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To Peter Quennell



Introduction

The Folks That Live on the Hill was published in 1990, a busy year for Kingsley Amis. He was knighted in the Queen’s Birthday Honours List, and travelled to the investiture at Buckingham Palace with his friends Geoff and Mavis Nicholson but without his formal invitation – gaining entry thanks to a guard who recognized Mavis from her television appearances. In a letter to the poet Gavin Ewart, who wrote to congratulate him, he expressed what he called an ‘unworthy thought’ – ‘I was afraid Spike Milligan would score at the same time’.1

Amis was candid about his capacity for unworthy thoughts, and as he moved from middle age into a domineering kind of senescence, he increasingly made a point of exhibiting them. This is conspicuous in his Memoirs, written side by side with The Folks That Live on the Hill. A compendium of startlingly unaffectionate reminiscences, its publication in 1991 provoked some stinging responses. The spirit in which Amis composed the book is suggested by a letter to Robert Conquest, his friend of almost forty years, in which he reflected that it had been ‘v.g. fun’ and had involved ‘pissing’ on an assortment of literary grandees.2 Conquest was one of many who in due course had the shock of being caught in the deluge.

Another landmark for Amis in 1990 was the publication of a selection of his non-fiction. Entitled The Amis Collection, this album of shortish pieces reinforced the impression that Amis’s dominant mode as a critic and cultural observer was one of waspish opposition – a desire to expose humbug and burst the bubbles of reputation.

Meanwhile, Amis’s own standing was coming under increasing scrutiny, not least in the kind of lumpen academic studies he was wont to despise. That autumn he tried to bat away the efforts of Dale Salwak, an American scholar and acclaimed magician, who had for some time been researching a biography of him. Salwak sent three chapters of his work-in-progress; Amis declared them ‘altogether unsatisfactory’ and of a standard ‘so low as not to earn a place on any serious publisher’s list’.3 (In the finished volume, published two years later, Salwak would thank Amis for treating him ‘with the utmost generosity’.4) The very existence of such a work was a reflection of Amis’s induction into the canon of modern literature. Likened by admirers to Evelyn Waugh and P. G. Wodehouse, he was seen as part of a tradition of ‘serious’ comic writing that embraced Henry Fielding, H. G. Wells and G. K. Chesterton.

But the Amis of the 80s and 90s was not especially funny. By the time of The Folks That Live on the Hill, it was thirty-six years since his irreverent debut, Lucky Jim, and Amis, who had been in his student days a Communist and in the 50s a somewhat reluctant intellectual, had now settled into a vituperative sort of conservatism. And it was conservatism with a capital C. A serial denouncer of the trappings of modernity, Amis was himself denounced as a reactionary, a snob, a philistine and a misogynist – labels he would go out of his way to invite. It is easy to dismiss the transformation in his outlook as a decline. Too easy. There is much about the older, truculent Amis that is hard to swallow, but one thing endured, valuably: a dark scepticism that included a note of half-repressed tenderness. For Amis, the world was a mildly congenial place populated by frail, resentful people – its more obvious pleasures often lost amid a haze of gibberish and flimflam. This was particularly true within the microcosm of contemporary fiction, where technical strenuousness was prized at the expense of lucidity and human interest. Amis espoused something altogether more straightforward, namely comic realism, though, like all good writers in this vein, he recognized that ‘comic realism’ carries a whiff of oxymoron.

The Folks That Live on the Hill was his twentieth novel and the last of a run of four that marked a return to creative fluency, after a lull in the late 70s and early 80s. First came Stanley and the Women (1984), next the Booker Prize-winning The Old Devils (1986) and then Difficulties with Girls (1988). The Folks That Live on the Hill is the least jaundiced of the four. The presence in its title of the noun ‘folks’ alerts us to this; it is not an Amisian word. Amis’s son Martin writes that the novel is ‘very broadly about kindness’.5 It is, and whereas benevolence might once have been an object of satire for Amis, here his attitude to it is generous, even if unsentimental. The novel is also concerned with the trials of old age and – without labouring the issue – questions of genetic inheritance.

The central character is retired librarian Harry Caldecote, a ladies’ man and a drinker. Twice divorced, Harry lives in North London with his widowed sister, Clare. At one time he imagined that his final years would consist of ‘penury relieved by idleness’, but now he finds himself preoccupied with other people’s problems. Here we have what is perhaps the keynote of Amis’s novels: a character has an idea of how life should be lived, but his ambition is warped by the contingencies of ordinary existence.

Harry is intent on pursuing what he thinks of as ‘his self-delibrarianization policy’, which is designed to provide ‘the comforting illusion of knowing something about how other people lived’. Although he pretends to be selfish, he frequently assumes the role of protector. ‘I keep feeling responsible for people,’ he tells Clare. He is a patient confidant, yet also an interventionist, persuading his friends and dispirited relatives to reclaim control of their meandering, yearning, feeble lives.

While Harry is the novel’s pivotal figure, the perspective is not always his. The third-person narrator often seems to manifest Harry’s point of view, but also immerses us in the currents of other characters’ discontents. Among those we see at close quarters are Harry’s former stepdaughter, Bunty, whose baggage includes her ex-husband Desmond and her bullying partner Popsy (described as looking like an ‘ethereal soccer hooligan’). There’s also Harry’s son, Piers, a man who seems forever guilty of an elusive and apparently unremarkable crime. Alcoholic Fiona, the niece of Harry’s first ex-wife, is an especially melancholy figure, whose unhappiness is shielded from the view of everyone save Harry. She takes fleeting pleasure in having tried to write a short story entitled ‘Getting Nowhere’, and telephones people whose names she has haphazardly jotted down, hoping pathetically for some sort of connection, however trivial. In her handbag she keeps an emergency supply of Cinzano (in an old shampoo bottle) and tissues that are ‘not just for wiping her nose’.

