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      Born in 1923, John Mortimer was a barrister, dramatist and novelist. After working in the Crown Film Unit during the Second
         World War, he wrote a number of novels before simultaneously following two highly successful careers as a criminal barrister
         and as a playright. His most famous play, A Voyage Round My Father, has been filmed and is frequently revived. In the 1970s he invented Horace Rumpole, a character who, ‘like Jeeves and Sherlock
         Holmes, is immortal’ (P. D. James). In the 1980s he returned to novel-writing with Paradise Postponed. He also wrote four volumes of memoir, including the bestselling Clinging to the Wreckage.


      
      John Mortimer was knighted in 1998 for his services to the arts. For many years he lived in a house in the Chilterns which
         had been built by his father, also a barrister. Sir John died in 2009, aged eighty-five.


      
      Published in 1985, Paradise Postponed was the first of a political trilogy, The Rapstone Chronicles, which charted the rise of a Tory MP, Leslie Titmuss, under Margaret Thatcher. In the words of Time magazine, ‘Mortimer has attempted nothing less than a long case history of his native land, post-1945… It is a remarkably
         judicious presentation of pros and cons, and extremely funny besides.’ In 1986 it became an acclaimed TV serial, with David
         Threlfall memorably creating the character of Titmuss.


      
      Jeremy Paxman is a journalist and author who was a good friend of John Mortimer.
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      Introduction

      
      You are about to take a warm bath. The bath itself is an odd shade of green – they call it ‘avocado’ in the DIY showrooms
         which are part of the transformation of high streets across the land. Later, you may, perhaps, have dinner. It will probably
         start with a wine glass filled with ‘prawn cocktail’; this contains a few small crustaceans, a great deal of shredded lettuce
         and is swimming in a pink sauce. The main course is likely to be steak, and it will certainly be overcooked. You may choose
         a bottle of Chianti to drink; it comes in a straw cradle. After that, a chocolate pudding – Black Forest gateau, perhaps.
         The meal ends with bad, bitter coffee, which has been stewing on a side table for a couple of hours. But the bath is the thing.
         To read Paradise Postponed again is to luxuriate in a world which is simultaneously familiar, yet curiously different, like a tune you know even though
         it’s played slightly off-key.


      John Mortimer wrote this book in the house on the top of the Chilterns in which he had been born, and in which, in early 2009,
         he died. The beech trees, flinty fields and local market-town of the novel are all immediately recognizable, as indeed is
         the local poacher, Tom Nowt (the grandson of the model for this character still makes famed squirrel and pheasant sausages).
         But he is an exception. The Chiltern hills lie only forty miles or so north-west of London, and remained the last unsuburbanized
         part of the immediate Home Counties until after the Second World War. By then, members of the middle classes with portable
         professions – Mortimer’s own father among them – had discovered their beauty and begun the migration which transformed the
         area. Once upon a time the vast beech woods had nourished the furniture industry in nearby High Wycombe and were alive with
         bodgers who lived among the trees making chair legs and stretchers. Now the bodgers’ bothies are alive with the hum of word processors from
         would-be Booker Prize nominees. The most recent influx has been a small wave of furniture warehouse magnates anxious to pass
         themselves off as country squires. The piles they have built themselves resemble nothing so much as Asda out-of-town shopping
         centres.


      Changes to the countryside itself, though, have been minimal: no one is more committed to keeping a place as it is than those
         who have recently discovered it. What interested John Mortimer were the huge changes in behaviour which overtook Britain between
         about 1960 and 1985 – the year of publication of Paradise Postponed. There have, of course, been other periods in British history in which there have been bigger social upheavals. But there
         can have been few – or none – when attitudes shifted as far and as fast. Before it began, people talked of an ‘Establishment’
         which ran the country – a loose association of people (almost all of them men, of course) who might be found everywhere from
         the Houses of Parliament to corporate boardrooms and bishops’ palaces. There was a high proportion of Etonians among them,
         and the ballast of the Conservative back benches in the Commons comprised chaps ‘on their way from the Brigade of Guards to
         the House of Lords’.


