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“‘Folly’, ‘foolishness, lack of good sense’; ‘a foolish act, behaviour, idea’” (Concise Oxford Dictionary).

“‘Vice’, ‘evil or grossly immoral conduct, a particular form of this’; ‘depravity, an evil habit, a particular form of depravity’; ‘a defect of character or behaviour’” (Concise Oxford Dictionary).

•

“Take care thou be not made a fool by flatterers, for even the wisest men are abused by these. Know therefore that flatterers are the worst kind of traitors, for they will strengthen thy imperfections, encourage thee in all evils, correct thee in nothing, but so shadow and paint thy follies and vices as thou shalt never, by their will, discover good from evil, or vice from virtue.”

Sir Walter Raleigh,
‘Instructions to His Son and to Posterity’, 1603–1605

“The last of verbal injuries to our neighbour which I shall mention is flattery…. A great man’s vices shall still be called virtues, his deformities beauty and his most absurd follies the height of ingenuity.”

Richard Allestree,
The Government of the Tongue, 1674

“In dunce’s dance I take the lead,

Books useless, numerous my creed,

Which I can’t understand or read.”

Sebastian Brant,
Stultifera Navis (Ship of Fools), 1494

The front cover shows a painting by Hieronymus Bosch, The Stone Operation, also known as The Cure of Folly (c.1488 or later), in which a patient is being treated for madness by having a stone removed from his brain. For a fee the ‘surgeon’ in a funnel hat, which at the time indicated a charlatan, is drilling into the patient’s skull to remove a stone. The woman, probably the patient’s wife, wears a book on her head, which at the time suggested folly. She is also being duped. This is Bosch’s view of folly and vice c.1488.





Nicholas Hagger’s volumes of stories from which this selection was made:


• A Spade Fresh with Mud: Collected Stories, Volume 1 (1995)

• A Smell of Leaves and Summer: Collected Stories, Volume 2 (1995)

• Wheeling Bats and a Harvest Moon: Collected Stories, Volume 3 (1999)

• The Warm Glow of the Monastery Courtyard: Collected Stories, Volume 4 (1999)

• In the Brilliant Autumn Sunshine: Collected Stories, Volume 5 (2007)




Collected Stories: A Thousand and One Mini-Stories or Verbal Paintings (2007) includes all the above five volumes.






Note to reader

The stories within Part One are by and large arranged in chronological order, as are the stories in Part Two. The two Parts are parallel rather than consecutive, and so the first story in each of the Parts is numbered 1. The stories are grouped under the titles of the volumes in which they first appeared. Follies and vices, and quest themes, are listed on this page.
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Preface to Selected Stories

The 86 stories of Parts One and Two were written during a period of 40 years between 1966 and 2006. They describe the fortunes of an Englishman, Philip Rawley, in the UK and other countries from late youth to early old age during five decades of the second Elizabethan Age. Most of these stories originally appeared within four separate volumes between 1995 and 1998: A Spade Fresh with Mud; A Smell of Leaves and Summer; Wheeling Bats and a Harvest Moon; and The Warm Glow of the Monastery Courtyard. Others appeared in a fifth volume, In the Brilliant Autumn Sunshine, which was in Collected Stories (2007). Collected Stories presented 1,001 stories, a tally that echoes A Thousand and One Nights (also known as Arabian Nights’ Entertainments).

The fundamental theme of world literature

In A New Philosophy of Literature I identified the metaphysical and secular aspects of the fundamental theme of world literature: the quest for metaphysical Reality, and condemnation of social follies and vices in relation to an implied virtue. This selection reflects the fundamental theme. It presents stories exposing the follies and vices of our time (Part One), and stories on Philip Rawley’s quest and his growing awareness of the unity of the universe (Part Two).

The quest for Reality

The quest for Reality and the promise of immortality go back 4,600 years to the Mesopotamian Epic of Gilgamesh and follow the Mystic Way which can be found in the literature of every culture and generation. Confronted with the seeming finality of death, the soul turns away from bodily attachment, is purged and illumined, and undergoes a transformation that enables it to perceive the unity of the universe and sense the possibility of its own survival. The stories in Part Two are in the 4,600-year-old tradition of the metaphysical aspect of the fundamental theme. See this page for quest themes in Part Two, all of which involve intense experiences of the oneness of the universe, Nature and history and awareness of the One.

Follies and vices

In every decade from the 16th century to today literary works have also looked back to the classical world and reflected its condemnation of social follies and vices.

What is the difference between ‘follies’ and ‘vices’? Folly is associated with foolish acts; vices are associated with immoral, depraved or evil behaviour. Folly exposes people to vice. Some foolish acts are due to poor decisions. Sometimes people are too trusting and are taken advantage of by unscrupulous people whose behaviour is immoral or evil. An example of such gullibility can be found in the painting by Hieronymus Bosch, The Stone Operation, which is also known as The Cure of Folly (c.1488 or later). The painting shows a man being treated for a mental disorder by having a stone removed from his brain. The ‘surgeon’ (shown wearing a funnel hat which at the time indicated a charlatan) drills into the man’s skull to remove a stone. Both he and a woman who is probably his wife (who has a book on her head, suggesting folly) are being conned. They will pay the ‘surgeon’ an extortionate fee for the pointless operation. The folly of the couple has made them victims of the immoral, evil ‘surgeon’ whose unscrupulous money-seeking is a vice. Follies are different from, but inextricably linked to, vices. Many vices could not be indulged without compliant foolishness.

