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Introduction

‘The past,’ wrote Hartley, in the famous opening to his most famous novel, ‘is a foreign country.’ What, then, about the future? Hartley’s crystal ball throws back a dystopian image in this late-life novel. It happens to be a spectacularly wrong-headed image – but, like much of the best science fiction (was Nineteen Eighty-Four like 1984? No, it wasn’t), its wrongness hits any number of right targets.

As a novel, Facial Justice has always been overshadowed by Hartley’s acknowledged masterpiece, The Go-Between, published seven years earlier. Unfairly so. Anthony Burgess – whose A Clockwork Orange came out two years after Facial Justice was surely right to include it as one of the ninety-nine best novels in the English language since 1939. He hailed it as ‘a brilliant projection of tendencies already apparent in the post-war British welfare state,’ a description which would as aptly fit Burgess’s sole venture into science fiction. Great authorial minds think alike. And in this case Burgess’s mind surely took some inspiration from Hartley’s.

Hartley spent his happiest years as an habitué of the country-house world whose graces and historical decline are nostalgically chronicled in The Go-Between. The tone of Facial Justice is not nostalgic. The 1960 novel is fuelled by a rage against the present world projected on to a vision of a foreseen near-future world. Call it Hartley’s 1984.

Who was this enraged man? One has to look very hard to see him. Few novelists have succeeded in keeping their lives as secret as Leslie Poles Hartley. Adrian Wright’s authoritative biography did not appear until twenty-four years after its subject’s death – by which time the trails had run cold and any illuminating literary and personal remains systematically destroyed.*

There remains, as a result, heated dispute as to whether Hartley was gay or not – or, more specifically, how actively gay. There is no record of any long-term relationship as, for instance, there is with E. M. Forster. In conversation, late in life, Hartley confided to a friend that the only man he ever loved was the Oxford don, belletrist and aristocrat Lord David Cecil, whom he met as a willowy fellow-undergraduate. Their love relationship (if any physical relationship there was) ended when, out of the blue for Hartley, Cecil announced, by letter, that he was getting married. ‘To Hartley,’ says Wright, ‘it was an act of betrayal, from which he may never have recovered.’

Hartley’s secretiveness was less timidity than prudence (so, too, may have been Cecil’s marriage – he was bisexual). It was, for gays, a period still traumatized by what had happened so frighteningly (and wrongly) to Oscar Wilde. Wright’s speculative but entirely plausible account of the intense relationship between Leslie and David, and the ‘betrayal’, provoked angry response from the surviving Cecil family. The likelihood is that posterity will never know (why should it?) any great detail about Hartley’s private life any more than it is privileged to know of the similarly discreet, and probably homosexual, Henry James.

The large outline of Hartley’s life is clear enough. He was born in 1895. His family was enriched by his solicitor father’s canny investment in a local brick works. The Hartleys were able to acquire a fine house, Fletton Tower, Peterborough. Floridly gothic in style it is currently grade II listed. Hartley never loved Fletton. Constructed in the 1840s it embodied, for him, mid-Victorian brashness which was never his more suave Edwardian style.

The family atmosphere within this handsome pile was bourgeois and moralistic, verging on oppressive. On his father’s side the family line was strict Wesleyan Methodist in religion and Liberal in politics. Hartley converted to High Anglicanism as soon as he had any choice in the matter and became stridently, and vociferously, Tory in his political views. In his rabid later years he seriously advocated criminals be branded with a relevant letter (e.g., ‘M’ for ‘murderer’) on their faces. (Was he going to carry the brand ‘Q’ for ‘queer’ on his cheek, a friend archly inquired.) He never expressed any solidarity with what he called the ‘W. C.’ – the ‘working class’. For him they were, at best, ‘S. C.’: the ‘servant class’. In addition to his long-serving Jeeves (‘Charlie’) he was never without an entourage of chauffeurs, housekeepers and maids. In this, as in other aspects of his life, he displayed the attitudes of a patrician without ever being able to claim the three generations it took to truly ‘belong’.

In his formative years Hartley was chronically over-mothered and had two sisters, one older, one younger, who dominated him emotionally. The younger, Enid, is the model for the sister in Hartley’s Eustace and Hilda trilogy, although the author was forever nervous about ever confirming the fact to her. The elder, Norah, who survived him by twenty years (having devoted her life, in Fletton Tower, to the raising of Rotherwood Deerhounds), appointed herself the custodian of her brother’s reputation. She did it with a ferocity to rival that of her hounds.