      The 1980s swept all that away. After the election following the publication of Paradise Postponed there were only eleven Conservative MPs left who had served in the Guards. As the Labour politician Denis Healey acidly put
         it, the party passed ‘from the estate owners to the estate agents’. England’s libel laws prevent too explicit a statement
         of who, precisely, was the model for Leslie Titmuss, the odious Conservative cabinet minister who stands for the new generation
         of Tories. Sufficient to say that he was a prominent figure in the ‘Thatcher revolution’, which saw such swathes of Britain
         utterly changed, with uneconomic businesses shut down and the inhabitants of great tracts of the industrial heartlands left
         to a life of benefits and videos. The Blair government which finally ended the Conservative years eased their pain by legalizing
         all-day boozing, loosening the gambling laws and making it easier to open strip clubs.


      The clever thing about Titmuss as a character is that he isn’t purely repellent: he’s just a man who sees the way that Britain
         has changed, and realizes that, with a little drive, the world – or this particular corner of it, at least – is his oyster.
         He belongs to a generation created by the 1944 Education Act, the great reform of state schooling brought about by the Conservative
         politician R. A. Butler (‘Rab’). For the first time, children from poor families could now get free secondary schooling and
         emerge more than able to challenge the products of Eton and her sisters. The reform transformed British intellectual life,
         and enabled humbly born characters such as Titmuss to believe there was nothing they could not do.


      Titmuss’s path to wealth as a property developer is typical of the age, too. The civic vandalism of the sixties laid the foundations
         of many a country estate and peerage. (John Mortimer’s prophecy of the fate which would befall the local brewery did not occur
         until long after the novel was completed. It was turned into an expensive hotel, and the boring business of making a ‘local’
         beer contracted out to a factory miles away.)


      The mystery at the heart of the novel – why the local vicar and scion of the brewing dynasty should have left most of his
         worldly goods to this meritocrat on the make – affords more than enough space for asides about the other ways in which Britain’s
         victory in the Second World War so terribly damaged the country. In Simeon Simcox’s valour for the oppressed, just as in Leslie
         Titmuss’s determination to beggar his neighbour, we see how the templates on which British society had previously been built
         proved inadequate to the task.


      But I begin to make Paradise Postponed sound like tract. It is not, any more than it is a roman-à-clef. If I had to use one expression to describe the tone of the book, I would choose ‘good-natured’. John Mortimer professed to
         loathe the Thatcher government (as he was later to express disdain for her great admirer, Tony Blair), but there is no fury in Paradise Postponed. The author’s affection for England constantly undermines his anger at the fatuous ambitions of her rulers. The developers
         and their money-men eat away at the fabric of the country he loves, but they cannot quite wreck it and he cannot quite get
         angry enough with them to let it drive out his amusement.


      Jeremy Paxman


      
      For Penny, Emily and Rosamond


      
      
      Author’s Note

      
      It was about three years ago that I was having lunch with Bryan Cowgill at Thames Television and he suggested that I might
         write a story covering the period in England since the war. I was, at first, daunted by the prospect but later I thought I
         saw a way of approaching such a theme. I embarked on the strange operation of writing two versions of Paradise Postponed; one was a novel and the other a series of one hour plays to be filmed for television.


      I would like to take this opportunity of thanking Mr Cowgill for his original suggestion, Thames Television for backing what
         was then a very sketchy idea and Jacqueline Davis, who has been endlessly encouraging in the writing of both works.


      January 1986


      
      
      Part One

      
      
         
         
            In the houses

            The little pianos are closed, and a clock strikes.

            And all sway forward on the dangerous flood

            Of history, that never sleeps or dies,

            And, held one moment, burns the hand.

            from Look Stranger, XXX


            W. H. Auden 



         



      
      I

      
      
      Death of a Saint

      
      
      ‘I had a disagreeable dream,’ the old man said.

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘I thought we’d grown out of all that in first-year theology.’ He looked bewildered. ‘God on a cloud, a sort of pink electric
         light bulb behind his head. He was actually busying himself’ – he clearly found the conduct he had to describe unsympathetic
         – ‘judging people! Parting the sheep from the goats. That sort of thing.’