A comprehensive list of the follies and vices in world literature can be found in the index of A New Philosophy of Literature. The list includes (F indicating folly):


abandonment; acquisitiveness; alcoholism; ambition; arrogance; asperity; betrayal; bigotry; blindness; boastfulness; bravado; brutality; bullying; capriciousness; concealment; confidence tricks; corruptibility; corrupting worldly power; corruption; credulousness (F); cruelty; cynicism; debauchery; deceit; defiance; denial of principles; destructiveness; dictatorial behaviour; discontent; dishonesty; being domineering; drunkenness; duplicity; eagerness to marry (F); egotism; egotistical sensuality; enmity; envy; excessive mourning; exploitation; fantasies; fortune-hunting; frivolity; greed; hatred; hedonism; hubristic contentment; hypocrisy; idleness; illusions (F); impudence; inconstancy; infatuation; infidelity; inhumanity; insincerity; interference; jealousy; lack of truthfulness; lust; lust for power; massacres; meanness; mercenary motives; miserliness; misjudgement; mistreatment; money-seeking; moral blindness; murder; naïve beliefs (F); neglect; nihilism; obstinacy; overreaching (F); patricide; pedantry; persecution; petulance; pretension; pride; prodigality; rebelliousness; revenge; ruthlessness; seduction; self-centredness; self-conceit; self-deceit (F); self-interestedness; self-love; shadiness; shrewishness; snobbishness; social climbing; strictness; swindling; thieving/stealing; threatening behaviour; treachery; trickery; troublemaking; tyrannical ruthlessness; tyranny; unscrupulousness; usurpation; vanity; villainy; voluptuousness; war; warmongering; and pursuit of wealth.



These same follies and vices can all be found in the 1,001 stories in my Collected Stories. They can all be found in this selection (with the exception of ‘patricide’). The list below replicates the one above, and each bracketed number indicates a numbered story in Part One of this selection in which each folly or vice can be found (Q before a number indicating a story in Part Two, ‘Quest for the One’):


abandonment (39, 42); acquisitiveness (10, 24, 25); alcoholism (23, 42); ambition (18, Q29); arrogance (6, 29); asperity (38, Q28); betrayal (2); bigotry (Q1); blindness (22, Q32, Q34); boastfulness (12, 34); bravado (12, 15); brutality (16); bullying (17, 24); capriciousness (15); concealment (Q15); confidence tricks (3, 12, 23, Q19); corruptibility (13); corrupting worldly power (10, 16, 28); corruption (10); credulousness (F, 12, Q19); cruelty (16, 27); cynicism (20); debauchery (14); deceit (12); defiance (Q14); denial of principles (32); destructiveness (42); dictatorial behaviour (24, 36); discontent (14); dishonesty (12); being domineering (17); drunkenness (1); duplicity (10); eagerness to marry (32); egotism (3, 23); egotistical sensuality (12); enmity (4); envy (8); excessive mourning (14); exploitation (13, 23, 26, Q29); fantasies (23, 35); fortune-hunting (11); frivolity (Q32); greed (10, 24, 41); hatred (33); hedonism (11); hubristic contentment (4, 6, 11); hypocrisy (1, 36); idleness (Q20); illusions (F, 34, 35); impudence (43); inconstancy (1); infatuation (12, 14); infidelity (1, 13, 28); inhumanity (33, 36); insincerity (11, 12); interference (7, Q26); jealousy (8); lack of truthfulness (39, 41); lust (12, 14); lust for power (28); massacres (33, 36); meanness (4); mercenary motives (41); miserliness (24); misjudgement (32); mistreatment (37); money-seeking (24, 41); moral blindness (33); murder (9, 20, 24); naïve beliefs (F, 5, 15, 25); neglect (42); nihilism (14, Q2); obstinacy (3, 32); overreaching (F, 37); pedantry (4); persecution (27); petulance (38); pretension (4); pride (6, Q5); prodigality (1); rebelliousness (10, 22, Q3); revenge (10, 27); ruthlessness (9, 36, 41); seduction (12, 14); self-centredness (12, 19, 43); self-conceit (6); self-deceit (F, 5, 35); self-interestedness (12, 19); self-love (18, 32); shadiness (24); shrewishness (4, 8, 19); snobbishness (8, 40); social climbing (8); strictness (17); swindling (23, 24); thieving/stealing (24); threatening behaviour (24); treachery (2); trickery (23); troublemaking (24); tyrannical ruthlessness (9); tyranny (36); unscrupulousness (11, 12); usurpation (8, Q3); vanity (3, 23, 32); villainy (24, 31); voluptuousness (32); war (9, 16, 27); warmongering (33); and pursuit of wealth (3, 41).



