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About the Book

WITH AN INTRODUCTION BY MONICA ALI

The love affair between Maurice Bendix and Sarah, flourishing in the turbulent times of the London Blitz, ends when she suddenly and without explanation breaks it off. After a chance meeting rekindles his love and jealousy two years later, Bendix hires a private detective to follow Sarah, and slowly his love for her turns into an obsession.


About the Author

Graham Greene was born in 1904. On coming down from Balliol College, Oxford, he worked for four years as sub-editor on The Times. He established his reputation with his fourth novel, Stamboul Train. In 1935 he made a journey across Liberia, described in Journey Without Maps, and on his return was appointed film critic of the Spectator. In 1926 he had been received into the Roman Catholic Church and visited Mexico in 1938 to report on the religious persecution there. As a result he wrote The Lawless Roads and, later, his famous novel The Power and the Glory. Brighton Rock was published in 1938 and in 1940 he became literary editor of the Spectator. The next year he undertook work for the Foreign Office and was stationed in Sierra Leone from 1941 to 1943. This later produced the novel, The Heart of the Matter, set in West Africa.

As well as his many novels, Graham Greene wrote several collections of short stories, four travel books, six plays, three books of autobiography – A Sort of Life, Ways of Escape and A World of My Own (published posthumously) – two of biography and four books for children. He also wrote hundreds of essays, and film and book reviews, some of which appear in the collections Reflections and Mornings in the Dark. Many of his novels and short stories have been filmed and The Third Man was written as a film treatment. Graham Greene was a member of the Order of Merit and a Companion of Honour. He died in 1991.


ALSO BY GRAHAM GREENE

Novels

The Man Within

It’s a Battlefield

A Gun for Sale

The Confidential Agent

The Ministry of Fear

The Third Man

The Quiet American

A Burnt-out Case

Travels with my Aunt

Dr Fischer of Geneva or The Bomb Party

The Human Factor

The Tenth Man

Stamboul Train

England Made Me

Brighton Rock

The Power and the Glory

The Heart of the Matter

The Fallen Idol

Loser Takes All

Our Man in Havana

The Comedians

The Honorary Consul

Monsignor Quixote

The Captain and the Enemy

Short Stories

Collected Stories

The Last Word and Other Stories

May We Borrow Your Husband?

Twenty-One Stories

Travel

Journey Without Maps

The Lawless Roads

In Search of a Character

Getting to Know the General

Essays

Yours etc.

Reflections

Mornings in the Dark

Collected Essays

Plays

Collected Plays

Autobiography

A Sort of Life

Ways of Escape

Fragments of an Autobiography

A World of my Own

Biography

Lord Rochester’s Monkey

An Impossible Woman

Children’s Books

The Little Train

The Little Horse-Bus

The Little Steamroller

The Little Fire Engine


TO C.


[image: image]

[image: image]


 

Man has places in his heart which do not yet exist, and into them enters suffering in order that they may have existence.

LÉON BLOY


Introduction

On his way to Sarah’s funeral, Maurice Bendrix stops off in town to meet a literary critic who is to write an article on his work. He immediately wonders why he did so. ‘I knew too well the pompous phrases of his article, the buried significance he would discover of which I was not aware and the faults I was tired of facing.’ Greene wields his character with deadly expertise and leaves the would-be introduction writer running for cover.

So much has been written about Greene’s work that it seems criticism, like a story, has no real beginning or end. The salivations over the apparent parallels in The End of the Affair with Greene’s own famous affair with Lady Catherine Walston (she converted to Catholicism, was reputed to have many lovers, was possessed of an ‘important’ and docile husband, and so on) need not be strung out afresh here. It is sufficient to note that Greene was certainly alert to the prospect of his life being pored over by literary detectives. Early in the book, Bendrix reflects how few letters he sent to his lover, conscious of the risk involved for a professional author. ‘Women are apt to exaggerate the importance of their lovers and they never foresee the disappointing day when an indiscreet letter will appear marked ‘Interesting’ in an autograph catalogue priced at five shillings.’