These characters drift in and out of Harry’s life. As the somewhat unspecific title hints, this is a novel of incidents, without much of an overarching plot. It has an almost shambolic air. As Neil Powell astutely comments, the novel is arranged like a soap opera and ‘would work on television with very little adaptation, which is possibly why it hasn’t been adapted’. It often feels ‘curiously like a travel book without the travelling’.6

The idea of Amis writing a travel book about a milieu with which he was familiar seems strange, but it reflects his increasing sense of alienation, a literary and social insider’s bewilderment at still being regarded as an insider. The novel pictures a world in decay, mechanized and soulless. It is a noisy place, in which dishwashers growl, burglar alarms ululate, televisions belch out cacophonous twaddle and a pub has ‘an acoustic like a subterranean cathedral’s’. There is lots of bad food, bad wallpaper and bad conversation.

It is a flabby thing to say that The Folks That Live on the Hill is autobiographical. After all, what fiction is not? In an essay on this subject, Amis wrote: ‘All fiction is autobiographical in the sense that its writer cannot truly invent anyone or anything, can only edit his experience.’7 Nevertheless, this novel seems disconcertingly stuffed with details from Amis’s life.

The setting is obviously Primrose Hill, the vaguely bohemian and less vaguely genteel North London enclave where Amis spent his final decade. The book is dedicated to the literary biographer Peter Quennell, who had a house nearby, and Harry’s brother Freddie seems to have been partly based on Quennell, who would have been well-placed (and, in some cases, dismayed) to observe the sheer copiousness of the local specifics. To give a single example: across the road from Harry’s house is a wine shop called Potandum; across the road from Amis’s house there was, and at the time of writing still is, a wine shop called Bibendum. The Garrick Club, where Amis expended so many afternoons performing booze-soaked feats of anecdotage, is here the Irving, although in Chapter Fourteen there is a nudge to the contrary.

The literary agent Giles Gordon, a Garrick member who reviewed the book unfavourably for the Evening Standard, described the Amis who inhabited this setting as a ‘fossil encrusted with experience and prejudice’.8 The Folks That Live on the Hill is similarly encrusted: Amis’s writing is coated with a thick dust of worldliness. There is, above all, a knowingness about people. Freddie’s tactless wife, Désirée, makes for Harry ‘one of those peculiar small grimaces conveying a whole secret female paragraph’. Another friend, a publisher, has ‘an appearance that suited his calling, or perhaps rather better that of a venal city official in some corruption-disclosing American classic’. Minor characters are drawn with sardonic delight: mystifyingly erudite minicab drivers, the proprietors of a local convenience store who seem determined to flaunt their casual mastery of English idiom, and a man who runs an off-licence and dabbles in fraud while his assistant reads Dante.

For the knowing, worldly writer, language is not a luminous instrument, and, at the level of the sentence, Amis is not pretty. There must always be traces of the grime of mundanity in his descriptive passages – a grime that is not laid on with viscous impasto, but is more insinuatingly present. The novelist Anthony Powell, who had known Amis since the early 50s, claimed that in the late works the prose was ‘slipshod’. Amis, he felt, had succumbed to a ‘determination not to be pretentious’ and this had developed into ‘a form of pretentiousness’.9 It is true that some of Amis’s phrasemaking is weirdly charmless. One can struggle with a sentence such as this (from Chapter Ten): ‘He half rested his arm against hers and at once felt as if they had just exchanged many more in number and far more intimate and affectionate words than they had in fact.’ But Amis’s use of language is hardly slipshod. When it seems inelegant, this is usually the result of his accurate command of ordinary diction; he is transcribing banalities, yet tends to add a little upward flick of patrician wit – the total effect being one of artful artlessness.

Approximately halfway through the novel, there is an episode in a grotty snack bar that exemplifies Amis’s technique. Freddie surveys the other patrons – a ‘twenty- or thirty-strong mixture of races, colours, creeds and no doubt other variables’ – and remarks, ‘nobody ever comes in here.’ We may laugh at this, recalling with amusement some friend of ours who, on entering a particularly buzzy eatery or watering-hole, pronounces, ‘This place is dead.’ We also immediately know a good deal more about Freddie, as well as having a more powerful sense of what kind of establishment this is. The words ‘no doubt other variables’ are especially Amisian; they perform no descriptive function, but their calculated redundancy is essential to the author’s anecdotal style. That style draws much of its force (which is controlled, rather than compulsively vivid) from the accumulation of everyday details. Crucially, these details are now and then given an unexpected tweak. Just as the language looks set to lapse into the humdrum, there is an injection of vitality.