The sense of being dominated by women (something structurally important in Facial Justice) was intensified by young Leslie not being sent to school until he was ten years old. He eventually attended Harrow (where he was head boy), then Balliol College, Oxford, in 1915. The university was sadly depopulated and demoralized by the war and, defying his mother’s orders, he volunteered in April 1916. He was commissioned as an infantry officer but never saw active service, and was invalided out of the army, unwounded but disabled, two months before the Armistice. Apparently he had sustained shell shock – without ever having heard the sound of a shell fired in anger.

He returned to Oxford, to complete his history degree. A disappointing second-class degree result precluded his joining starred first-class David Cecil as a don, which would have suited him. Faute de mieux in his, and the century’s, twenties he went on to make himself a leading London man of letters, throwing off thousands of reviews. His literary opinions were intelligent, unadventurous and always elegantly expressed. The writer he admired most was Nathaniel Hawthorne, to whom Facial Justice is dedicated with ‘homage’ and ‘apologies’. Hawthorne, Hartley said, was ‘the biggest influence on my mind and general attitude towards reality’. Hallmark Hawthornian allegory can be picked up throughout Facial Justice. Bodily marks, a black veil, and ‘letters’ (as in The Scarlet Letter) denoting character are prominent devices.*

Hartley earned well from his pen but it was merely a top-up to his unearned private income. He was one of the few novelists of his day to be bothered by the Inland Revenue with demands for ‘supertax’. Socially he hated interwar London, which he saw (eccentrically) as poisoned by ‘jazz’. The country was more to his taste. As Wright records, ‘Much of his life was spent in a seemingly ceaseless grand tour of the houses of the rich and famous.’ Here it was that he formed his most lasting friendships with women of a higher-born class than himself, such as Cynthia Asquith and Lady Ottoline Morrell (her blue plaque, in London’s Gower Street, reads, uniquely for that honour, ‘literary hostess’). Virginia Woolf (after whose father, Leslie Stephen, he had been named) in a catty diary comment recording her first meeting with him at Morrell’s country house, Garsington, summed him up as ‘a dull fat man’. Everyone agreed, however, that he had good manners.

In 1927, Hartley had his first experience of Venice – a place he seems to have loved more than any man or woman in his life. Venice became his home and England the place he was obliged to visit. The Italian city, says Wright, ‘became a necessity to Hartley’, not simply because of the loveliness and mystery which had entranced writers such as Ruskin and Thomas Mann, but because ‘it distanced him from his mother and Fletton Tower’.

Hartley was forced to repatriate in 1939 (his mother still living) with the outbreak of war. It upset him hugely but, paradoxically, the upset kick-started his career as a novelist of distinction. Hitherto he had been known as a littérateur with a few short stories (best of all ghost stories) to his name. In 1944, closing in on fifty years of age, he published the first of his major novels, The Shrimp and the Anemone, a work with whose composition he had been struggling for twenty years. It was followed over the next three years by two sequels. The bottle was uncorked.

After the war Italy was again available. Hard as it is to visualize, Hartley wrote parts of Facial Justice in 1950s Venice, pen and pad in hand, ‘gondoling’ over the still waters of the city (he employed a personal gondolier and, Wright suggests, may have been interested in the famously handsome profession for personal reasons other than transport). Not for L. P. Hartley the diet of the post-war ration book, make and mend, darned socks and turned collars. How he managed to afford an expensive Venetian apartment and lifestyle in a period of stringent currency exchange regulations, and none the less keep on the right side of the law, is mysterious.

Hartley appends, precisely, the dates of Facial Justice’s composition, ‘January 1953–September 1959’. This is a novel, he clearly wishes the reader to know, which, using the apparatus of science fiction, allegorizes his detested English 1950s, the decade in which he wrote it. What principally discoloured life in that decade (I remember it well) was a sense that the Second World War had barely ended and, dammit, the Third World War was about to begin. In 1946, Churchill announced the clunking fall of an ‘iron curtain’ across Europe. In 1947, President Truman informed the world that the USSR now had nuclear weapons. And what weapons. In 1954, scientists came up with the 100-megaton H-bomb: a weapon which, if ever the superpowers went to war, would incinerate human civilization in, it was estimated, twenty minutes, with four minutes’ warning to those about to be incinerated. And war seemed more than likely. The race to mutually assured destruction was on.