      
      ‘Don’t worry.’

      
      ‘He was surrounded with cherubim. Your mother would find them dreadfully vulgar. She wouldn’t give them shelf room in porcelain.’

      
      ‘It’s not true,’ the younger man said.

      
      ‘I suppose not. I shan’t have to wait very long to find out.’

      
      The old man was wearing striped flannel pyjamas and lying on a bed on which sunlight was falling. He was tall and thin, looks
         which gave him, in the course of his lifetime, the appearance of a rather bothered eagle. Now, white-haired and thinner than
         ever at the age of eighty, he was almost beautiful. His name was Simeon Simcox, and he was Rector of the village of Rapstone
         Fanner.


      
      There was nothing ecclesiastical, however, about the Rectory bedroom. There was no crucifix or prayer-book by the bed. Like
         the rest of the house it was furnished in austere taste, betraying a nervous embarrassment at the idea of ornament or ostentation,
         with only a few discreet china objects, a William Morris chest and a Paul Nash landscape by way of decoration. There was about
         the room rather more comfort than might be bought on the stipend of a Church of England clergyman.


      
      On the dressing-table, beside the Rector’s silver-backed hair-brushes, were some framed family photographs: his two boys in
         long shorts and short haircuts in the Rectory garden; Simeon Simcox and his wife, Dorothy, at the time of their wedding, standing
         outside Rapstone village church, he in a dog-collar and tweed suit, she in a silk dress that was deliberately unbridal, looking
         gently amused and vaguely ‘artistic’. There was also a yellowing Victorian group showing members of his family and a selection
         of loyal workers standing outside the Brewery in the local town, over the gate of which, an entrance for dray horses and loads
         of barrels, the gilded sign read ‘Simcox Ales’.


      
      The other occupant of the room was in his late forties, a doctor who was there as a son. Fred Simcox lived alone in a flat
         above his surgery, played the drums and listened to old jazz records in much of his spare time. Looking at his father he felt
         a wave of affection for the old man, who seemed to be approaching death, like most of the other events in his long life, with
         a puzzled good will under which lay a certain dogged persistence. He thought, almost for the first time, that he could understand
         what his father was saying and it made him smile. But the joke, if it were a joke, came too late, like something shouted from
         a train window, after the last awkward and prolonged goodbyes have been said and after, to everyone’s relief, the guard has
         blown his whistle. All the same, he sat now, by his father’s bed, and showed an interest.


      
      ‘The ridiculous thing was…’ Perhaps it wasn’t a joke. Simeon seemed genuinely perturbed. ‘He bore a remarkable resemblance
         to Dr Salter. Salter’s an unbeliever, of course, and he hasn’t even got a beard. You’d think he’d be nothing whatever like
         God but the resemblance was quite striking.’


      
      ‘You say he was parting the sheep and the goats?’

      
      ‘There was some sort of judgement going on.’ Simeon Simcox frowned unhappily.

      
      ‘You shouldn’t worry about that.’

      
      ‘Shouldn’t I?’

      
      ‘Of course not.’

      
      ‘Judgement!’ The Rector turned his head to look at his younger son and spoke with a fading urgency. ‘I should like you to
         know that it hasn’t been so simple.’ And then his voice came from further away, as though the train were already drawing out
         of the station. ‘Not half so straightforward as it might have looked.’


      
      The Rapstone Valley is only some two hours’ drive to the west of London but its inhabitants have been spared, no doubt for
         longer than they deserve, the slow but inexorable march of civilization. At the head of the valley the road divides, one way
         leading south to Rapstone Fanner, the other north to the villages of Skurfield and Picton Principal. Standing by the signpost
         and looking down at the landscape spread out below you can see beech woods, thick hedgerows and fields of corn, with an occasional
         tiled roof over a flint and brick building, a group of barns and the distant tower of Rapstone Church. After a deeper acquaintance
         with the place you may realize that the flint cottages have been converted to house a pop star or a couple in advertising
         and the roof of what looks like a farm-building now covers an indoor swimming-pool with sauna attached in which guests flop
         like woozy porpoises after Sunday lunch. Such matters are discreetly arranged. The first sight of the Rapstone Valley is of
         something unexpectedly isolated and uninterruptedly rural; a solitary jogger is the only outward sign of urban pollution.