A few paragraphs on from the example just offered, we read that ‘An ugly but far from graceless dark girl in a fairly clean overall, on obvious nodding terms with Freddie, came and laid in front of him a considerable plateful of fried slices of white bread and thick salty bacon with all the rind left on and ancillary tomatoes, as specified’. Without much fanfare (the exception is the arch ‘ancillary’), this sentence affords a great deal of information about Freddie’s breakfast. We may well choose to read on briskly, without thinking closely about the food or the service, yet there are telling sidelights here – the possibility of gracefulness in an ugly person, the information about the snack bar implicit in the detail that the server’s overall is fairly clean, and the little performance of pedantry condensed in the two words ‘as specified’. There is, furthermore, an intriguing ambiguity: are all these perceptions those of Freddie’s companion, Harry, or can we discern scintillas here of Amis’s own attitudes and experience? Is it Harry who takes pleasure in the spectacle of the fried breakfast, or is Harry recording the pleasure felt by Freddie? And is it Harry who enjoys noticing that the waitress is ‘ugly but far from graceless’, or do we catch sight of Amis savouring his own invention?

What’s for certain is that, over the course of the novel, we are repeatedly and discreetly invited to share Harry’s small pleasures. One, early on, is his fugitive fantasy of a life in Brunei, which might, from time to time, include some sort of genial fumble, involving ‘night-black hair fragrant with sandalwood, etc., exquisite tiny hands and so on’. This is the kind of writing that Anthony Powell and other detractors would have condemned as insufficiently painstaking. Yet, in fact, we see here the nub of Amis’s personal brand of meticulousness. The ‘etc.’ and ‘and so on’ are the marks not of laziness but of the image’s fuzzy brevity. Amis is suggesting that our visions of delight are evanescent. As so often, he is awkwardly truthful about the uneven and at the same time largely unobtrusive textures of life as it is really lived.
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One

Bunty Streatfield poured boiling water from the electric kettle on to the bowl of dried apricots destined for tomorrow’s breakfast. The water left unpoured made a fierce whooshing noise on the element when she set the kettle down. Overhead the strip lighting went on with its giant-mosquito whine, and just then the dishwasher entered the throbbing, growling part of its cycle. Even tiny kitchens in quite small flats were no longer the quiet places they must once have been.

Shutting the door on this one with the necessary bang, Bunty came out into the eating part where Piers Caldecote sat at the scrubbed pine table, at least it looked like pine. He was smoking a cigarette and reading the evening paper in a tolerant, uncommitted sort of way. At Bunty’s approach he plopped his half-finished cigarette into the mug of tea he had taken half a dozen sips from.

‘Ah, you’re off then, are you?’ For reasons best known to yourself, he seemed to imply, as often when others’ activities were in question, but still tolerantly.

‘You’ll be going out yourself, will you?’

Piers inclined his head inch by inch towards the telephone. ‘I may. I may. Then again I may not.’ Suddenly he beamed at her.

Bunty hesitated. ‘If you don’t, there’s some of those soused herrings and some tongue and stuff in the fridge. And …’ She hesitated again.

‘And, put them back when I’ve taken what I want and jolly well clear up after me a bit. But of course. Say no more. Stand on me. Now you run along, little thing. Have a good time.’

‘I don’t suppose we’ll be late.’

‘And …’ He extended his neck and cocked a half-shut eye at her in a way she had once thought must mean he was drunk, but which she now knew meant he was pretending to be caring. ‘… you’re not to let that silly girl walk all over you. It’s not good for her character for one thing. Nor for you my dear. The more you let her have her head, the more trouble you’re laying up for yourself. You mark my words now.’

‘I’ll rule her with a rod of iron.’

‘She might quite like that.’

‘Sorry, how do you mean?’

‘Forget it. Failed joke.’ Then, ‘You look very nice,’ he called after her.

The flat had a reinforced hardboard front door which Bunty shut behind her with no bang at all. It opened directly on to a staircase with donkey-coloured carpeting, so directly that she had to hang on to the flimsy knob while she peered down into the hall and listened, not liking herself much for doing so. For the moment there was no sign of Mrs Brookes, the little old lady, in fact the not so very old but still stooped-over and awful old lady who lived on the ground floor and who was liable to start talking to Bunty on sight and at extreme range. A no-sign situation at this stage could not allow for Mrs Brookes’s speed off the mark from the middle room where she mostly lurked, and a frightening number of times, like three in the year, she had been discovered crouching on the front step just as Bunty opened the house door. But this evening the way was clear, and the Psycho-type creaking of the middle-room door resounded too late.

The bright May sunshine in the street suffered from what Bunty had half-supposed to be a rock concert in the nearer middle distance but now turned out to be merely the output of some sort of radio playing to no visible audience from the scaffolding on the house opposite. Further along, a burglar alarm pealed steadily and somewhere else what was perhaps another form of alarm sounded a continuous fluctuating whistle like an automaton pronouncing sorry-sorry-sorry-sorry without end. Somewhere else again a loud male voice blurted unformed syllables. And this was supposed to be a quiet suburb, handy for the centre, but still quiet. It had only recently begun to dawn on Bunty how she longed to spend even an hour or two a day somewhere that really was quiet: how older people coped with it all she could not imagine. But she knew there were other things besides, harder to define than noise, that she wanted to get away from.

