoes, and please could he clean the gentleman’s shoes, and he could speak English, for listen, he could sing the songs of the Beatles. He lay there in wait, this boy, and every time Kenneth ventured through the great revolving doors – and they even swung the doors for him, they wouldn’t allow him the pleasure of revolving his own exit – this wretched, grinning, monkey-faced, hardly human creature would pounce on him. He was unbelievably servile, and yet at the
			same time increasingly brazen: when Kenneth had declined for the tenth time to have his shoes cleaned, the boy had pointed out the fact that his shoes needed cleaning, and that they were a disgrace to any respectable, hotel-dwelling tourist. And Kenneth, gazing at his own feet, could not but admit that his shoes were dirty, as they usually were, for he disliked cleaning them, he disliked the smell of polish, he disliked getting his hands dirty. And yet he could not let this hatefully leering, intimately derisive child do them, for it was not in him to stand while another pair of hands dirtied themselves for money on his behalf. So that each time he entered or departed from the hotel, the boy at the door would chant some little jingle in French about the English miser with muddy shoes, and Chloe would stiffen coldly by his side.

		He looked at her now, as she sat there, sipping her gin, and eating idly the pricy small squares: her face, as ever, was plain in repose, a little blank and grim, and the fatigue of sightseeing let the coarse dullness of her skin show through her make-up. He was continually amazed by how plain she really was, how featureless, for when he had first known her she had seemed to him beautiful, exotic and obviously to be admired: now, knowing her better, he could see that it was animation only that lent her a certain feverish grace. The grace was real enough, but more rarely bestowed him. When still, she was nothing, and her face, which had once dazzled and frightened him, now merely touched him. One day, months ago, at the beginning of their engagement, she had shown him in a moment of confidence a photograph of herself as a schoolgirl, and the sight of her stolid, blank, fat face peering miserably at the camera from amongst her smaller-featured, more
			evidently acceptable schoolfriends, had filled him with despair, for she appeared to him for the first time as pathetic, and if there was anything he hated it was the onslaughts of pathos. But by then it was too late, and he was no more able to refuse the temptations of pity than he had been able, earlier, to refuse those of an envious admiration. More and more, as his first clear impressions of her dissolved into a confusing blur of complications, he found himself harking back to what others had said of her, as though their estimate of her value must be more just, as though it could not be possible that he should have married such a woman through a sense of obligation. Others found her beautiful, so beautiful she must be, and it was his fault only if he had ceased to see it.

		When she had finished the gin, and all but one of the little squares (he could not even to himself call them canapés, so deeply did the word offend his sense of style, but then there was no word in his background for such an object, for in his background such objects did not exist, so what was one to call them but canapés?) she leant back in her chair, letting her headsquare fall to the ground, and not even acknowledging it when a hovering uniformed boy handed it back to her. She looked tired, the gin had affected her; she had a weak head. He was not surprised when she said, ‘Let’s have dinner here in the hotel tonight, I haven’t the strength to go out again. Let’s have dinner in their panoramic restaurant, shall we?’

		And he agreed, relieved that he would not have to pass once more that day the grinning familiar boot boy, and they went up to their room and changed, and then they went up to the vast glassy restaurant on the top floor, and looked out over the city as they silently ate, and she complained about her steak, and he got annoyed when the head waiter came and wrenched him from his orange, saying that he would prepare it, as though a man could not peel his own orange (and in fact he disliked peeling oranges, almost as much as he disliked cleaning his own shoes, he disliked the juice in his fingernails, and the pith that he was obliged through laziness to devour) and she got annoyed with him for getting annoyed with the head waiter, and they silently left the restaurant and went silently to bed, disturbed only by the uncontrollable whine of the air-conditioning, which neither of them had been able to subdue. In Marrakesh, oranges had hung upon the trees by
			the roadside, and thudded warmly from time to time at their feet, and the walls and buildings had been orange too, and beautiful against the distant icy snows of the Atlas mountains, where lions walk, but not beautiful to him, and they had quarrelled there, quarrelled bitterly, because they could not find the Bahia Palace, and because he would not take, not trusting any, a guide, and because they had both been frightened of the mobbing children.