Additional follies and vices which are also exposed and condemned in the numbered stories in Part One of this selection are in the list below, which is also in alphabetical order (Q again indicating stories in Part Two):


absent-mindedness (F, 22, 30); aggressiveness (4); anger (20, Q14); bitterness (24, Q40); boredom (14); bribery (31); burglary (10, 24); childishness (25); covetousness (8); deception (12); desertion (12); egocentricity (25); egoism (19); extortion (11); false jokiness (21); falsely claiming knowledge (Q15); gluttony (excessive drinking and drugs) (39); gullibility (F, 31, 32); hero-worship (23); idealisation (2); imperiousness (19, 38); trying to impress (21); injury (9); intolerance (36); know-all superiority (8); lack of good sense (F, 2, 3, 14); long-windedness (30); manipulativeness (7); mendacity (12, 36); nuns’ worldliness (22); overbearingness (37); peremptoriness (26, 29); phoniness (23, 40); pomposity (18); posing (15); not facing reality (Q25); rivalry (35); robbery (24); roguery (3); self-deception (F, 5, 12, 35); self-importance (18, 29, 40); self-righteousness (4); servitude (17); sloth (14); stinginess (23); suicide (42, Q2); terrorism (33); theft (10); and yobbishness (43).



These two lists correspond to the list of follies and vices in each story in Part One of this selection, which can be found on this page. They total 151 vices and 10 follies. In fact, follies can be found in most of the stories in Part One, particularly in 2, 4, 5, 7, 8, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 21, 26, 30, 32, 34, 35, 37, 38, 40, and in some stories in Part Two, for example 1.

All these follies and vices can also be found in Selected Poems: Quest for the One, a companion volume to this work. Its Preface sets out numbered groups of poems and excerpts in which each of these follies and vices can be found. Readers may like to compare the treatment of follies and vices in Selected Stories and Selected Poems.

These lists in fact cover the vices identified by Chaucer and Shakespeare in their works (as shown in A New Philosophy of Literature), and the stories in Part One of this selection are in the tradition of Chaucer’s and Shakespeare’s treatments of follies and vices as well as in the tradition of the secular aspect of the fundamental theme.

Universalist balance of fundamental theme’s two aspects

At different times one of the two aspects of the fundamental theme of world literature dominates the other in contemporary works, depending on the metaphysical or secular outlook of the particular Age, civilization and time within which the works have been written. Universalism seeks to reconcile contradictions, and the Universalist ideal seeks a balance between the two aspects, between social virtue and the soul’s perception of the One. This selection is deliberately balanced: both Part One and Part Two contain 43 stories. In the Epilogue I have included two hitherto unpublished ‘communications from Giza’ c.2600BC which encapsulate and balance the secular and metaphysical aspects of the fundamental theme from a time that predates its appearance in world literature.

This selection introduces Philip Rawley’s reflections, his growth and development, the wide range of characters he encounters from all backgrounds, their follies and flaws, and his glimpses of the One in fleeting ‘epiphanies’ (revelations). Death lurks behind the social situations, and though social life is presented as a Dance of Death there is a growing sense that the universe has a higher order that reconciles the contradictions of life, death and eternity and offers the hope of immortality. These stories reflect the Age and the One Reality behind the many phenomena, and suggest an ordered universe in which glimpses of meaning and purpose can transcend nihilism and despair.

Inspiration from the 17th century

These mini-stories present a new literary form. They are prose-poems whose titles (such as ‘An Important Star and a Fossil-Lady’ or ‘The Bride and a Forgotten Joint’) effect, in the words of Johnson’s description of the wit of Metaphysical poets in his ‘Life of Cowley’, “a combination of dissimilar images” in which “the most heterogeneous ideas are yoked by violence together”. In so far as their connections adhere to (and carry forward) Johnson’s description of Metaphysical wit they can be regarded as Metaphysical stories, stories in the 17th-century Metaphysical tradition. Besides conveying an image with a poet’s eye for significant detail, concreteness and realism they make a statement and therefore represent a Universalist synthesising blend of image and statement. They are verbal paintings that present an image in action, as if on a canvas, and can startle the soul into a new mode of perception and enlightenment.

This said, I must emphasise that this selection and my Selected Poems: Quest for the One (also 2015) anthologise my treatment in my stories and poems of the fundamental theme of world literature set out in A New Philosophy of Literature. Many of the situations that inspired these stories – and the poems in my Selected Poems – can be found in my two-part autobiography, My Double Life 1: This Dark Wood and My Double Life 2: A Rainbow over the Hills (2015).