She hurried down to the corner with Shepherd’s Hill itself on her left, the half-dozen sloping acres of parkland that gave the district its name. Children and dogs ran to and fro on it, in and out of the lengthening shadows, and couples strolled or sat on benches. Bunty turned her eyes away and her thoughts to what sort of state the flat would be in when she saw it again. Although Piers must be getting on for forty he was no nearer being housetrained than ever, what with taps, lights, even gas, cigarette-ends, scattered newspapers, used crocks, unsoaked pans, nothing very much really but bothersome for finicky people coming in to find. He was not too bad, would often tidy away after a fashion unless something came up, as he put it, and something was always coming up in Piers’s life, though he kept very quiet about what. Her guess was that it was a succession of little things, no great mystery there, just this and that, probably near the edge of the law. There seemed to be no women in his life but, in that sense, no men either. And how long did he propose to stay, or go on lodging with them, or sharing, or whatever he called it?

Actually if it had been left to her he could have stayed as long as he liked within reason. After all he was one of her only bits of family, not very close, true, being no more than Harry Caldecote’s son by his first marriage, and Harry being what to this day it took her a couple of seconds to work out in her head, her stepmother’s divorced husband, but still. And she had been known to be glad of Piers’s company, and she would have had to admit she liked having a man round the house, even a man of a questionable sort. And there was no getting away from it, he could be very charming, for instance always ready to tell her she looked nice, and usually with better timing than just now.

She thought anyway she probably looked about as nice this evening as she ever would, going to be thirty-two in the autumn, a little tall for her own liking, a little ruddy-cheeked, but with abundant browny-red hair a few people seemed to think was quite attractive, trimmed rather short as it was nowadays and scraped back behind not-too-bad ears. The navy corduroy suit had mostly gone down all right in the past and nobody could have quarrelled with the new plain cellular shirt. Obviously a nice type of young woman, in the words of a testimonial she had once sneaked a look at.

Too much so? Not in a good way? She was turning right into Shepherd’s Hill Road when a man of her own age began to cross towards the King’s public house, a personable enough young man in collar and tie, even perhaps a nice type himself, and he eyed Bunty pretty thoroughly until they were about five yards apart, when he suddenly seemed to get very interested in the stained glass in the pub windows and doors and faded away. She was used to just that sort of double take, she ought to have been by now, but had not altogether stopped wondering about it, wondering if it could have anything to do with the look she had once or twice surprised in photographs of herself, coming upon them unexpectedly, but had never managed to catch in the mirror: a kind of joyless look, a worried and worrying look, the look of someone who without being in any way aggressive was always going to need a bit of handling, a bit of careful watching. At such times she came near guessing that her school nickname had been attached to her by way of irony, to point up her lack of easy dependable warmth and whatever other attractions might once have been expected in a girl called Bunty.

Now she was among the shops, including the bistro where the man shouted at the customers and the art place where the pictures on display really made you wonder why the artist had bothered until you noticed the price-tags on them, and reached the post office, or rather the post-office-cum-stationer’s-cum-newsagent’s-cum-tobacconist’s-confectioner’s-delicatessen-cum-video-library-cum(from next week)-dry-cleaning-establishment it had progressively but swiftly turned into. The two Asian (Indian or Pakistani) brothers who were the proprietors greeted her in their impressively informal English. ‘Nice to see a bit of sun for a change, eh?’ said the elder, and the younger said, ‘You wait, we’ll be paying for it later on.’ Bunty nodded and smiled but could not think of the required next conversational move, try as she might.

Each of the brothers had a full moustache shaped like a square bracket and wore a thick dark pullover and expensive shoes; the younger’s came into view when he darted round the front of the counter to put his hand on a special anniversary card called for by a fuchsia-faced old girl who carried a stick and got a ‘How are you keeping?’ and a ‘Mind how you go now’ thrown in. Bunty picked up her Standard and the new Private Eye and had her change in her hand in about four seconds. With a pleasant but slightly bland smile the older said, ‘Have a nice weekend.’ His brother said, ‘Be seeing you soon.’ She knew or hoped she knew that it was not being a misery or defeatist of her to imagine the ‘What that one needs is a good screw’ and the ‘Sooner you than me, chum’ that could follow her exit – but, she guessed, not if it could be overheard.

Off she went again, past Beautiful Dreamers now that sold nothing but beds, not even quilts, etc., past Potandum that sold wine but only a case at a time, past the house on the other side of the road where Harry Caldecote lived with his widowed sister, a rather pretty house, or rather half of a substantial Early Victorian house in white-painted stone on four floors, a lot of space for two even with a mostly-absent lodger on the top floor and a room or so in the basement that in some sense belonged to Piers. Well, Harry had done for her more than many stepfathers would have done and had gone on trying to help her after she had become no more than his ex-stepdaughter. He had been on her side when she took up with what the rest of the family had considered a thoroughly unsuitable boy-friend, and had still not stopped trying to repair what had turned out to be her less and less workable marriage to him. Anyway, they had stayed in touch one way and another until a year ago Harry had marvellously, providentially, got her into the flat she now occupied, and so they had become neighbours. It was all a little odd, though no odder, probably, than her relations with any man would have had to be. Harry had remained somehow a distant figure, book on lap in his first-floor study, seeming to hold back as instinctively as she did from the affectionate embrace that might have seemed natural to two people in their position and with their history. He was a shy man anyway, she guessed, and after all what of it? It had its good side, too; she had never managed to feel it quite natural to be close to a man in any sense, and this one had a trick of hesitating sometimes before he spoke to her, as if wondering whether she was quite up to what he contemplated saying, that helped to keep them at a distance. But from across that distance she was full of gratitude, respect, esteem, loyalty.