		In the morning they went to Rabat. They did not particularly want to go to Rabat, but it was necessary to go somewhere, and they had heard that Rabat was worth a visit. When they got there, they did not know what to see, so they looked at the tediously modern-looking palace, and wondered at the vast numbers of local sightseers, until they bought a paper and discovered, though imperfectly, that there was some day of national holiday in progress. They sat in a French café, and looked at the paper, and wondered where to have lunch, and he thought once more that money, instead of enlarging prospects, confined them and made choice pointless. There seemed to be an expensive enough restaurant called after something called the Tower of Hassan, so they went and had lunch there and he was foolishly taken in yet again by the charm of the idea of eating horrible semolina, which remained horrible however cooked, and then they wondered what to do next, and she
			said, ‘Well, let’s go and see Hassan’s tower.’

		‘Do you really want to go and see Hassan’s tower?’ he asked irritably. ‘You know what it’ll be like, just some crumbly great incomprehensible lump of brickwork, crawling with guides and postcard sellers and pick-pockets. And on a festival too. It’ll be even more horrid than usual.’

		‘It might be nice,’ she said, ‘you never know, it might be nice.’ Though he could see that she took his point, and that she too quailed.

		‘It won’t be nice,’ he said, ‘and anyway we’ll never find it.’

		‘It must be on the map,’ she said, and produced from her handbag the little chart which the hotel had given her, on which all the streets were misnamed, and which was so badly drawn that it was impossible to follow. And it was not on the map.

		‘Oh Lord,’ she said, ‘if we just drive around a little we’re sure to see it. I mean to say, it must be important, or it wouldn’t have restaurants named after it.’

		‘That’s what you said about the Bahia Palace,’ he said.

		‘But this is different,’ she said. ‘It’s a tower. It must, well, it must kind of stick up. One ought to be able to see it over the top of things.’

		‘What do you expect me to do, then?’ he asked. ‘Just get in the car and drive around until I see something that might be the Tower of Hassan? Eh?’

		This, it turned out, was just what she did expect, so, with a suspension of disbelief, of much the same order as when he would embark, at home, so continually to drive through the London rush hour, he got into the car and they started to drive around looking for a tower. Driving was hazardous, because he had not grasped the principle that those making right-hand turns have the right of way, and consequently his estimate of the Moroccan character could not but be lowered by his experiences at junctions. However, somewhat to his surprise, they did very shortly locate something that could only be the tower after which their restaurant had been named, and so they parked the car and got out to look at it. It was, as he had foretold, incomprehensible: a square red block, decorated in some system which they did not understand, and baffling in its solid lack of beauty.

		‘Well,’ she said, after they had stared at it in silence for some time from the safety of the road, ‘I suppose it must be very old.’

		‘It looks old,’ he conceded.

		‘There must be a good view from the top,’ she ventured. ‘Look, there are people on top.’

		And there were, indeed, people on top.

		‘We could go up,’ was the next thing she said.

		‘What?’ he exclaimed, with a violence that was only half assumed. ‘What? All the way up that thing? And I bet there isn’t even a lift. I’m not climbing all the way up there just to get my pocket picked. And I bet it’d cost us a fortune even to get in.’

		She did not answer, but wandered slowly forward onto the short scrubby turf of the surrounding open space. He followed her, watching her movements with a grudging pleasure: she was wearing a navy wool skirt and jersey, and in the bright light they had a heavy absorbent matt dull warmth that curiously suited her skin. On the turf, she stopped, without turning to him, and said, ‘I should like to go up.’

		‘Nonsense,’ he said, but he followed her to the foot of the tower, nonetheless. He knew that she had made her mind up, and he was too alarmed by the country to let her go alone, and also ashamed that she, though afraid, had the bravado to continue. It annoyed him to know that although she was wholly impelled by timidity, her actions would belie her motives: she would climb the tower, though trembling in every limb through fear of rape, whereas he, alone, and afraid only for his pocket and his sensibilities, would probably not venture.

		There was no lift, and no doorkeeper or entrance fee either; access was free. She stepped first out of the sunlight and into the gloom of the doorway: there was just a broad, square, mounting path, without steps.

		‘Come on,’ she said.

		‘It’ll be a long way,’ he said, ‘and probably smelly.’

		‘I don’t mind the smells,’ she said. ‘If you wait for me here, I’ll go up by myself. I want to see what it’s like.’