The easy assumption which follows the Catherine/Sarah comparisons is that Bendrix is Greene’s ‘alter-ego’. Even Parkis – the clumsy but eager professional snoop – would have little trouble disinterring the evidence. Bendrix writes a disciplined five hundred words a day, has a passion for clean, single-lined foolscap, mulls over his work before retiring to bed, and obeys – it seems – all the orders of Greene’s own writing habits. These, though, are but bleached bones and it is in two areas that Greene gives flesh to the fictional writer. The first is the mysterious act of creation. Bendrix describes with precision the role of the unconscious (‘those underwater caverns’) and longs for the passion of the next novel, hoping ‘the excitement would wake again of remembering what one had never consciously known’. The second is the yet more mysterious art of social intercourse. Bendrix likes Sarah instantly ‘because she said she had read my books and left the subject there . . . ’ When they meet up for the first time after the end of the affair she asks if he is working on a new book. ‘She hadn’t committed that remark, even the first time, over the South African sherry.’ Greene lobs the verb in like a hand grenade, destroying Bendrix’s faint hope of reunion. And here (so much more than in the borrowed writing routines) we become tempted to merge author and character. Bendrix’s writer-filtered perspectives are just so convincing.

But pursuing this line further would be a disappointing exercise, like sending archaeologists to dig up a patio. Greene, of course, must donate flesh (and vital organs) to Bendrix. How else should a writer go about creating a writer? But this does not make Bendrix the man (as opposed to the writer) Greene’s alter-ego.

In Ways of Escape, the author himself has attempted to dismiss comparisons with his relationship with Catherine: ‘In The End of the Affair I had described a lover who was so afraid that love would end one day that he tried to hasten the end and get the pain over. Yet there was no unhappy love affair to escape this time: I was happy in love.’ He may, of course, be lying here. And though there’s no necessity that Bendrix is the author’s alter-ego, there’s no necessity that he’s not.

The questions to ask are these: does it matter and do we care? For Greene aficionados the answers may be yes, yes. For the rest of us, mere fans, it rather seems like a wrangle over dating the patio either 1947 or 1948; a matter of small interest.

What then gives the novel its peculiar pull after all this time? Adultery is as routine as dental check-ups, with fewer associated costs. The sexual allusions wouldn’t raise the eyebrow of a Mills & Boon editor. Tortured Catholicism, miracles and tempestuous exchanges on the nature of belief are hardly guaranteed to set pulses racing. And a fleeting prurient side-glance at the extramarital occupations of the writer is scarcely enough to propel readers through an entire book.

It was Greene’s own belief that the book was not a total success (it was a popular one). In Ways of Escape, he sketches for us the background to this first foray into first-person composition and draws himself as a lonely disillusioned figure trailing in the dust. ‘Many a time I regretted pursuing “I” along his dismal road . . . ’ He is rueful on the subject of tone (‘there were only two shades of the same colour – obsessive love and obsessive hate’) and admits that Parkis and his boy were ‘my attempt to introduce two more tones, the humorous and the pathetic.’ In an earlier section of the book he identifies Smythe as a character who ‘obstinately refuses to live’. In a more sweeping criticism he asserts that the book should have continued at least as long after Sarah’s death as before, an original intention which he ‘betrayed’.

Hardly a rave review, but it cannot hinder our enjoyment of the novel. Greene, always the master of suspense, quietly gets to work from the outset. The prediction and confirmation of Sarah’s death are given in the first chapter and we, like the narrator, hardly believe it; we hop mentally from one foot to the other through Bendrix’s early encounters with Henry (when will he cotton on?); we await impatiently the staircase scene (an incandescent crucible) where we learn how the affair was ended and the waiting deepens our response; and when Parkis delivers the all-important journal we are detained along with Bendrix by the small torments of obligation and polite chat.