Anyway, it was thanks to Harry that she was here on Shepherd’s Hill, and it was a nice part, a comparatively clean part, even – workmen’s radios and burglar alarms excepted – a quiet part, having its streets so choked with parked cars and vans that nothing on four wheels could hurry and heavier vehicles tried to by-pass it. But across the garishly painted railway bridge, where all traffic was now prohibited, the tube station promised infallible noise, noise enough and to spare. Although Bunty more or less had to use the Underground for work, she never went into its booming, battering depths without a moment or two of acute dislike. Years ago she had once seen that fear as the fear of a greater fear, but had gone no further with her analysis after that; in her experience it was very far from true that a fear was lessened by being better understood. Tonight as it happened was easier than many, with plenty of people about, no wait on the platform and something to look forward to at the far end.

That something was to be found in Chelsea, in an older and prettier house than Harry’s, in Stokes Row. A blue plaque by the open front door said that Johann Christian Bach had lived there for a short time in the 1760s, and many of the paintings and drawings on view inside referred to that period. They thoroughly covered the walls of the passage that ran through the house to the garden doorway, which showed like a bright yellow-green oblong at the end of a gloomy tunnel. The sound of voices from the open air had a flat, insubstantial quality. Bunty squared her shoulders, then rounded them again to appear less tall and stepped out into the late sunshine. She hoped she had not come too soon.

There were not really so many people as all that standing and sitting about drinking out there, perhaps fewer than twenty. When they realized she had turned up, which took a few seconds, some of them stared at her briefly while others welcomed her at top speed, delighted at her arrival, not far from astounded she had been able to make it. ‘Bunty how are you?’ they said. ‘Bunty you’re looking well! Here’s Bunty! Bunty it’s good to see you!’

Of course good old Bunty was not in the least put out by any of that. It was standard, what she had heard a man call par for the course. Alternatively it was how people behaved when they were embarrassed by her and trying to be nice, which was much better than unembarrassed people not trying to be nice, but unfortunately not as good as any sort of people not trying to be anything. That had sometimes happened in the King’s on a Saturday morning. All her life she seemed to have been longing to be taken no notice of. Now she exchanged a fast hug with the hostess, who was American and the most delighted and the nearest to being astounded of all, as well as having the deepest voice and the heaviest bags under her eyes. Bunty wondered if they had met before. She looked away, noticed at the end of the small garden a sculptured and much-eroded head and half-torso almost smothered in garden ivy, concentrated on it rather than look round for anybody. ‘You’ll have a drink won’t you? You must have a drink. Have a drink for goodness’ sake,’ they said, and generally did their utmost to talk her out of dashing off again.

Bunty soon got her drink, a moderately full glass of some fruit mixture topped with thawing fragments of ice. After another pause she started answering insistent questions about what was happening on the legal front while some of those near by told others that she was a solicitor, pretty high-powered one gathered. She had just started to feel hollow inside in a kind of provisional way when suddenly it was all right.

Much better, in fact. What happened was that Popsy simply came up and kissed her without the slightest hesitation and with exactly the right emphasis, as if she had been reading her mind. Then she said in the slightly hoarse voice and the slightly bothered or complaining tone that Bunty could never get enough of, ‘Right on time as usual, darling, I don’t know how you do it. And now I’m going to get you to take me away from all these lovely chaps and chapesses.’

‘Oh, you can’t do that,’ some of them said. ‘Come on, have another drink. Bunty’s only just got here. Have another drink, Popsy. Oh and Bunty, you have another drink.’

But Popsy was quite firm. She kept smiling and pushing at the air like somebody trying to shush applause and saying it had been a marvellous party but she absolutely had to go. Not once did she give the slightest hint that she in any sense had to, or that she might have preferred to stay even a couple of minutes longer or that going was anybody’s idea but hers. That kind of thing was kept for when there was trouble or competition in the offing. None of that now. Bunty felt a glow.

Not that the struggle was quite over yet. ‘What about eating? Yes, what arrangements have you made about eating?’

‘Oh, Bunty’s seen to all that, haven’t you, darling?’

‘If you let us know where you’re going we’ll join you.’

‘Oh, sweet of you but honestly we just want to sneak away somewhere quiet, don’t we, Bunty?’

‘Oh I see, there we are. Bit mean, breaking up the party. Well, that’s it, then.’

Not long after the hostess was finally convinced that Bunty and Popsy were sure they wanted to leave, she moved attentively off with them. The three were about halfway to the garden door when a considerable silence fell over the scene they had just left, followed after a couple of seconds by an excited gabbling as though everybody had started to speak at once. Popsy squeezed Bunty’s hand for a moment.

‘Good-bye, darlings,’ called the hostess from her time-eroded doorstep, where someone else had polished the brass boot-scrapers to great effect. ‘Talk to me soon.’ From the way she waved alone it was easy to see how perfectly normal she thought it was that two women should go off like that so very much on their own. But then she looked as if she thought that most things that were conceivable were also perfectly normal.

‘I’ve booked at a new Italian place just round the corner supposed to be quite good and reasonably quiet,’ said Bunty to Popsy in one breath. ‘Unless of course you’d sooner—’ She would not have dared to sound so concerned in front of another.

‘No. That sounds perfect.’

They turned along the river where, on the sunlit further bank, a huge building out of a 1930s science-fiction film promulgated on its tower an extinct brand-name. A few battered gulls, too stupid to have taken off downstream in the good weather, sailed peevishly about. Popsy said, ‘Actually that was a pretty ghastly party. You’d have hated it, darling.’