Hartley’s dystopia is set after a catastrophic nuclear conflict in which both sides lose and most of mankind is exterminated. Those twenty million who survived in deep caverns have split into two dictatorships: one (the smaller) above, the other below, ground. (Wells’s terrestrial Eloi and subterranean Morlocks in The Time Machine are evoked.)

It was an eruption (called ‘the exodus’) from the Underworld, led by a strange messiah, ‘the pretty gentleman’, which established the smaller colony in the ‘upper air’. It is with this remnant that Facial Justice is exclusively concerned. What’s going on in the subterranean realm is never described. The portals between the two worlds are guarded.

Above ground an invisible, but everywhere audible via loudspeaker, ‘Darling Dictator’ rules, and has done so for fifteen years. (Orwell’s ‘Big Brother’ may have been in Hartley’s mind.) But the ‘D.D.’ is not tyrannic – at least not in the sense that ‘his’ tyranny requires thugs in black leather and their truncheons. It is what one might call ‘soft tyranny’ but, in its effect, is quite as ruthless as any hard variety might be. He imposes a benign regime based on the ‘Voluntary Principle’. ‘Peace’, in this future world, is maintained by the extinction of all individuality, aspiration and hierarchy. Above ground there is no longer any ‘nature’. Nothing grows. The climate has been altered by nuclear catastrophe – the population shivers and wraps up against ‘perpetual March’ (despite what Eliot says, always the cruellest month in England). Food is factory-manufactured chemicals and is consumed as tablets (different-coloured ones for different courses). There are no politics. There is no class. Neither is there family. Children (what few there are – most above-ground citizens are sterile) are raised by state-appointed ‘kiddy-kuddlers’, who, despite their name, aren’t in the slightest cuddlesome. Five minutes’ laughter a day are allowed the above-ground population. Again one recalls Orwell’s ‘Two Minutes Hate’ ritual in Nineteen Eighty-Four. Another five minutes is allowed for ‘S. T.’ – ‘serious thought’.

Underpinning the drab egalitarianism of the ‘New State’ (there are no longer any countries, nations or ‘peoples’) is collective guilt. Who did this to humanity? Humanity itself, the fools. Citizens of this un-named world are named after murderers with numerical surnames.* Varieties of sackcloth are the universal garb. Women’s hair is dusted with ash.

Everyone is either a self-flagellating ‘delinquent’ or a ‘patient’ requiring cure. The word ‘citizen’ is prohibited. Life is an everlasting Methodist Sunday (it’s not hard to see Hartley paying off some Fletton Tower childhood resentments). Discipline is enforced by golden-helmeted, white-booted ‘Inspectors’ – each given one of the seven archangels’ names – who cajole rather than bully. Mysteriously, they have the power of flight and of being everywhere.

There is no violence, no Orwellian ‘Room 101’, no dignity, no art, no sport, no music, no country houses, no fine wine, no literature. Cinemas show nothing but gruesome films of murders and violent crime: not for entertainment, but as aversion therapy. Infractions are punished with minor fines, a period in plain sackcloth, or – in more serious offences – two rounds of golf (Hartley did not enjoy everything about country-house weekends). Only for true incorrigibles is the far more sinister penalty applied, of being ‘Returned Empty’ to the underground caverns.

Women’s faces in the New State, if they are marginally short of unexceptionably beautiful (Alpha class), are ‘betafied’ – so as not to create envy among the Gammas of the sex (Hartley’s use of the public school/Oxbridge grading system, as in Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World, rather protrudes here). Men are not required to be betafied. Female betafication, ordained by the ‘Ministry for Facial Justice’, involves plastic surgery and a uniform, inflexible, facial mask that doesn’t quite equate with a human face.