Greene’s mischievous delight in bringing on his supporting cast makes us inwardly applaud. At his best he delivers them with all the economy of a haiku. Consider his interview with Mr Savage, the detective agency boss. ‘“The best advertisement, you know,” – he slid the cliché in like a thermometer – “is a satisfied client.”’ In eight words he tells us all we want to know about the overly-smooth professional manner, the practised sales pitch, the inner detachment overlaid with the patina of concern. Or this, on the civil service wives at Sarah’s funeral: ‘They at least were satisfied with the ceremony – you could almost tell it from their hats.’ At a stroke he conjures up both the affront, the threat to respectability posed by Sarah and the defiant, half-hidden triumph of those who lived to see her end.

He is no less successful in rendering a scene. The trees he tells us, on that filthy night on the common that opens the book, ‘stood about like broken waterpipes’ and we immediately feel the rain at our necks. He builds Bendrix’s club swiftly and wonderfully in all its sad dimensions by its absent members (clergy, journalists, school inspectors – ‘gone home to Bromley and Streatham’); non-members (authors – except those ‘hanging on the wall’); food (Henry ‘managed to ram the pink soggy mixture down’); furniture (‘waste of black horsehair sofas’); and, crowningly, the secretary of the club (‘I introduced him to Henry and he said with the quickness of a hairdresser, “I’ve been following the reports every day.”’). Greene declared that he only discovered ‘Comedy’ a decade later when he wrote his blackest book, A Burnt-out Case, but there is a certain grim humour to be found here too. The interesting thing is that it offers little relief to the tone of the book. We get what Bendrix is indicating about the desperation of the club secretary but we’re too mired in the narrator’s bitterness to twitch our lips. The same happens when we come across other lines of razor-edged wit. Bendrix’s landlady knocks at his door: ‘“A Mr Parkis to see you,” thus indicating by a grammatical article the social status of my caller.’ And when the joke’s on Bendrix we’re too concerned for his mental state to really enjoy it. Parkis’s earliest success is in procuring for Bendrix a scrap of paper on which it seems that Sarah has begun a love letter. This provokes a jealous rage in her ex-lover. In the old days they had used ‘onions’ as a code word for love, a word imbued for them with many layers of meaning and association and affection: ‘“Already I want to abandon everything, everybody, but you,” and onions I thought, with hatred, onions – that was how it was in my time.’ There is something distinctly comical about the situation, and yet the knowledge that Bendrix has set about destroying even the memory of what he had tempers our ability to smile.

It’s not only the minor characters that Greene draws with such exquisite confidence. Henry too is a little miracle of creation. We have him almost straightaway by his ‘black civil servant’s overcoat’ and his comment in the pub about the barmaid – an unlikely vehicle for a summation of conventionality: ‘“Pretty,” Henry said, without meaning it.’ And on his unravelling, after the confrontation at the club we need be told no more than, ‘Out of doors, without a hat, he seemed to have joined the anonymous and the dispossessed . . . ’ But it is the narrator, Bendrix, who is the jewel of the piece. The complexity of his anguish, the strength of his conflicting impulses, the darkness and large capacity of his heart and nerves, the twisted logic of his desires (which we know belongs to us too), give us an almost palpable creation. Greene scarcely puts a pen stroke wrong, the only smudge perhaps being Sarah’s memory of Bendrix’s scar, received by saving a man from a falling wall. It’s almost as though Greene does not trust us to accept him as one among us without a reassurance of ‘goodness’.

By stark contrast, Smythe fails to come off the page and there are difficulties too with Parkis and the boy, who were devised by Greene as a remedy to his self-perceived ‘problem’ of monotony of tone. In a 1935 article for the London Mercury, Greene wrote that ‘technique is more than anything else a means of . . .  disguising deficiency’. One is tempted to say that Greene’s technique is showing here. He had been inspired to try out a first-person narrative having read Dickens’s Great Expectations and having been impressed with the variety of tone that Dickens was able to produce from just such a stance. But Dickens had the advantage of a boy’s wide-eyed and impressionable perspective as opposed to that of a darkly brooding narrator, and – more significantly – a well-developed comic sense about the world. In Parkis, the attempt at humour falls rather flat. His humbleness is on a par with that of a Dickens character from David Copperfield, Uriah Heep. But of course Heep gets the laughs because he is a snake; Parkis is simply dismal.