‘I’m sure I should. Was it as bad as the last one?’

‘The last what?’

‘The last party I picked you up at the end of.’

Bunty was very sure she would have hated the party they had just left, and the one before that too, but yet she was rather thinking to herself she would not much have minded the chance of being allowed in for an hour or so instead of five minutes to make up her own mind. She would have sworn she had done no more than think that, not let it show, but Popsy at once stopped blinking.

‘Are you complaining about something?’

‘No, honestly, I was only—’

‘Because if it’s a big drag for you to come from like Shepherd’s Hill to Chelsea then don’t bother and next time I’ll go out to dinner with the others, okay?’

‘I didn’t mean anything like that.’

‘Because everything’s been so nice up to now, don’t let’s spoil it, eh? I had to go to that do to meet some ghastly Canadian who might be interested in the gallery, then I wanted dinner alone with you. Selfish of me, but what would you? Satisfied, baby?’

Bunty nodded vigorously. She was afraid her voice might tremble if she spoke.

Popsy looked round the restaurant, which was full of little flights of stairs and entirely made of identical white-painted strips of perforated cast iron. By her expression it seemed to please her and so did the people sitting about, though Bunty had no idea of even the sort of people they were. Ten seconds with the ornate menu were enough for Popsy. She liked eating out but ate hardly anything, got through a lot of chocolate between times without it showing. ‘It’s nice here,’ she said. ‘Did you check it out yourself?’

‘No, I just asked jolly carefully around.’

‘Well I think it’s jolly clever of you to have found it. Full marks, darling. And, by the way, it was mean of me to have dragged you across town, I realize that now. I just hope I can get you to think it was worth it.’

It went on in the same blissful style till Popsy’s attention was caught by two well-dressed but berkish young men at the next table nudging each other and saying things about them to each other. She noticed at once and leaned over and said not very loudly, and in just an interested tone, ‘What line of work are you in, Sammy? Sewage disposal, would it be?’

The two sat for the barest instant taking in what had been said.

‘I get it, right, well if you ever feel you need a really good punch up the bracket you come right over and see me and I’ll fix you up with a couple right away. Super. Sorry, my love,’ she apologized to Bunty, ‘but you have to make your point fast if you’re going to make it at all. Now where exactly had we got to?’

The young men had not yet ordered, or at least had had no food set in front of them. With a speed of thought and reaction that augured well for their careers in most lines of work they sprang to their feet as one and were clear away before Popsy was well into her next sentence, which went on from about where they had got to.

It was a good job she did not ask Bunty for help in remembering where wildly approximately, let alone exactly, they had got to, because she would have received none. She, Popsy, had started earlier by talking about something to do with the gallery, the Alder Street gallery where she supposedly worked, though Bunty had perforce a very poor idea of that gallery except that it was of some size and a going concern trafficking in contemporary works, never having had more to do with it than walk past it a couple of times. Popsy had forbidden her to visit her there in any capacity and though a colleague did appear from time to time it always seemed a matter of inadvertence. It was the same with other connections of hers – the occasional old schoolmate, a colleague from a former job, what might have been an ex-neighbour, once an undoubtedly genuine dull married cousin with husband and children in the background, but no part of any circle Bunty might have been invited to join. She sometimes wondered what she was to Popsy and decided she offered a handy pad and no questions asked and unlimited devotion. She hoped it would go on being enough.

What made it all much better than enough to Bunty was times like now, with Popsy on about the gallery and who knew what else and her halfway into a trance, bowled over by her continuing presence, by having her so long and so closely on view as she talked. She looked like an ethereal soccer hooligan, with a thin mouth habitually open and square separated teeth, arched eyebrows, bright wide-open brown eyes surrounded by skin of a delicate fawn, a pallid complexion, unluxuriant hair, a small frame, and was to Bunty altogether irresistible as she stood. Her accent, fitfully moderated, came from Birmingham or possibly Leicester and Bunty guessed she was about forty.

They had been sort of together for nearly two years, ever since their first meeting at a house in Hampstead after the Saturday lunchtime session at the Flask. It transpired that Popsy had been invited along only because of somebody’s mistaken impression that she had been drinking with Bunty in the pub, and she had so to speak gone on from there, never saying anything much about her previous life.

But Bunty was content, in a contentment flecked with tiny moments of shame and fear. But there was no call for any of either at the moment. When they got home they found that some miracle of forbearance or industry on Piers’s part had put everything in order, everything bar the extinct butt of a filter cigarette left standing upright, a great hate of Popsy’s snatched out of sight just in time. The two women smiled at each other lingeringly. All was well, everything.

Later Bunty said in the dark, ‘I wish we could just go away somewhere lovely and peaceful where no one would bother us.’

‘But you must realize that’s out of the question, darling. I’ve got the gallery and all my friends here in London. And you’ve got your being a solicitor.’

Popsy had spoken with affectionate exasperation, thought Bunty, and that was pretty restrained after having such an awful gooey remark made to her, a nine-year-old’s remark. ‘Oh, I didn’t mean it wasn’t out of the question,’ she said hurriedly. ‘It was just a thought like everyone gets. You know.’ Not exasperation – impatience. Impatient tenderness.