Cosmetic surgery was becoming a topic of public interest in the post-war 1950s. ‘War,’ said Trotsky, ‘is the locomotive of history.’ It is also an opportunity for surgery to make huge advances. Hartley was aware of the heroic work of Archibald McIndoe, consultant in plastic surgery to the RAF in the Second World War years. McIndoe had a near miraculous skill in mending burned faces of airmen. Cosmetic surgery, aimed to beautify not to repair, took off as an industry in the 1950s. Marilyn Monroe, for example, had ‘work’ done – a reshaped nose (‘rhinoplasty’) – which rendered her, by the standards of the time, Alpha double plus.

At fifty everyone, said Orwell, has the face they deserve. But what if society decides he or she should have a face they don’t deserve, or weren’t born with? This is one teasing question raised by Facial Justice.*

It was Brian Aldiss, in his grand survey of the genre,† who made the point that science fiction is ‘prodromic’, not, as is vulgarly thought, ‘prophetic’. What purports to be the shape of things to come is, usually, the shape of things as they are, viewed with a clearer, more sceptical eye. Put another way: Nineteen Eighty-Four = 1948.

Hartley’s big target in Facial Justice is the welfare state, brought in by Attlee’s post-war Labour Government, riding the ‘khaki’ election of 1945. The Weasels and Stoats had taken over Toad Hall – and no Brock, Ratty and Moley to restore it to its proper-class owners. For Orwell, writing in the late 1940s, the embryonic dictatorship in Britain was all about power. O’Brien’s image of a boot stamping on a human face forever is the image that sticks indelibly in the mind. For Evelyn Waugh it is vandalism: oiks like Hooper tramping through the sacrosanct corridors of Brideshead. For Hartley, it is class envy – the ‘WC’ usurping the good things that only their superiors were equipped (and entitled) to enjoy. How to solve the envy problem? Abolish everything that might inspire it. ‘E&E’, ‘Equality and Envy’, ‘Good E’ and ‘Bad E’, are the two core principles around which upper-air society revolves in Facial Justice. In the name of egalitarianism everything that makes life worth living (but might inspire envy) is abolished.

Hartley is a master of opening scenes and that in Facial Justice is among his more masterful. Jael 97 has what is a routine ‘female’ conversation with Judith 91, an old friend, whom she has just met outside the Equalization (Faces) Centre. Both are going in for the ‘process’ and ‘Each felt that she was seeing her old friend for the first and also – it simultaneously occurred to them both – for the last time.’ Jael has been indicted by the Ministry of Facial Justice as ‘over-privileged’. Twenty-five complaints from other, envious, women have been received. She is, by facial category, a ‘Failed Alpha’, A minus. That means she is not quite beautiful enough to be left alone (a faint scar on one cheek, self-inflicted, has brought her down a notch). Full Alphas are recruited as ‘Misses’ – vestals – and let be. Nor is Jael a ‘born Beta’ – a category who are also left alone, on the grounds that no one envies them. Judith, less fair of face, barely scrapes a Gamma in the facial classification system. Betafication for her will be facial promotion.

Judith persuades her friend not to undergo the operation, with Jael thus transgressing ‘Chapter 19, sub-section 3 of the Revised Pandects’ and defying her civil servant brother, Joab, who loyally thinks facial demotion is her duty to the state. But when, after the rebellious and ultimately violent events at Ely Cathedral, Jael is involuntarily betafied, she brings about a powerful revolution through dance, subversion, journalism and female guile. By the end of Facial Justice, the DD’s regime has come to an end – but what the future holds the novel does not divulge. ‘Whether Jael was going to do any better, I doubt,’ Hartley pronounced, musingly, some years later. He hadn’t worked it out himself, apparently.

As prophetically accurate future history Facial Justice is as wrong as wrong could be. But there is an inner truth. The 1950s in Britain were blighted by state-imposed egalitarianism, excessive bureaucracy and uniformity. I recall going to dances on Saturday nights – every male in a charcoal-grey suit, the waltzers/foxtrotters gyrating slowly, in the identical ‘steps’. Hair all short back and sides for the men, ‘permed’ for the ladies. For many males khaki, and even shorter b&s awaited in the shape of National Service. The universal uniformity was all blown to pieces, thank God, in the 1960s – the most individualistic, colourful and insubordinate decade in British history. It’s too bad that the author of Facial Justice, in his mid-sixties, too set in his ways, was too old, and too sozzled (he was by this period wholly alcoholic), to enjoy the swinging decade to come. Facial Justice remains the wittiest, and most engagingly savage, of satires on the dreary decade that preceded it.