It is not too difficult to see why Greene felt at best ambivalent about the tone of the book. Bendrix harps on incessantly about love and hate, ending and beginning (one thinks of the Four Quartets: ‘In my beginning is my end’ and ‘In my end is my beginning’) and relief is hard to come by. Occasionally the darkness threatens to give way to low-budget melodrama. Bendrix says to Henry ‘I wanted love to go on and on, never to get less . . . ’ and we wonder if this is the same Bendrix who moments ago informed Sarah’s husband so sourly that he’d been no more trouble to them than he’d been to the others. Elsewhere the obsession is conveyed with magnificent understatement, as when recalling the height of the affair: ‘I suppose Germany by this time had invaded the Low Countries’. In the end the unremitting close gaze is a winner as we’re sucked deeper and deeper into Bendrix’s world, facing the ineffability of desire from the same suppurating core.

What of Sarah, the slut/saint? We see her as Bendrix does, a woman capable of exuding disarming frankness and simultaneously covering her adulterous tracks with calm practicality. And we – through the device of the journal – absorb her directly from her personal vision of hell (‘nobody admiring me, nobody excited by me’) and her tussle with the sainthood which seems to be thrusting itself upon her (‘I imagine I’m ready for the pain of your nails, and I can’t stand twenty-four hours of maps and Michelin guides.’). As it is for Sarah herself, the central question for the reader is this: why does she persist in keeping her vow not to see Bendrix again, made at a moment of crisis to a God in whom she does not believe? Greene turns this question around and around, approaching it from every angle, sometimes through her conversations with the atheist Smythe, sometimes through her own dialogue with herself, and at the end delivers the news that she was in fact ‘converted’ at that moment. ‘When you came in at the door with the blood on your face, I became sure. Once and for all.’ It’s the moment of revelation but it does not cleanse us of the nagging insistence that surely, in the intervening two years, she would have crumbled sufficiently to discuss her dilemma with the man she loved as no other before him. Greene unintentionally casts doubt on the scenario in an unrelated passage in Ways of Escape in which he discusses a new emotional discovery which he likens to a conversion experience. ‘(I had not been converted to a religious faith. I had been convinced by specific arguments in the probability of its creed.) If the experience had not been so new to me, I should have known that conversions don’t last . . . ’ This is the conundrum of Sarah and it leaves us with an uneasiness and frustration that, in its favour, perhaps gives us some of Bendrix’s own.

By the end of the story Bendrix’s frustration is undiminished. It is, in fact, heightened by his facing of the ‘unthinkable’ prospect of the existence of God, addressing Him with helpless hatred. Greene’s original plan was to continue the story for as long after Sarah’s death as before and have Bendrix face a slow accumulation of coincidence which forced him to consider the possibility of a divine power. Although we’re told that Bendrix is writing the story after an interval of three years the narrative goes a mere five weeks beyond the funeral, and Greene doesn’t really give himself the chance for a proper accretion of circumstance and detail. Through the appearance of her mother, Sarah ‘seems’ to answer Bendrix’s prayer outside the crematorium for a distraction (from a woman with whom he fears he will have a night of tedious and meaningless sex). For a man as determinedly godless as Bendrix it’s a queerly low standard in persuasion. Her mother turned up at her funeral? Hardly surprising, we hard-headed godless people would say. And the Parkis boy being ill and getting better again wouldn’t turn most people’s thoughts towards saintly intervention (with or without the existence of an inscription in a borrowed book). Smythe’s nervous skin condition clearing up on the application of Sarah’s hair would appear to be the most miraculous of the ‘miracles’ but it hardly amounts to an accumulation. Bendrix is, in any case, narrating the entire tale from a possibly God-entangled future but withholds that information from us (apart from a few measured hints) for the entire sequence of events. This vantage point not only gives us the adventurous structure, which jumps back and forth in time, but also allows Greene to play with us in ways which add much to the depth and complexity of the novel. The narrator tells us his story in which he believes he is orchestrating events, not knowing that he has been overtaken by forces beyond his control. Because he is looking back at the past he is, at the time of the telling, in possession of that knowledge but chooses to pull us all the while through the dark labyrinths of his conivings and imaginings so that we too are at the mercy of a superior power: that of the writer.