      
      As with the countryside the changes in Rapstone village are behind the walls, which have been carefully preserved to placate
         the planners. It is true that what was once a shop has been turned, skilfully and expensively, into a weekend cottage with
         a B.M.W. parked in front of the aubretia-covered garden wall. What was once the school, which still has a bell in a little
         turret on top of it, has been taken over by two ladies with grey hair and booming voices who illustrate children’s books.
         In fact the only institutional buildings left unchanged are the church, with its Norman tower, its ornate seventeenth-century
         tomb and Victorian additions, and the Rectory, approached through an open gateway, past the dark and dusty laurels of a short driveway and entered, under a pointed, neo-Gothic porch, through a front door which is never
         locked. There were an unusual number of cars parked in front of the Rectory and round the churchyard, and there was a small
         clutch of reporters and a couple of press photographers on the day of the Rector’s funeral, for Simeon Simcox had, in his
         lifetime, achieved a fame, some would say a notoriety, which stretched far beyond the boundaries of his parish.


      
      ‘We brought nothing into this world, and it is certain we can carry nothing out,’ said the Reverend Kevin Bulstrode, Vicar
         of Skurfield, conducting the service in the unavoidable absence of the Rector of Rapstone.


      
      ‘Naked came I out of my mother’s womb, and naked shall I return thither,’ a furious and gravelly whisper came from the congregation. The Vicar of Skurfield, who would shortly take
         over Rapstone also when the parishes were amalgamated under a new scheme of ‘rationalization’, did his best to ignore the
         interruption. ‘The Lord gives and the Lord takes away, blessed be the name of the Lord,’ he continued bravely.


      
      For a moment the interrupter was quiet. He was a tall, thickening fifty-year-old, whose red hair was now flecked with grey
         but to whom watery blue eyes and a look of perpetual discontent gave the appearance of an irate, retired sea captain. He wore
         a thick tweed suit in spite of the late summer weather, with a heavy gold watch-chain, and a bright silk handkerchief lolled
         from his breast-pocket. When Henry Simcox, the late Rector’s eldest son, published his first novel his name had been connected
         with a group of angry young men; now he was a grumpy, late-middle-aged man. Once his political ideas had been thought as red
         as his hair; now he gave many warnings on the menace of the Left and wrote articles for the Sunday papers on the moral disintegration
         of life in Britain today. In these contributions he never failed to denounce the abandonment, by the Church of England, of
         the King James Bible and the older forms of prayer, although his knowledge of these matters was sometimes unreliable.


      
      ‘Shush, Henry,’ his wife Lonnie, sitting beside him, had whispered nervously when he interrupted the Vicar, but Henry grumbled
         to himself, ‘Why should the Rev. Trendy Kev get away with castrating the prayer-book?’


      
      Lorna (Lonnie) Simcox was not only concerned on account of her husband’s liturgical complaints. She looked behind her from
         time to time during the prayers. She was conscious that she was, as she would say, Mrs Henry Simcox Mark Two, the Numero Due,
         and the Numero Uno was seated a couple of rows behind her gazing at her, as she imagined it, with studied contempt.


      
      In fact Agnes Simcox, Henry’s first wife, née Salter and the only daughter of that late Dr Salter whom the Rector had, in
         one of his last dreams, so strangely confused with the Almighty, was not seeing anything but a blur, as she had left her glasses
         in the car. Short-sightedness added to her habitual expression of ironic contempt, so that she looked as though she were watching
         a theatrical performance which she had decided not to enjoy. She was huddled into a raincoat with a fur collar, dressed for
         the damp and draughty inside of the church rather than for the bright sunshine of the day outside. She was in her late forties,
         but when a shaft of light from a clear window struck her face it was only a moderately unkind blow; her beauty was, on the
         whole, less ravaged by the passage of time than she had the right to expect. Agnes was thinking a little of her past, her
         long knowledge of the Simcox family and the days of her childhood, but mainly she was longing for a cigarette. She heard the
         Vicar say, ‘I’m sure that neither death, nor life, nor angels…’ and ‘I am persuaded that neither death…’ she heard Henry Simcox, her ex-husband, correct him gloomily.