14–15, 21, 25 April 2011, 19 September 2012, 9 October 2012, 1 November 2012, 30 April 2014





Part One

Follies and Vices




from A Spade Fresh with Mud (1995)

1
Neck out to Sea

“When I go to bed I stay awake and talk with my wife until one,” said Jack the publican in the sheltered bay, “and we discuss the clients. We call them all by their names and their drink. So I ask ‘How was Bitter Bill?’ and my wife asks ‘What about Whisky MacHenry, did he come in?’ We call Grimble ‘Mixed-up John’, and not just because he always mixes his drinks. He may be a painter, but he’s also a responsible married man, and he doesn’t go to Lodge meetings every night you know, and his wife knows it. I see trouble coming in that family. Whisky MacHenry’s warned him – you know, the BBC producer. I was there, and do you know what Grimble said? ‘BBC producers are men with draped coats and sewn-up sleeves.’ What do you think he meant by that? Anyhow, it’s a question of bust and personality. We all like a bit of bust – I’ve got two lovely models tucked away, if you’re an artist – but you’ve got to keep things in proportion, haven’t you, and your wife comes first. No, he’s mixed up. I’ve told him myself. I told him when Whisky MacHenry was there, and do you know what he said? ‘Jack,’ he said, ‘no man’s an island but this one’s a bloody peninsula – he’s all neck out to sea and minding his own business.’ Strange bloke, old Grimble. I mean, you can’t live like that, can you. You can’t turn away from society and live as you want, as if you’re a bloody genius or something.”

“No, you can’t,” I agreed, because I was expected to, and I drank up and said “Good night”, and on my way home I walked out to the promontory. There was a causeway of moonlight across the water, and as I clambered down onto the rocks the lights of the sheltered bay slipped out of sight and the wind flapped my trousers and tugged my hair and I felt a great exhilaration, braving alone the pounding of the sea.


2
Angels in a Golden Light

One evening I went to the College to borrow a book. The Baghdad sun was setting through the palms, and there were still a few students wandering in groups on the hot sand. Then I saw the Head of Department. He was standing alone in his shirt-sleeves by the brick building ahead, and he was just looking. He was always the first to arrive in the morning and the last to leave in the afternoon, but no conscientious, public-spirited sense of duty could explain his presence on the campus this late. As I drew level with him I slowed down and said, “Good evening Maurice.”

He turned and gave me a brief, sad smile on his tubercular skull of a face, a smile that showed his decayed teeth, and then he resumed his gaze across the sand. “It’s so rewarding belonging to this University,” he murmured after a moment. “It’s wonderful to watch the students and feel you’ve given them what they’re talking about. Look, they’re like angels in the golden light.”

He fell silent, and I was at a loss for words. “Yes,” I said, making a pretence of sharing his mood and gazing towards the palms, “yes, they are.” Then I said, “Well, I must go on to the library,” and he nodded almost absent-mindedly. I had always thought of him as an emotional, rather melancholic man, but now I saw him as a man who lived for his job because he had nothing else to belong to, and who fended off solitude with a public-spirited dream.

I was in the library about five minutes. When I came out it was still light but I could not see him at first. Then I saw him among the students. He was standing in the centre of a group having his photograph taken, and he had his arms round the shoulders of two boys I knew to be Communists. In fact the entire group must have been composed of the devils, for no Nationalist or Nasserite or Westerniser would be seen dead in the company of a Communist. Just afterwards the group broke up, and the Head of Department raised an arm in the golden light, as if signalling his acceptance by his dream, and I waved back.

A year later, when the Communists were being purged, he was given twenty-four hours to leave the country, all the charges being related to “certain photographic evidence”, and according to one person who saw him off at the airport, his eyes had a totally bleak look, as though he were being expelled from a Paradise of innocence.


3
People Like Masks

I had already met Buddy Harrow, so I knew who he was when he appeared towards the end of a Tokyo party and ironically shook hands with his wife. I didn’t know much about him, though, so I asked the man I was talking to, “Who’s that?”

“Oh, he’s an American businessman turned ideas man,” was the reply. “He left his company about a year ago, I think, and judging by what his wife says, he seems to be living off her money. At least, she once told me he wasn’t selling very many ideas.”

Later I was able to talk to him. At first he had a kind of hunted look: his thick black glasses did not go with his stocky, pugilistic figure and his crew-cut. But when I said “I hear you’re peddling ideas” he immediately came out of his shell.

“Do you know anyone who wants to get in on fifteen million pounds a year?” he asked.

“I might do,” I said guardedly. “Tell me more. What’s going to make fifteen million pounds a year?”

“Life-masks,” he said, “and people’s vanity. I’ve got a new technique in portrait-sculpture, and if I don’t get backing within two weeks the whole thing’s dead.”

He told me in detail about the “new technique”. It involved a peripheral camera. This camera had already been developed by Shell, in 1961 to be exact, but Shell was not using it for portrait-sculpture. The subject would sit on a revolving drum for no more than three minutes. Using the technique of the floating point, an old device in making maps from film, the sculptor would be able to produce the final bust or life-mask within half an hour.

“Look, I’ve got some photos,” he said, whipping some display cards from his pocket. “Isn’t that better than Epstein – isn’t it more real?” The deliberately roughened head was certainly realistic, though to put it mildly, I would have preferred to respond to an Epstein. “Mass produced sculpture,” he boasted, “and the subject needn’t sit for more than three minutes. And just think of the applications. We could have Halls of Fame for every sport, and every company president could have a cheap bust of himself in his office. If we sold at forty-five dollars we’d be making a hundred per cent profit. And I’ve got another technique for scaling down, so we could produce miniatures: masks on rings, Beatle masks on brooches.” He was quivering with excitement. “And I’ve got the publicity worked out. What I do is get an interview on the Johnny Carson show and get two million dollars worth of free advertising, for the show goes over to millions of people throughout the States. I’d ask for applications from department stores, and I’d get a thousand agents and have a thousand centres. I’ve got their profits worked out, and it still leaves us fifteen million pounds a year. And later I’d bring it over here. The possibilities for expansion are world-wide.”