What makes The End of the Affair so seductive today, fifty years after first publication and in a much-changed social climate? I want to make two proposals here. The first concerns the fate-free will axis, with which we are no less concerned now than we were half a century ago (perhaps more so, now that the answers are increasingly fragmented and complex, wheeling between genetic determinism and the burgeoning culture of DIY spirituality). The novel opens by posing a pointed but single-stranded question concerning the freedom of the narrator to choose his images ‘or did they choose me?’; weaves a mesh around the choices and illusions faced by the characters; and rounds up at the end in a full-throated festival of paralysis when Bendrix compares his literary creations to a God-created world:

I can imagine a God feeling in just that way about some of us. The saints, one would suppose, in a sense create themselves. They come alive. They are capable of the surprising act or word. They stand outside the plot, unconditioned by it. But we have to be pushed around. We have the obstinacy of non-existence. We are inextricably bound to the plot and wearily God forces us, here and there, according to his intention, characters without poetry, without free will, whose only importance is that somewhere, at some time, we help to furnish the scene in which a living character moves and speaks, providing perhaps the saints with the opportunities for free will.

We need not be caught up in Catholic angst, need not be interested in religion, to feel implicated in the scene. Do we not face, in these ‘global’ days (politics, economics, warming, poverty) our limits, our powerlessness – on occasion, or at least on reflection? Do we not shrink from and rail at our insignificance?

There is a further, no less fundamental, reason why the novel stands so well the test of time. In David Lodge’s 2001 novel Thinks . . .  the heroine, Helen, remarks in her journal towards the end of the book, ‘For months I fantasized myself as Sarah . . .  Now I find myself in much her situation, but without her faith.’ There are similarities indeed: adultery and secrets and journals and strains of Catholicism. But the deeper similarities between the two books lie in what they are about, rather than in subject matter or narrative devices.

Ten years after he wrote The End of the Affair, Greene wrote of a famous architect, who has lost his faith in everything, that he has not ‘felt any pain at all in twenty years’. This is the nature of his problem. Querry, the anti-hero of A Burnt-out Case, develops a friendship with a doctor in a leper colony who observes, ‘Sometimes I think that the search for suffering and the remembrance of suffering are the only means we have to put ourselves in touch with the whole human condition.’ We could read this as an essential distillation of Greene’s work.

Bendrix, by this measure, certainly keeps himself ‘in touch’. It is a measure he uses for others too. His first stirring of respect for Henry is when Henry suffers visibly. ‘I could no longer patronize him; he was one of misery’s graduates . . . ’ Pain is indispensable to a fully-realised life: ‘happiness annihilates us: we lose our identity’.

In Thinks . . .  Lodge recasts the arguments around his cognitive scientist hero and novelist heroine. The former quotes Darwin (‘Crying is a puzzler’) and looks forward to the day when a computer can ‘think like a human’; the latter resists even the possibility of this, citing the centrality of suffering in the human experience.

In order to be able to create a machine that can think like a person, it is necessary first to know how a person thinks. Our novelist of the new millennium charts the latest scientific developments and theories via his cognitive scientist (‘Consciousness is the biggest white space on the map of human knowledge.’) but when we come back to our post-war novel we find the explorations no less adventurous, no less relevant. ‘Sometimes I don’t recognise my own thoughts,’ Bendrix writes. And his musings send echoes up through the decades: ‘I am lost in a strange region: I have no map. I sometimes wonder whether anything that I am putting down here is true.’