John Sutherland, London, 2014
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1

In the not very distant future, after the Third World War, Justice had made great strides. Legal Justice, Economic Justice, Social Justice, and many other forms of Justice, of which we do not even know the names, had been attained; but there still remained spheres of human relationship and activity in which Justice did not reign.

Two girls were walking up the shallow curving steps of the Equalization (Faces) Centre. Each was absorbed in her own thoughts; and one, to judge from an occasional twitching of the shoulders, was crying. They did not look at each other, rather, they looked away; but as they reached the top and began to converge upon the tall glass swing doors, the one who was crying fell back to let the other go in front of her. They turned and their eyes met.

‘Jael!’ cried the one whose voice was better under control.

‘Judith!’

They drew apart and stared at each other with looks of horror and dismay. Each felt that she was seeing her old friend for the first and also – it simultaneously occurred to them both – for the last time.

Judith saw a pretty, fair-haired girl slightly above middle height, whose mouth trembled and whose eyes were reddened by weeping. She had a faint scar on one cheek, but it did not spoil, it gave point to her prettiness. Jael saw a dark, plain, thick-set young woman whose features were only redeemed from positive ugliness by a pleasant expression and a look of intelligence. Now, her face corrugated by bewilderment and concern for her friend, she looked a fright. Both were in their early twenties.

A stranger to their world would have been struck, as they were, by the contrast in their looks, but he would have been still more surprised by something which they appeared to take for granted: the clothes that they were wearing. In each case it was a suit of sackcloth, differently cut and trimmed, but unmistakably sackcloth; and he would have noticed, with a repulsion which they did not feel, that their hair – for they wore no hats – looked dirty. Some foreign substance had lodged in it, something grey and gritty: could it be ashes?

Having looked their fill the two girls dropped their eyes, as though the spectacle was too painful to look at.

Judith was the first to speak.

‘I didn’t expect to see you here, Jael,’ she said in a low voice.

‘Nor I you, Judith.’

For a moment this seemed all that they could say, then Judith stole another glance at her friend’s swollen and tear-stained prettiness, and murmured:

‘I might have guessed.’

‘But you, Judith –’ began Jael, and stopped.

Well as she knew Judith she could not put her thoughts into words that would not sound insulting. But Judith spoke for her.

‘You see, he wanted it.’

‘Who?’

‘Well, Cain.’

‘Oh, no.’

Much less upset than her friend, Judith answered steadily, and almost defensively:

‘Well, he’s a man, after all.’

‘So he may be, but –’ She could not face the ‘but’, but Judith could.

‘You mean I’m not so ugly? I was Gamma minus, you know, at my last Board.’

‘I can’t believe it,’ Jael said, not looking at Judith.

‘So I’ve qualified for a rise. Any Gamma is, of course, below Gamma plus.’

‘They must be blind,’ cried Jael, indignantly. ‘I … I love your face, and so should he. You don’t want to change it, do you?’

‘No, I’m used to it, you see. I’d rather have been born Beta, of course. But he wants it –! Getting the permits was the worst part. I minded that.’

‘You never came to me.’

‘I went to strangers, mostly. You know, the professionals. You have to pay, of course, but you get secrecy.’

‘Does that matter?’ Jael asked. ‘Everyone’s got to know in the end … What … what model did you choose? Number 5?’

‘Oh, don’t you know? There’s no personal choosing now – that’s been cut out, it was found to be too expensive. They choose one of three stock models. I wanted Oval, but Cain –’ Judith stopped, feeling she had talked too much about herself, ‘likes heart-shaped best. What … What …’ Judith hesitated; in her turn she was unable to put the question. She saw her friend’s tears falling afresh; she knew the cause; there was really nothing to say.

‘I was going to choose 5,’ said Jael listlessly. ‘But now you tell me it’s been cancelled.’

‘Yes, this afternoon. It was given out at three o’clock. Where were you?’

‘At the Litany. I always go there for my half-day. Where were you?’

‘I was at the Casino,’ Judith said. ‘I hadn’t been for quite a long time. Actually I prefer the Litany, but it doesn’t do to show a marked Personal Preference.’

Jael was hardly following. ‘I suppose not,’ she said.