There was just one drawback. There was a man in London called Macpherson who was already using the peripheral camera in a small way. To be exact, he produced half a dozen busts or life-masks a day, and had even done some members of the Royal Family. The point was, this Macpherson was not doing it as a business proposition. “He’s a complete fool,” Harrow said. “He just doesn’t realise the potential of what he’s doing.” I wanted to say “Perhaps he’s as stupid as Epstein”, but I didn’t. “I’ve got to tie in Macpherson,” Harrow wound up. “And I’ve got to get an agreement with Shell that’ll give me a monopoly on the cameras. And I need four thousand five hundred pounds to buy basic equipment. Look here’s a letter from Macpherson. You see, he’s willing to sell the basic equipment for four thousand five hundred. I can do all that in London, so I need my air fare to London. After that I go to the States to fix up the publicity, so I’ll need my air fare from London to the States. I’m not doing it for nothing, and my salary’s two hundred pounds a week. And I’ve got to get backing quick, because Hollywood’s interested. I wrote to Frank Sinatra a couple of weeks ago,” he explained in an agitated stutter. “I was desperate for backing. And if he doesn’t look after me, if he goes ahead and uses the idea without including me in the rake-off, then it’s dead. I’ve worked on this for nine years,” he went on. “The peripheral camera was almost known about at the end of the war, and I first had the idea just before the end of the war. This is a life’s work,” he finished, “and if I haven’t got backing within a few days then my life’s work is dead.”

“What about your wife?” I asked. “Hasn’t she any money?”

Harrow was silent for a moment. When he spoke all he said was, “I can’t get the money from my wife,” and I thought I understood the distance in the ironical handshake.

I have always been in sympathy with a dream, no matter how big-sounding or vulgar it may be. In those days I was at war with society, and I must confess, I derived a cynical pleasure from the idea of making a fortune out of bourgeois vanity and egoism, and of thereby liberating myself once and for all from its stupidities and being free to take Epstein’s path. So I promised to help and arrange a meeting of half a dozen potential backers, one of whom belonged to Shell. If they liked the idea, they would contribute towards six shares of £1,000 each, each share to have one-sixth of any profits the resultant syndicate company might make. Harrow was to have a free share.

When I telephoned Harrow’s house to give him news of the meeting, his wife answered. “I wonder what you and Buddy are up to,” she said, after I had told her that I would ring back later. “He’s mentioned your name several times recently, and he won’t tell me what it’s all about. Anyhow, let me warn you. If he’s asked you for money, I wouldn’t give him any.”

“Why not?” I asked, stiffening.

“I just wouldn’t give him any if I were you,” was all she would say, and I knew she had refused to back his life-masks.

The meeting was, of course, a complete failure. Everyone was very impressed by the energy and drive of Harrow, but why had he no contacts of his own? Had the plan already been turned down by hardheaded businessmen? Why had he no money of his own?

“It seems to me,” said Peters, our puppyish young English host who belonged to Shell and who was not renowned for his feelings for other people, “that you’ve never made a success of anything, and I’m just not going to back an Eternal Loser,” whereupon he went upstairs and ran himself a bath.

That night Harrow was a little subdued, but he had not lost hope. The next day I heard he had got the money from a rich American newspaper owner.

I did not see him again for six weeks. Then I walked into a cocktail party and saw him by the door. “Did you get to London?” I asked, as soon as I had been able to detach him.

“Yes,” he said, “but it was too late. Someone had tipped Macpherson off, and he wanted twenty-five thousand dollars. And someone had tipped Shell off too, so I didn’t get the monopoly. I think it was that Peters, but I haven’t any proof.”

“So you didn’t get any basic equipment,” I said.

“No,” he said. “My backer made it a condition I was only to get the equipment if I got Macpherson’s agreement and the monopoly. And I’ve quarrelled with my backer,” he went on. “The bloody fool messed up my return flight so I was stuck in Bangkok for eight days, and then he wouldn’t pay me any salary. Then he said, ‘You can pay me back the fare when you see me,’ so I walked out on him.”

“So it’s all over,” I said.

“No,” he said, “I’m looking for someone to put up three thousand five hundred dollars so that I can make the equipment over here. It’s all over in the States but it’s not over here. You see, while I was in London I got all the patent details, and I also had a chance to get a proper look at the two machines Macpherson uses. I can make them myself.”

“Will you get another backer?” I asked.

“I’m meeting someone this evening,” he said, looking at his watch, “in fact, I must go and meet him now,” and he went without another word to anyone.