Two

‘I feel responsible for him,’ said Harry Caldecote rather peevishly. ‘I don’t like feeling it, because it means among other things I have to keep seeing him, but I do. I don’t know, I keep feeling responsible for people and there doesn’t seem to be anything I can do about it, I’m sorry to say. It must be the hand of Dad at work. Through early training or through the genes.’

‘The way he carried on, it’s certainly not through example. But which bit of Freddie’s life do you feel responsible for?’

‘Well, there he is married to Désirée. Isn’t that enough?’

‘It would be enough to drive most men mad, even men who had started off perfectly sane, but it’s hardly your responsibility, I should have thought. You didn’t put any pressure on him as I remember.’

‘I brought them together. That’s to say she was a pal of Gillian’s.’

‘And of yours,’ said Clare Morrison, Harry’s and Freddie’s sister.

‘We won’t go into that just now if you don’t mind. And then there’s the poet thing.’

‘Harry, I’ve heard you say something like this before but I’ve never taken it in. Are you telling me you encouraged Désirée to pursue Freddie by telling her he was a great or something poet?’

‘No, what happened was I didn’t do my utmost to put her off him by telling her what a lousy poet he was and how certain to be an abject failure as the writer he seemed set on being just then. A man can’t just shrug off a thing like that.’

‘I’d have a good try with this one if I were you. All you can sensibly say is that you may have helped to draw Désirée into Gillian’s arty set that included Freddie whom she then proceeded to mark down. That was her business, and the fact that Freddie hadn’t the sense or the backbone to get away from her, that was his business. Not yours. Oh, before you go off, why do you keep bringing up those poems? Just how bad were they really? And remember poetry’s not my strong point.’

‘Well now, put it this way, if they were ballet dancers you’d have to cover up your eyes until you were quite sure they’d all finished and gone off.’

‘But is there – this is just idle curiosity – could you see anything of Freddie in them? Do they sort of remind you of him at all?’

‘Well, you couldn’t make head or tail of large bits of them, of course, and they didn’t seem to get anywhere much, you thought, and by the end he seemed to be on about something quite different from what he’d started on. And you couldn’t imagine why he’d bothered to write it in the first place. But here and there there were just a few interesting little oddities. There wouldn’t have been more than two or three dozen of them all told.’

‘Very like Freddie, in fact. But if they were as terrible as you say—’

‘Yes. Well, plenty of stuff that was just as terrible was being published then, or come to that at any other time since about 1620, but Freddie’s was just right for the late Fifties. The worrying thing is that it’s coming up again.’

‘What? How can it?’

‘Well, he was yammering something about taking up the struggle again or renewing his attempt to forge a personal diction or … Very worrying.’

‘I’m sorry, I don’t understand the point about forging a personal diction.’

‘No, well, it was rather the sort of thing that poets said they were going to do in those days to show what sound chaps they were. Like … like giving the Hun a taste of his own medicine.’

‘Oh. But I still don’t see what you’re worried about. If there’s as much lousy poetry about as you say, a bit more can’t do any harm.’

‘Don’t you believe it. I don’t like the sound of it.’

‘Well, perhaps you’ll find out a bit more about it today.’

‘What? How?’

‘I take it you haven’t forgotten they’re coming to lunch.’

‘Oh Christ Almighty.’

‘Harry, I do wish you wouldn’t blaspheme like that. For one thing, it makes you sound so old.’

‘What on earth are you talking about?’

‘The young don’t go in for it any more, or have you stopped noticing? It’s not considered cool.’

‘Fuck the young, and I mean that very seriously. All right, all right. And stop sounding like a …’

‘Like a wife. Thank your lucky stars I’m not. Not your wife.’

‘Oh, I do. Frequently. And fervently.’

After two divorces (one from Gillian in the long-ago, a second from Daisy finally made absolute as recently as 1988) Harry considered he had had enough of the married state to last him indefinitely. At the same time he would have had to admit that that state had certain positive advantages for a fellow if properly handled. Many or even most of them, he would inform his circle at the Irving, seemed to be at least adequately supplied by having one’s widowed sister housekeep for one. He would tell a rather smaller audience at the club that the new arrangement had certain negative advantages too. Both sets had got under way those four years ago, when within a period of six weeks Daisy had finally buggered off and poor old Arnold Morrison had finally and quite independently breathed his last. Clare had moved into the Shepherd’s Hill Road house in the first place temporarily, while she looked around for a place of her own, but had found on doing so that all she could afford was a Moscow-sized room-and-a-bit in a part of Holloway where the only white people were Irish. For poor old Arnold had been feckless old Arnold too, perhaps even mildly shitty old Arnold, though admittedly expensively-nursed old Arnold must have come into it towards the end. Anyway, her parental legacy, what there had been of it, had been silently swallowed up, and most of the value of the Arnold–Clare residence had gone too. The two sons were very ready to be visited, but she was not going to impose herself on them; neither had amassed a personal fortune sufficient to set his mother up in the London of 1990, and she had never shown interest in anything like a mansion in Manchester.

‘About that poetry of Freddie’s,’ she said now. ‘It might be a way of, you know, what we’ve always said he needs, a way of escaping from Désirée. I mean presumably he’d have to go off on his own to write his sonnets or epics or whatever they are.’

‘And have her make him go over them with her afterwards line by line. Could you read that bit again, dear. Could you explain that bit, dear. I think you could put it better like that, dear. Can’t you just hear her?’