‘No.’ Judith was firm. ‘It leads to inflammation of the ego. But I’m sorry for you, Jael, Number 5 would have suited you so well. Tell me … Tell me how it happened. Of course, I’m not surprised. Everyone knew you were an Alpha – and Alpha is anti-social,’ she added reluctantly.

‘Alpha is anti-social,’ repeated Jael with bowed head. After a moment she went on: ‘I only just failed the Misses.’

‘I know,’ said Judith.

‘That was three years ago. I’ve been in danger ever since. I thought that when I cut my cheek with the razor –’

‘Then it wasn’t an accident!’ exclaimed Judith.

‘No. I thought it would make me B –’ She shrugged her shoulders. ‘Oh well, put me into a lower category. But I hadn’t the courage to do it properly, and my next Board passed me Alpha, but Failed Alpha.’

‘What bad luck! Oh, I mustn’t say that – luck is a leveller.’

‘Luck is a leveller,’ repeated Jael. ‘And then the complaints began coming in again. The Ministry warned me yesterday that I’d had my twenty-fifth.’

‘Were they all genuine?’

‘So the Ministry said. They vet them pretty carefully, you know. I’d have had thirty, but five were disallowed as frivolous.’

‘I wonder who –’ Judith began.

‘Oh, they don’t tell you. I can guess a few, of course. Electra 90 was one, I’m sure. Maybrick 903 – she’s always had a down on me. And there are several more whom I suspect. That makes it so unpleasant. It might have been anybody, Judith, it might have been you.’

‘It wasn’t,’ Judith said.

‘I shouldn’t really blame you if you had. They nearly all complained of E – Bad E,’ she added hastily. Equality and Envy – the two Es – were in the moral sphere the positive and negative poles on which the New State rotated. The one attracted, the other repelled. Either word, once uttered, involved the speaker in a ritual dance – a few jerky, gymnastic capers for Envy, a long, intricate, ecstatic exercise for Equality. Some were excused both on medical grounds but the rest did their utmost to avoid these verbal pitfalls. The abbreviations Good E and Bad E were exempt from ritual consequences, as were their facetious counterparts, Good Egg and Bad Egg. A curtsey for Equality and a token spit for Envy were concessions to time-saving that came later.

‘It was my eyelashes they mostly picked on, for being too long and curly. My fault, of course, I should have cut them, but sometimes I forgot. One woman complained she had lost several nights’ sleep just thinking about my eyelashes. She felt they were digging into her, she said.’

‘How do you know it was a woman?’ Judith asked. ‘It might have been a man – it might very well have been a man.’

‘The complaints all came from women, I was told. Most men don’t really mind you being pretty.’

‘On principle they ought to,’ Judith said.

‘Yes, I suppose so.’ Jael was resigned. ‘We ought all to be e –’ ‘Equal’ she was going to say, but she bit the word off, to avoid exposing herself to the most dreaded of the booby-traps that the Dictator had introduced into conversation. To get through the ensuing ritual with credit one needed the grace of a ballet-dancer; indeed, the proper performance of it was taught at all dancing classes. Done well, it was a beautiful and touching pas de deux, but the movements had to be so precise and identical that very few could do it justice. An Inspector had the right to ask any passer-by to perform it for him – or her, for there were women Inspectors too, Misses as they were called. But the right was seldom exercised, except by the more officious Inspectors. The mere fact that one person could acquit himself better than another fostered the very element of competition that the ritual was designed to discourage.

‘Of course, we must all be level,’ said Judith confidently, for the word ‘level’ had no ritual consequences. ‘All the same I have always thought –’ she lowered her voice – ‘that we ought to be levelled up, not down.’

Jael said nothing.

‘You are quite pretty enough to be one of the Misses,’ Judith went on indignantly. ‘I can’t imagine why they failed you.’

‘On my nose,’ said Jael. ‘It’s too …’

‘Too retroussé?’

‘Yes. When I was hoping to be elected I tried all sorts of things to … to lengthen it. But it was no good. Then I cut myself to be Beta –’

‘Beta is best,’ said Judith perfunctorily.

‘Yes, Beta is best. It’s so lonely being a Failed Alpha.’

‘Alpha is anti-social,’ put in Judith, but without much conviction.