I walked away and found myself face to face with Harrow’s wife. “He’s been making excuses to you,” she said. “Well, if you take my advice you won’t believe him, because he’s the one that’s responsible, not Peters or his backer.” She was slightly drunk. “He’s trying to destroy himself,” she went on. “All this big talk – he’s nothing and he’s even trying to ruin that. Life-masks,” she said scornfully. “Ever since he got the idea he’s been dead to everything except his squalid little dream. He even treats people like masks. He uses people, and just when they’re becoming useful, he quarrels with them. He always manages to find some pretext. And if he hasn’t quarrelled with you yet, I’m afraid it’s because he can’t have thought you very useful. Well I’m just about sick of it. It’s been hard enough not having children – I’ve got fibroids and I have miscarriages. In future he can just get on and destroy himself without destroying me too. Next month I’m going back to London ‘for a holiday’. If I’ve still got enough money for the air fare,” she concluded, and as she turned away to put down her drink, her face a pale mask, I wondered whether in fact any guilt had driven this man who saw people as depersonalised masks to wreck his job, his marriage and his life’s work, and I understood that he had involved the entire world, from me to Frank Sinatra, in an inner drama, in the systematic destruction of his dream.


4
The Need to Smash

“Oh,” said Plastick over dinner, after I had been telling his wife about China, “you went to China with him. I suppose you carried the bags.”

“No,” I said, smouldering at this aggression but refusing to be drawn. “I did my share of the writing.”

Later the conversation got on to ballet. “Jim only likes ballet because of the ballerinas,” said his wife. She was vivacious and she had round, heavily made-up eyes. “They all dote on him and call him darling. I remember going round the back after one performance at Covent Garden, heavily pregnant, and never have I felt more like a tank on wheels.”

I raised Nijinsky, and said I would like to have seen him hanging in the air. “I wouldn’t especially,” said Plastick. “There was nothing he could do that Nureyev can’t.”

“I would like to have seen him in 1916,” I persisted, “when he was still able to make an audience hold its breath.”

“There was nothing unusual about Nijinsky in 1916,” Plastick asserted.

“He was a congenital neurosyphilitic,” I said with ironic patience, “and he did sit in complete silence for thirty years before he died in 1950.”

“Died in 1950 – Nijinsky? Nonsense,” said Plastick.

“Of course he did,” I said, “everyone knows that, and everyone knows he was a congenital.”

“A congenital?” said Plastick. “What’s a congenital? I don’t think the word exists. I think you’re making them both up, ‘congenital’ and ‘neuro’ – what was that other word?”

“Everyone knows that Nietzsche was a neurosyphilitic and that Lenin got neurosyphilis from a prostitute in Paddington and that the whole course of Soviet Marxism depended on a prostitute,” I said heatedly. “And everyone knows that Churchill was probably a congenital who was lucky. Whereas Nijinsky wasn’t. Everyone knows about the syphilitic’s bald domed head and his rather foetal look.”

“Is your husband always like this?” asked bald, domed Plastick, leaning across the dinner table and addressing my wife. “Does he always invent new words? Is he ever right?”

“He’s always right,” said my wife, “he reads a great deal and he’s always right,” and I felt elated. And, the ladies having retired upstairs, I stalked off to the downstairs lavatory in some dudgeon.

When I returned Plastick and the accountant were sitting opposite each other, cradling brandies. As our host served me crème de menthe Plastick said pointedly to the accountant, “You see, it’s all a question of how much drink you can take. For example, I know how much I can take and when to stop. I know how many brandies to have.” There was a silence while Plastick and the accountant exchanged glances.

“In what context?” I asked, picking up my crème de menthe, spoiling for a quarrel. Plastick and the accountant smiled, and at that moment the ladies returned and we all stood up.

When we sat down I turned away and talked to a guest from the Embassy. My wife talked to the accountant’s wife on the other side of the room, and Plastick leaned forward to join in. “Have you seen it?” the accountant’s wife asked Plastick, referring to a garden in Kyoto.

“Of course I have,” Plastick replied. “I go to Kyoto two or three times a year.” Later he asked my wife: “Are those black pearls or beads?”

“They’re beads,” my wife said. “There aren’t such things as natural black pearls – they’re dyed.”

“Oh but there are,” said Plastick.

“Excuse me,” said my wife, “but I was told by an expert who has had a lot of experience in dealing with pearls that black pearls are dyed white pearls.”

“Well, he’s wrong, there are,” said Plastick.

Later my wife was saying to the accountant’s wife, “There’s a very good print shop in Kanda.”

“Oh,” interrupted Plastick, “there are masses of good print shops in Tokyo.”

“Well,” said my wife, “I’m talking about one particular one in Kanda.”

“I don’t suppose it’s Kanda at all in fact,” said Plastick.

“It’s in Jimbocho, between Sanseido and Tuttles,” my wife said. Then, to the accountant’s wife: “It’s open on Sundays.”

“Everything in Kanda’s closed on Sundays,” said Plastick, “so it can’t be in Kanda.”

“Everything in Kanda is not closed on Sundays,” said my wife. “We often go book-hunting on Sundays, and there are always two or three bookshops open, and this print shop is always open too.”

Turning back to the accountant’s wife she talked on about prints and somehow the paintings at Hampton Court came up and the question arose as to the date of Hampton Court. “It dates back to 1514,” said the accountant’s wife.

“Oh, it’s much later than that,” said Plastick, who had been out of the conversation for a while. “It was built by Henry the Eighth.”

“What about the Wolsey rooms?” asked the accountant’s wife.