      
      So the Reverend Simeon Simcox lay enclosed in a long box, surrounded by these people and other local inhabitants. There sat
         Lady Fanner, with a face dead-white and powdered, a head apparently held up by a choker of pearls and a mouth like a small
         wound. The Simcox family solicitor, Jackson Cantellow, joined in the prayers which he knew as well as his forms of conveyancing,
         and the Rural Dean was there to represent the Bishop. Also in the congregation were some of the wives of Rapstone Fanner, comparatively
         new arrivals whose husbands were busy in London offices, large, healthy women who called their children ‘The Young’ and drank
         brandy at coffee mornings because they were bored with being left alone in the country. There were a few, only a few, men
         and women from those cottages which hadn’t yet been turned into commuter houses; among them old Percy Bigwell, known as ‘Peasticks’
         because of his splayed legs and two walking-sticks which had brought him, in a slow crablike motion, across the village green
         to pay his last tribute to the Rector. Among these people sat strangers to the village with familiar faces, some ageing Labour
         politicians, journalists, broadcasters and representatives of the various groups and movements connected with peace, political
         prisoners and racial equality for which Simeon Simcox had been known for many years as a constant campaigner.


      
      Shortly after the service began a large, official Rover, with a lady chauffeur at the wheel, passed the signpost at the head
         of the valley and descended quickly on Rapstone. Sitting alone in the back was a man of obvious importance, wearing a dark
         suit and a black tie. In contrast to the ‘progressive’ politicians already assembled round the late Rector’s coffin, the Rt
         Hon. Leslie Titmuss, M.P., was a power in the Conservative administration. He was a pale man with inquisitive, almost colourless
         eyes who, in spite of his receding hairline and gaunt features, had preserved, since his childhood in the Rapstone Valley,
         an expression of simple, boyish cunning. He sat forward on his seat as though late for an appointment and, as the car stopped
         outside the church, he opened the door and hopped out in the eager way of a man ever anxious to appear energetic to photographers.
         On his way to the lychgate he was waylaid by a loitering reporter and he switched on an instant smile.


      
      ‘Minister!’ The reporter fluttered a notebook. ‘We hardly expected to see you at the funeral of a left-wing cleric.’

      
      ‘Certain things transcend political differences. Simeon Simcox was a great man. He was an old family friend and a tremendous
         influence on my life. Thank you, gentlemen.’ Having given his quote Leslie Titmuss turned off his smile and hurried into the
         church.


      
      Fred Simcox and his mother were whispering together as the Reverend Kevin Bulstrode climbed into the pulpit. Dorothy Simcox
         looked pained. Her hair, which like her elder son’s had been copper but had become grey, was gently out of control. The silk
         scarf she wore round her neck seemed to float away and she was staring with fierce concentration at a particular floral tribute
         which lay on her husband’s coffin. It was a huge and expensive affair, a great circle of dark twisted leaves pierced by the
         white military trumpets of lilies and spears of gladioli; the sort of thing which some ostentatious Head of State might lay
         on the tomb of his unknown soldier.


      
      ‘It’s appalling!’ Dorothy Simcox complained.

      
      ‘It’s only a wreath, Mother.’

      
      ‘Your father would have hated it.’

      
      ‘Perhaps he wouldn’t have minded.’

      
      ‘Where could it possibly have come from?’

      
      Fred didn’t answer his mother. His head had turned at the sound of the church door opening and footsteps on the flagstones.
         The Rt Hon. Leslie Titmuss had joined the congregation.


      
      ‘For Simeon Simcox,’ Bulstrode was saying, ‘the Church of England wasn’t the Establishment at prayer, it was the force of
         progress on the march. One of the many obituaries in the national press suggests he may have been a bit of a saint. If so,
         he was a saint smoking a pipe, dressed in that old tweed jacket with leather patches we came to love and know so well, a very
         caring sort of saint, be it at the Worsfield Missile Base or leading us in prayer outside the South African High Commission.’