‘Yes. Failed Alphas suspect each other. We’re betwixt and between – not one thing or another. And to cause Bad E is the worst thing you can do. I shall be much happier B –’ She nipped the word off, and looked through the glass doors into the circular hall in which nurses wearing white aprons over their sackcloth were passing to and fro. ‘I could be one of them,’ she said. ‘There are no openings for us, as you know. We can only get temporary jobs, subbing for other people. It’s so restless and unsatisfactory. And yet somehow I can’t reconcile myself –’

‘Why should you?’ asked Judith, suddenly. ‘Why should you, Jael? It isn’t compulsory.’

‘No, but it may become so, if enough people don’t volunteer … Perhaps we’d better go in now, Judith. I’m only keeping you.’

Irresolutely she moved her hand towards the door. But Judith restrained her.

‘I don’t see why you should,’ she exclaimed. ‘It’s not your fault that you’re an – oh, blast the word! I believe someone’s pushing you into it.’ She looked at Jael keenly. ‘There! I knew I was right.’

‘It’s Joab,’ Jael murmured. ‘Don’t tell anyone.’

‘What, Joab 98? Your brother? But what’s it got to do with him? Besides he’s a Failed Alpha, too.’

‘Yes, but only for brains, and it doesn’t matter for men, that’s what’s so unfair. He’s got a good job as a statistician, and he’s terrifically keen on the régime, it’s his religion. Being his secretary, I see a lot of him, and he’s always nagging me, just as Cain, I suppose, nagged you.’

‘I like that!’ exploded Judith. ‘Your own brother! But all the same –’ she resumed her normal voice – ‘if I were you I wouldn’t. There are masses of other Failed Alphas about, and I don’t believe that anybody envies them. It’s different for me – no one will mind if they never see my face again, and I shan’t either. I shall be just another Beta.’

‘Beta is –’

‘Oh, cut it out. I shan’t have to bother how I dress. Hats stock-size, stock-shape, stock-colour. All the shops have Bargains for Betas. You’ve no idea what I used to go through, trying to make the best of myself, while anyone could see I was a low Gamma. People who valued their aesthetic sense wouldn’t be seen with me. Oh yes, the second letter of the alphabet is best. It won’t change my nature; one’s personality isn’t in one’s face, as some of the malcontents try to make out. I shall be the same underneath.’

‘Shall you destroy your Gamma photographs?’ asked Jael.

‘One is supposed to, of course. I expect I shall be glad to. It’s an offence to keep them after you’ve been altered. I’ve only had one photograph taken since I was old enough to know what I really looked like and that was for my registration card. I shall have to get a new one for that, I suppose.’

‘Will you?’ said Jael. ‘Won’t any second letter do as well? I mean, they all look alike. You can buy the photograph of a stock-face off the peg.’

‘It’s like finger-prints, you know,’ said Judith. ‘Experts can tell the difference – and, and … people who know you well. And there’s one’s figure,’ she added, with a self-deprecatory giggle. ‘That doesn’t alter.’

‘I know,’ said Jael, who was busy with her own thoughts. ‘But Maybrick 903 always has to tell me who she is now that she’s got her stock-face.’

‘She never had much individuality even when she was an anti-social,’ said Judith, who was better than Jael at by-passing troublesome words. ‘It’s my belief that she had herself lowered out of vanity – people didn’t mind her type of good looks all that much. Now it’s different with you, Jael. If you get yourself lowered, something will be lost.’

‘Do you think so?’ asked Jael, doubtfully.

‘I’m sure of it. And Joab’s a pig to want you to.’

‘Well, you see, he remembers the war, and he says that any sacrifice –’

‘We all agree to that, and we know that Excellence belongs to the Elect –’

‘Excellence belongs to the Elect,’ repeated Jael, humbly. ‘We mustn’t try to rise above each other.’

‘But you’re not trying. You were born good-looking. It was natural –’

‘Nature is nasty,’ Jael said.

‘Nature is nasty,’ repeated Judith. ‘But even the Dictator –’

‘Darling Dictator,’ put in Jael quickly.

‘Darling Dictator, then. Even he has said that one must not be in too much of a hurry to condemn the natural. The natural, he said, is only to be condemned when it transgresses the rule of E – and you know which E I mean.’