“They were too,” said Plastick. “It’s much later than you say it is.”

“I am afraid I do know something about it,” said the accountant’s wife, whose maiden name was double-barrelled. “I have an aunt who’s got an apartment there.” At this, Plastick got up and crossed over to me.

I had been discussing women in bourgeois societies, and Plastick’s first remark was, “In England it’s all a question of class. There are ten classes, and each woman behaves differently,” and even without knowing its context I knew he had got a chip on his shoulder.

An hour later, having half-listened to him about his job and his four million pounds capital and how he’d come as advisor and ended up as boss and how when he left Oxford he was courted by ten companies and how he’d interviewed them and how he was responsible for buying chemicals throughout Japan and fixing prices, I sat in the back of a taxi and asked my wife: “Why has he got that neurotic need to dominate and impress? I suppose it is because he feels inferior?”

“I think it’s all to do with his wife,” she said. “She’s more cultured than he is. He’s only a chemist, and he has to cover up his ignorance.”

“Yes,” I said, “and so there isn’t such a thing as neurosyphilis and Nijinsky died in the 1920s,” and imagining all the men who would talk to his wife in the next twenty years, and who would have to be smashed, I glimpsed the insecurity and terror he must live in, and I had to admit to feeling a little sorry for Plastick, and a trifle guilty at having placed the truth above his image of himself. For could one be absolutely sure there was no insecurity whatsoever in oneself?


5
Rainbow Trout

As we drank the autumn crickets tinkled like garden bells, and across the sea there was a glow on the dark horizon, as if the distant city were a submerged midnight sun.

“Fumikosan went to this Shinto shrine of hers again on Sunday,” Brewer said out of the night. “It’s in the hills about twenty miles west of Tokyo, and I must say I’m very impressed by the priestess. She seems to be a kind of medium. Fumikosan took along a shirt of mine, and just by fingering it the priestess ‘got a message’. She said, ‘Your friend doesn’t want to live much longer, and the thing he wants most of all is to see his dead dogs.’ It’s true. I’d give anything to see some of my old dogs again.”

“Don’t you want to live much longer?” I asked quietly.

“The consolation for getting old,” he replied after a pause, “is that one doesn’t want to live in one’s time,” and, save for the tinkling of crickets, there was a silence. “Anyhow,” he went on, “Fumikosan was very taken by this, and she brought back a portrait of my patron saint, an extremely beautiful girl. She’s called Benten, and now every morning I have to sit in front of Benten and say a few words and just look at her. I don’t mind doing that, for she really is very easy on the eye. I said to Fumikosan, ‘I don’t mind looking at anything religious if it’s a beautiful girl.’ Besides it doesn’t cost me much. Fumikosan’s quite uneducated – her mother died when she was born and her father was killed in a mining accident when she was four, and she never had a chance to get an education – and if it gives her pleasure, that’s all right by me. And in a way it’s really quite uplifting. It’s really quite refreshing to be quiet for a few moments at the beginning of the day. And one of the best things about Fumikosan’s visits to the hills is that she goes to a shop next to the shrine and brings back the most wonderful rainbow trout.”


6
Fils Under the Palms

“Everyone suffers at some time or another,” Father Fisher said as we stood on his roof and looked out over a settlement of mud-huts along the brown Tigris. “Everyone. Even people who avoid committing themselves to others. And although we mustn’t be blasé about suffering or indifferent to the pain of those who suffer, it can’t be denied that even the most terrible suffering has its beneficial side. I once knew a man who taught at the University here. He was a philosopher and an atheist, about forty I should have said. He was handsome – he had very distinguished long grey hair – and he had a beautiful, adoring wife. He was undoubtedly very brilliant. I remember him at cocktail parties. He stood apart and never talked to people unless they came and spoke to him, and then he talked down and debunked anything slightly illogical with a cutting remark. He had staked all on the intellect, and from the point of view of his intellect he was probably justified in looking down on everyone. But he was arrogant and proud and scornful, and I used to think, ‘He is waiting to suffer.’ Whenever I saw him I had that horrible kind of premonition: ‘He is waiting to suffer.’

“He had two strapping children, a boy of seven and a girl of five. Every morning the maid took them to school, and you see that road to the left of the sarifas1, that road with the houses on the left? That was the road they went down. One spring day a coach swung round that corner too fast and smashed all three of them against that sarifa under the palms, and the maid and the boy were killed, and the girl was permanently paralysed. I heard the skid and the scream and the bump, I went down, I knelt by them. The boy coughed blood and died in my arms, and his face was a dark blue. It was I who called the hospital,” Father Fisher continued after a silence, “it was I who called the house. Scranton was in alone: his wife had gone shopping in Rashid Street. I asked him to come to my place as quickly as possible. I shall never forget the disbelief and the agony on his face as the ring of Arabs parted and he stood over the blood. Perhaps the driver saw it too. He was standing by the coach door, and that night he cut his throat under one of the palms.