The intellectual debate between Lodge’s adulterous pair ultimately pares down to the enormous question, not just of what it means to think, but what it means to be. When the novelist asks the scientist if he means that there is no such thing as self, he responds, ‘No such thing, no, if you mean a fixed, discrete entity. But of course there are selves. We make them up all the time. Like you make up your stories.’

Greene, though writing in a different age, with a different set of reference points, is never less than compelling on the issue of what makes us. After Sarah’s death Bendrix grapples with how we make ourselves up. ‘She had lost all our memories for ever, and it was though by dying she had robbed me of part of myself. I was losing my individuality.’ When he thinks of the possibility of a God his biggest fear is that ‘I’d cease to be Bendrix’. We recognise instinctively the fear of a loss of self, whether to God or science; we know that though Bendrix states that his chronicle is one of hate, it is really one of doubt; and we salute the deceptively simple complexity of a writer who never gives us easy answers to the question of what it is to be human.

Monica Ali, 2004


BOOK ONE

I

A story has no beginning or end: arbitrarily one chooses that moment of experience from which to look back or from which to look ahead. I say ‘one chooses’ with the inaccurate pride of a professional writer who—when he has been seriously noted at all—has been praised for his technical ability, but do I in fact of my own will choose that black wet January night on the Common, in 1946, the sight of Henry Miles slanting across the wide river of rain, or did these images choose me? It is convenient, it is correct according to the rules of my craft to begin just there, but if I had believed then in a God, I could also have believed in a hand, plucking at my elbow, a suggestion, ‘Speak to him: he hasn’t seen you yet.’

For why should I have spoken to him? If hate is not too large a term to use in relation to any human being, I hated Henry—I hated his wife Sarah too. And he, I suppose, came soon after the events of that evening to hate me: as he surely at times must have hated his wife and that other, in whom in those days we were lucky enough not to believe. So this is a record of hate far more than of love, and if I come to say anything in favour of Henry and Sarah I can be trusted: I am writing against the bias because it is my professional pride to prefer the near-truth, even to the expression of my near-hate.

It was strange to see Henry out on such a night: he liked his comfort and after all—or so I thought—he had Sarah. To me comfort is like the wrong memory at the wrong place or time: if one is lonely one prefers discomfort. There was too much comfort even in the bed sitting-room I had at the wrong—the south—side of the Common, in the relics of other people’s furniture. I thought I would go for a walk through the rain and have a drink at the local. The little crowded hall was full of strangers’ hats and coats and I took somebody else’s umbrella by accident—the man on the second floor had friends in. Then I closed the stained-glass door behind me and made my way carefully down the steps that had been blasted in 1944 and never repaired. I had reason to remember the occasion and how the stained glass, tough and ugly and Victorian, stood up to the shock as our grandfathers themselves would have done.

Directly I began to cross the Common I realized I had the wrong umbrella, for it sprang a leak and the rain ran down under my macintosh collar, and then it was I saw Henry. I could so easily have avoided him; he had no umbrella and in the light of the lamp I could see his eyes were blinded with the rain. The black leafless trees gave no protection: they stood around like broken waterpipes, and the rain dripped off his stiff dark hat and ran in streams down his black civil servant’s overcoat. If I had walked straight by him, he wouldn’t have seen me, and I could have made certain by stepping two feet off the pavement, but I said, ‘Henry, you are almost a stranger,’ and saw his eyes light up as though we were old friends.

‘Bendrix,’ he said with affection, and yet the world would have said he had the reasons for hate, not me.

‘What are you up to, Henry, in the rain?’ There are men whom one has an irresistible desire to tease: men whose virtues one doesn’t share. He said evasively, ‘Oh, I wanted a bit of air,’ and during a sudden blast of wind and rain he just caught his hat in time from being whirled away towards the north side.