Clare shuddered. ‘All too clearly. Well, we’ll just have to hope for the best. Have a think about it. So: united front, try to be nice to Désirée …’

‘… without making her think we want to see more of her …’

‘… resign ourselves to being told all about the bit of trouble …’

‘But we’ve already been told all about the bit of trouble.’

‘Only a couple of times or so. And, Harry, try to cheer yourself up by telling yourself that whatever else you may be responsible for about Freddie, the bit of trouble is not part of it.’

‘Just one stipulation if I may – no sneaking off to the kitchen for a kip as soon as you’ve brought in the coffee.’

Clare seemed not to hear that. Picking up his breakfast cup and saucer, she said, ‘Piers rang while you were in the shower.’

‘Oh dear. What did he want?’

‘Just to establish the lie of the land as usual. No news. You know, Harry, if you’re on the look-out for somebody to feel responsible for you could make a start with young Piers.’

‘A start? That’s a good one. I’ve never stopped.’ Then he gave up trying to be funny and said, ‘I know. I just can’t get near him. Do you know, Clare, if this doesn’t sound too much like somebody’s auntie talking, I can remember holding out some toy to him when he was really small, two or three, and he just looked straight past it and past me too. He didn’t want that toy or any other toy from me. It’s been the same ever since. We just move in different universes.’

‘Was he all right with Gillian?’

‘I think so. It looked all right. She never said anything. I’ll never find out what he really wanted today. He won’t answer messages or make dates. It takes two to keep in touch, you know.’

‘Well, he has just rung, and you told me yourself he was putting up with that pair of lesbians you found a flat for.’

‘Clare, dear, let us be quite straightforward on one thing, I did not find a flat for those lesbians, a fellow in the King’s mentioned someone was clearing out of it just that day I heard Bunty – yes, rightly or wrongly another of my supposed responsibilities – was looking for somewhere. Piers had been looking for a room at the same time.’

‘He’s got a perfectly good room in this house.’

‘Which doesn’t suit him for some reason. I don’t know why. Please don’t ask me.’

‘All right, you’re let off.’

They stared at each other for a moment and then went into the silent laugh with eyes nearly shut that they had inherited from their father. Just then the bark of a dog was heard from the garden at the back of the house, a bark and a half, a woof if there ever was one, complete with opening and closing consonants, of a pitch a good couple of octaves below middle C, accurately declaring the woofer to be of excessive size. Brother and sister looked at each other differently. Clare blinked for a space, opened and shut her mouth and said, ‘Couldn’t you take him to the pub with you just this once, not as a regular thing or anything, just today and perhaps once every couple of weeks? He would love it so.’

‘So he well might.’ At times like this Harry came about as close as he ever came to missing his second wife, though not in a tender sense. In this situation Daisy would have blinked at him much faster and told him that if he cared for anyone or anything besides himself he would have been taking poor bloody old Towser as a matter of course when he sneaked out to the pub. In their later years together at least, this would have ensured immediately that Towser stayed at home and Daisy could complain to her mates and handmaidens to her heart’s content that the bloody man kept that great dog cooped up in the house and the backyard twenty-four hours a day rather than run the risk of being seen with it in public. After much practice Harry had managed to condition his mental digestive system to throw a protective film round stuff like that. Clare’s stuff took more dealing with. She was good at catching him on a weak point of his, dislike of seeming a shit. Unfortunately for her in this case she had also come up against one of his strong points, resistance to having any of his pleasures taken away, spoilt or even much diminished, and one try had been enough to show that Towser did that to his trips to the King’s. ‘He won’t settle down in there,’ he told Clare now, reminded her rather. ‘He keeps wandering about.’

‘Don’t let him. Keep him on his lead.’

‘And be dragged the length of the bar. He’s not a bloody sausage-dog, you know.’

‘All right then, what’s wrong with letting him wander a bit? He’s completely harmless and gentle and he always comes when you call him.’

‘I’ve told you, he can’t keep his nose to himself. And I don’t just mean he sticks it into plates of cheese, I mean he—’

‘I know what you mean, thank you.’

‘The most unsuitable dog in the world to keep in London.’

‘You’ve told me that, too.’ Briskly, to forestall any charges of piling on the pathos, Clare said, ‘He’ll just have to wait till this afternoon,’ when as every afternoon since he came to live here, she would take bloody old Towser along to charge about Shepherd’s Hill like a monstrous puppy, knocking down small children, making pensioners reel and clutch at their sticks, cocking his leg as near to as many people as possible, fleeing in stark terror before a savage toy poodle or feral King Charles cavalier spaniel. Far from drawing off his energy the exercise seemed to charge him up, so that on his return he was at least as ready as ever to spill things and lick things and more besides.

‘I told Désirée a quarter to one,’ said Clare, dropping the subject and Towser seemingly for ever and turning away.

The readiness, even cheerfulness, with which she had finally yielded on the dog question made its impact on Harry. Before he could change his mind he said, ‘I’ll ring them and tell them to come to the King’s at half-twelve. Take the edge off Désirée a bit. And Freddie loves pubs. A pub’s like an Aladdin’s cave to him. I mean full of mystery and wonder as well as intoxication and such states.’

‘Oh Harry that is sweet of you.’

‘I’m not taking Towser, mind.’

‘I’m relieved you’ve said that, otherwise I might have thought you were going off your head.’

He followed her out of the breakfast room with his eyes and grinned slightly.
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