“Scranton and his wife were in total despair for a good week. I visited them, I drove them to the hospital to see the girl, and Scranton was very bitter. I remember him saying ‘God can’t exist’, and secretly I shared his feeling, for that small blue face coughing blood had made me retch, and in comparison belief was just rather unreal. After that he brooded a lot and after a time the initial reaction wore off. He was the same of course, outwardly, yet in a way he was a new person. He had been deepened, the intellect wasn’t so important to him any longer. He once said to me ‘Everyone’s been so kind, I don’t know how to thank them,’ and he felt acutely embarrassed about his former attitude to people. People he’d torn to ribbons were now offering to do things for him, and he just didn’t know how to cope.

“One evening I was walking up here, and I saw him down there under the palms, and there was a crowd of children round him. They wore those ragged nightshirts and looked just as grubby as they do now, and they all had their hands out. He was giving them fils, and there seemed to be enough for everybody. I went down and joined him. He looked a bit sheepish and tried to make out he was on his way home. We walked a short way together, and after a few ordinary trivialities he said: ‘You know, what happened to Peter could happen to any of those children there. What sentiment could be more ordinary, yet what more significant? I want you to know that although I can’t believe in your Christianity, I can understand.’ We parted and he went back to England about a week later and I never saw him again.

“He had understood,” Father Fisher said quietly. “He had understood his responsibility for all men, he had won his humanity, and he couldn’t have done either without suffering. Can we really say it would have been better for him if he hadn’t had a family? What he and his wife went through was terrible, but would it really have been better for him to have remained a bachelor and not risked suffering? Ultimately, perhaps that’s a question only he can answer, but I know that if you’re going to live to the fullest and be fully human, you have to involve yourself in life, and if you involve yourself, you have to risk suffering, and if you shirk the suffering by shirking the involvement, then you don’t live to the fullest, you’re not fully human. To live is to risk suffering.”

Father Fisher was silent and his gaze into the setting sun was troubled, and with his bald head he looked so bleakly celibate that I could not resist the temptation to ask: “Have you suffered, Father?”

“Not enough,” Father Fisher said enigmatically, and he stood apart above the mud-huts in inscrutably superior silence.


1 sarifas (Arabic), mud-huts




7
A Kingdom and a Tear

It was an old woman in black, and she had a wart on her right cheek. “Sorry to disturb you,” she said, “but this young boy said he came here yesterday and spoke to a nice young lady. She’s not in I suppose?”

“No,” I said.

“Oh, well never mind,” she said, “but while you’re here, say, have you heard of Watchtower – The Jehovah’s Witnesses? You see we’re a terrible lot – we come and disturb people and tell them about the Coming of the Kingdom because the world has been in a terrible state since 1914. Look, it’s all in this pamphlet. See, there have been troop movements and famine and ruin and pestilence, just as Christ promised, for 1914 was the end of the Gentile Times. But the Lord didn’t intend us to die in a great fire, he loves us, and there’s going to be a great cleansing, his Kingdom will come. And a congress of Christians recognised that in 1914 – I was there. But they changed their minds in 1916 and now we’re left alone proclaiming the news: the Gentile Times have ended, and the Kingdom will come.”

I had listened mainly out of amusement, and it was to score off her that I asked: “But what do Jehovah’s Witnesses do about bringing in the cleansing and the Kingdom?”

“Oh we don’t do anything,” she said, slightly taken aback. “We just proclaim the Coming of the Kingdom, because the Lord said it would be preceded by terrible times and the terrible times came in nineteen-fourteen. There has been war and famine and earthquakes and pestilence, and the Day of Judgement is coming –”

“But those conditions must have been present in the Anarchy and in the seventeenth century Civil War –”

“Ah, but 1914 was the first world war,” she countered, “and Christ said ‘Nation will rise against nation and kingdom against kingdom, and there will be food shortages and earthquakes in one place after another. All these things are a beginning of pangs of distress.’ Matthew twenty-four seven, it’s all in the pamphlet. And after the distress, the Kingdom. And the Kingdom must come, mustn’t it? We couldn’t be deceived when we repeat in the Lord’s Prayer ‘Thy Kingdom come’ – we couldn’t be fooled could we?”

I said, “I think it very probable that we are fooled,” and a tear trickled down her left cheek.

I was about to say: “I don’t believe in any Kingdom. I believe in Nothing, I believe man will pass away, I believe the universe will grow cold and dark.” But I couldn’t say it now.

“No,” she said, “we’re not fooled. I’ve been in this fifty years. Ever since 1916. I’ve been in it with my husband, and we spent fifteen years in Hawaii, and we’ve been in Japan eighteen years. We were the first to start this up in Japan – we had to learn the language to do it – and now we have hundreds of nice people, like this young boy here. And this year my husband died, and now I’m on my own. People have said, ‘Why don’t you go back to New York,’ but I can’t. I can’t just walk out on fifty years. No, I have sold my house and my goods and my lands and I have profited one hundredfold. Here,” she said, “you can have this Watchtower. It’s the only copy I’ve got with me, and it belonged to my husband, but I’ve got another one at home.”

And as I took it and she added, “I’ll call on you later, if I may, to hear what you think of it, because you too can profit a hundredfold,” I wished I had been cruel, I wished I hadn’t underestimated this wily old woman who had outmanoeuvred me with a tear.
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