Confusion between the Good and Bad E’s was so frequent that some of the more devout and law-abiding members of the New State found it safer to abstain from abstract discussion.

‘But in my case,’ Jael said sadly, ‘nature has transgressed. That’s just it.’

‘But not too badly,’ Judith tried to reassure her. ‘You remember Article 31 of the Constitution – attributes of E. Even E – Good E – has blurred edges – we are advised not to inquire too closely where the blur ends. Well, Jael, you are the blurred edge. And in Chapter 19 of the Revised Pandects it says: “Life is to be lived fully within the limits of the Law. A river must not be content with its bed: it must explore its banks.” ’

‘What a memory you have,’ said Jael, admiringly. ‘I’d forgotten that one.’

‘But it’s most important. And somewhere else he says: “Ours is not a negative philosophy; and it is not for the delinquent to have a more delicate conscience than the Dictator.” ’

‘When did he say that?’ asked Jael, obviously unconvinced. ‘He changes his views so often.’

‘Not long ago. And he only changes them in matters of detail – respected be his name.’

‘Respected be his name,’ echoed Jael, reverently.

A nearby clock struck six.

‘Great Dictator! It’s time for me to go in,’ said Judith briskly. She turned first rather red, then rather pale. ‘My appointment for a rise is at six o’clock.’

‘Mine, too,’ said Jael, beginning to tremble.

‘But you’re not going to keep it,’ said Judith. ‘You’re not going to keep it, Jael, do you hear? I … I forbid you to!’

Jael’s tears were beginning to flow afresh and she looked the picture of irresolution and despair.

‘But I’d get it all over!’ she wailed. ‘All
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Glossary of murderers’ names in Facial Justice

Armstrong

Henry Armstrong is, his profession is proud to proclaim, the only solicitor in the history of the United Kingdom to have been hanged (in 1922) for murder. He poisoned a fellow-solicitor, and probably his wife, with arsenic.

Brutus

The assassin of Julius Caesar, immortalized (and glamorized) in Shakespeare’s tragedy.

Cain

Humanity’s first murderer. He killed his brother, Abel, for no good reason.

Cassius

Brutus’s accomplice, and instigator, in Shakespeare’s tragedy.

Corday

Charlotte Corday, the heroine of anti-revolution, stabbed Marat to death in his bath. It is, in popular imagination, a noble homicide immortalized by Jacques-Louis David’s painting.

Ehud

The murderer of the Moabite King Eglon, in the Book of Judges, 3: 12–30. The murder, by sword to the guts, is one of the most horrific in the Bible.

Electra

As commemorated in Greek tragedy, by Sophocles and Euripides, Electra participates in the murder of her mother, Clytemnestra, in revenge for the murder of her father, Agamemnon.

Jael

Another murderer commemorated in the Book of Judges. Using her sexual charms to gain entrance to Sisera’s tent, Jael slew the enemy of her people, the Israelites, by driving a tent peg, with a mallet, through his head.

Jezebel

Jezebel, a woman famous for her facial beauty and cosmetic skills, falsified evidence to have a landowner killed (he had refused to sell his land to her husband, King Ahab).

Joab

Joab, a nephew of King David, was a captain of the army of the Israelites when he murdered Abner, the killer of his brother Asahel.

Judith

Judith, as recorded in the Book of Judith, used her beauty and wiles to enter the tent of Holofernes, a lustful Assyrian general, where she cut off his head.

Maybrick

Florence Maybrick poisoned her husband with arsenic (scraped up from flypaper) in 1889. Her death sentence was commuted to life imprisonment. She was released in 1904 and died in 1941.

Medea

In the tragedy by Euripides the mythological Medea, abandoned by her husband, Jason, murders his new love, Glauce, with a poisoned coronet, and – as an act of vindictive revenge – her and Jason’s two children. Divorce, ancient-Greek style.

Thompson

Edith Thompson was alleged to have conspired with her lover, Frederick Bywaters, to poison her husband, Percy. In a brutal, and probably unfair, sentence, she was convicted and hanged in 1923. There is a campaign, still active, to gain her a pardon.

Wainewright

Thomas Griffiths Wainewright, plausibly believed to be a serial poisoner (for purposes of insurance fraud), was never authoritatively proven to be guilty but was transported to Tasmania where he died, of natural causes, in 1847.
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