		‘There won’t be anything to see,’ he said, but he started to follow her just the same, being genuinely unable to let her go alone; and moreover, having got so far, there was something irresistible about the idea of ascent. So, with a sense of humiliating risk, he began to climb. They had made several turns of the tower, and had already risen a good few yards above ground level, before he became nervously aware that none of the other people either ascending or descending were tourists: they were all Arabs, and there was not a guide book in sight. It was worse than he had expected. He closed his hand tightly in his pocket over his passport and his wad of traveller’s cheques, and wondered whether he should draw Chloe’s attention to the situation, but she was a yard or two ahead of him, walking slowly and evenly, and not apparently suffering from the breathlessness that threatened him. So, not wishing to
			make himself conspicuous by calling out in his foreign tongue, he was obliged to follow. None of the Arabs so far, it was fair to say, seemed to be paying him much attention, and nobody had so much as offered him a packet of postcards, so he relaxed a little, as much as the rigour of climbing would allow, and concentrated on watching the glimpses of gradually increasing panorama through the arrow slits on each side of the wall. He wondered if there might, after all, be a view from the top. There were certainly enough people coming and going, and they must be coming and going for something, he assumed: they all seemed to be in a happy holiday mood. He began, gradually, to feel pleased that there had been no lift, no rich man’s way up, no European approach. His pleasure was marred at one point by sudden panic, as he heard above and ahead of him a great deal of high-pitched screaming: he looked anxiously for Chloe, but she was out of sight, round the next bend, and he
			started to run up the absurdly high incline after her when the source of the screaming hurled itself harmlessly down the tower, and proved to be nothing but a group of very small children, who had climbed to the top simply in order to run breathlessly and hilariously down. Down they rushed, banging into people as they came, losing their footing, falling, rolling, scrambling up again, to be met by amused indulgence from the ascending adults. The men shook their heads and smiled, the women laughed behind their veils. It was clearly a well-established pastime, such usage of Hassan’s tower, and welcomed in the dearth of parks, fairs and playgrounds.

		When he reached the top, the sudden glare of the sun dazzled him, and he could not at first see Chloe. She was standing at one corner of the wide square block, gazing out over the estuary towards the sea: the view was, as she had foreseen, breathtaking. In silence they stared at it, and he thought that it was very beautiful but somehow depressing because totally, totally unimportant, and pointless in a way that beautiful landscapes somehow are, and yet there was Chloe staring at it in exaggerated affected passion as though it mattered, as though it meant something, staring in fact as he had stared at early-morning Tangier ten years ago, and after a moment or two he could stand the sight of her rapture no longer, and he went and sat down on one of the stone parapets, his knees weak from the climb, his breath short, and his spirits unbelievably low from some dreadful bleak sightless premonition of middle age. And as he sat there, at first seeing
			nothing, his eyes gradually began to take in the other people on top of the tower, who were, in their own way, astonishing enough as a view. The whole of the top of the tower was covered with people: small children were crawling about, mothers were feeding babies, young men were holding the hands of girls and indeed the hands of other young men, boys were sitting on the very edge and dangling their feet into space, and old women who would need a day to recover from the climb were lying back in the sun, for all the world as though they were grandmothers on a beach in England. And a beach in England was what the scene most of all resembled: he saw there the very groups and attitudes that he had seen years ago as a child at Mablethorpe, and as he gazed he felt growing within him a sense of extraordinary familiarity that was in its own way a kind of illumination, for he saw all these foreign people keenly lit with a visionary gleam of meaning, as startling and
			as breathtaking in its own way as Tangier had once been. He saw these people, quite suddenly, for what they were, for people, for nothing but or other than people; their clothes filled out with bodies, their faces took on expression, their relations became dazzlingly clear, as though the details of their strangeness had dropped away, as though the terms of common humanity (always before credited in principle, but never before perceived) had become facts before his eyes. It was as though he had for a few moments seen through the smoky blur of fear that convinces people that foreigners are all alike, and had focused beyond it upon the true features and distinctions of separate life: there they stood, all of them, alive and separate as people on a London street, brothers and sisters, cousins, the maiden aunt with the two small children, the pretty fast girl with nylons under her long gown and pale green lace veil, the fat woman with her many operations, the student with his
			Arabic Dostoyevsky. Even their garments, hitherto indistinguishably strange, took upon themselves distinctions. And with the vision, a sense of overwhelming relief settled heavily upon him, for he had been afraid, afraid for years that he had come to the end of the new and the interesting in life: he sat there and watched, watched all those people being, and took pleasure in their being, and as he watched he suddenly became aware that one of the young men at whom he was staring was none other than the boot boy from the hotel. And he stared at the boot boy, and the boot boy stared at him, and their eyes met with recognition, but with no acknowledgement: neither of them smiled, neither of them moved, for there was no way, in that place, of expressing their mutual knowledge. And he saw, too, that the boot boy was with a small woman who was his mother, and that by one hand he held his little brother, who was wearing a best red shiny holiday shirt, and who was
			about four years old.

		(1966)
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