‘How’s Sarah?’ I asked because it might have seemed odd if I hadn’t, though nothing would have delighted me more than to have heard that she was sick, unhappy, dying. I imagined in those days that any suffering she underwent would lighten mine, and if she were dead I could be free: I would no longer imagine all the things one does imagine under my ignoble circumstances. I could even like poor silly Henry, I thought, if Sarah were dead.

He said, ‘Oh, she’s out for the evening somewhere,’ and set that devil in my mind at work again, remembering other days when Henry must have replied just like that to other inquirers, while I alone knew where Sarah was. ‘A drink?’ I asked, and to my surprise he put himself in step beside me. We had never before drunk together outside his home.

‘It’s a long time since we’ve seen you, Bendrix.’ For some reason I am a man known by his surname—I might never have been christened for all the use my friends make of the rather affected Maurice my literary parents gave me.

‘A long time.’

‘Why, it must be—more than a year.’

‘June 1944,’ I said.

‘As long as that—well, well.’ The fool, I thought, the fool to see nothing strange in a year and a half’s interval. Less than five hundred yards of flat grass separated our two ‘sides’. Had it never occurred to him to say to Sarah, ‘How’s Bendrix doing? What about asking Bendrix in?’ and hadn’t her replies ever seemed to him . . .  odd, evasive, suspicious? I had fallen out of their sight as completely as a stone in a pond. I suppose the ripples may have disturbed Sarah for a week, a month, but Henry’s blinkers were firmly tied. I had hated his blinkers even when I had benefited from them, knowing that others could benefit too.

‘Is she at the cinema?’ I asked.

‘Oh no, she hardly ever goes.’

‘She used to.’

The Pontefract Arms was still decorated for Christmas with paper streamers and paper bells, the relics of commercial gaiety, mauve and orange, and the young landlady leant her breasts against the bar with a look of contempt for her customers.

‘Pretty,’ Henry said, without meaning it, and stared around with a certain lost air, a shyness, for somewhere to hang his hat. I got the impression that the nearest he had ever before been to a public bar was the chophouse off Northumberland Avenue where he ate lunch with his colleagues from the Ministry.

‘What will you have?’

‘I wouldn’t mind a whisky.’

‘Nor would I, but you’ll have to make do with rum.’

We sat at a table and fingered our glasses: I had never had much to say to Henry. I doubt whether I should ever have troubled to know Henry or Sarah well if I had not begun in 1939 to write a story with a senior civil servant as the main character. Henry James once, in a discussion with Walter Besant, said that a young woman with sufficient talent need only pass the mess-room windows of a Guards’ barracks and look inside in order to write a novel about the Brigade, but I think at some stage of her book she would have found it necessary to go to bed with a Guardsman if only in order to check on the details. I didn’t exactly go to bed with Henry, but I did the next best thing, and the first night I took Sarah out to dinner I had the cold-blooded intention of picking the brain of a civil servant’s wife. She didn’t know what I was at; she thought, I am sure, I was genuinely interested in her family life, and perhaps that first awakened her liking for me. What time did Henry have breakfast? I asked her. Did he go to the office by tube, bus or taxi? Did he bring his work home at night? Did he have a briefcase with the royal arms on it? Our friendship blossomed under my interest: she was so pleased that anybody should take Henry seriously. Henry was important, but important rather as an elephant is important, from the size of his department; there are some kinds of importance that remain hopelessly damned to unseriousness. Henry was an important assistant secretary in the Ministry of Pensions—later it was to be the Ministry of Home Security. Home Security—I used to laugh at that later in those moments when you hate your companion and look for any weapon . . .  A time came when I deliberately told Sarah that I had only taken Henry up for the purpose of copy, copy too for a character who was the ridiculous, the comic element in my book. It was then she began to dislike my novel. She had an enormous loyalty to Henry (I could never deny that), and
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