      
      Dorothy was still gazing in incredulous horror at the wreath, hardly hearing the well-meant words from the pulpit above her.
         ‘One of his parishioners, our old friend “Peasticks” Bigwell, must have the last word. “He were a smasher, our old Rector,
         weren’t he?” Peasticks said to me. Well, perhaps it wasn’t the description we’d all use.’


      
      ‘Hardly,’ Henry whispered to Lonnie, ‘for a dedicated pacifist.’

      
      ‘But, you know, I think Simeon would have understood. Today we are gathered together to say goodbye to a “smasher”.’

      
      After the funeral service many of the congregation, some starting to chatter, others lighting cigarettes, all relieved that
         the worst was over, crowded into the Rectory to be met by Dorothy with a look of considerable dismay. Henry Simcox, turning
         away from the crowd for which his mother had clearly made no sort of preparation, went to the cupboard in a corner by the
         french windows and found it almost bare. ‘It’d need a miracle,’ he told Lonnie, ‘to divide one bottle of strictly non-South
         African, anti-apartheid sherry among all those thirsty mourners. I don’t suppose he’d’ve managed it. My father wasn’t much of a man for miracles.’ Then he saw another dusty bottle behind a row of glasses,
         took it and held it up to the light. ‘There’s a drop of brandy, left over from the Christmas pudding.’


      
      ‘Agnes shouldn’t’ve come!’ Lonnie was looking across the room at the Numero Uno. ‘Not after all that’s happened.’

      
      ‘Agnes enjoys anything at all tragic.’ Henry poured himself a brandy. ‘It was summer holidays she found so terribly harrowing.’

      
      ‘It’s embarrassing for you!’ Lonnie was always more concerned for her husband than he was for himself.

      
      ‘Don’t exaggerate, Lonnie.’

      
      ‘And for your mother.’

      
      ‘The Simcoxes don’t embarrass as easily as that.’

      
      As Henry raised his glass he looked out of the french windows and did not drink. He could see, across the unweeded garden,
         his younger brother Fred standing, alone and in silence, by his father’s grave. The sight seemed to cause Henry Simcox some
         displeasure.


      
      ‘I’d say Kevin Bulstrode did us a very fair service.’ Jackson Cantellow, the family solicitor, was talking to Agnes. She inhaled
         a Silk Cut greedily, pushed one clenched fist into her jacket pocket and coughed with deep satisfaction. ‘I’m not really an
         expert on funerals.’


      
      ‘Have to be in our job,’ Cantellow told her. ‘A family solicitor has to be. Has its compensations, of course. I think I gained
         my taste for sacred music at clients’ funerals. We don’t always get a legacy but we do occasionally get the Parry. They used
         to do an absolutely super Stanford in G when old Bagstead was at Hartscombe. Now of course it’s all this taped stuff. Not
         the same thing at all, I’m afraid. We had “Going My Way” from a cassette at Bill Backstay’s cremation in Worsfield.’


      
      ‘So long as it wasn’t “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes”.’ Agnes looked round the room, feeling trapped and wondering how long it would
         be before Henry produced the sherry.


      
      ‘What did you say?’

      
      ‘Nothing. I said absolutely nothing.’ She was relieved to see Dorothy moving towards her.

      
      ‘No sort of will surfaced yet.’ Cantellow tried to get down to business with the widow. ‘I was always pestering Simeon to
         make one. Well, once we’ve got over this we’ll make our searches.’


      
      ‘Agnes, I’m glad you came.’ Dorothy ignored her lawyer. ‘Simeon would have been so glad.’

      
      ‘Would he?’

      
      ‘He liked you. You know, he always regarded you as a challenge.’

      
      ‘I think I’m rather tired of being regarded as a challenge.’

      
      ‘I know you don’t like discussing business’ – Cantellow was insistent – ‘but some time, Mrs Simcox. Some time soon.’

      
      ‘Not now,’ Dorothy said. Dismissed, Cantellow gave a little bow of resignation and moved away. Dorothy looked round the room
         and hoped that the crowd assembled wouldn’t expect to eat anything. As though in answer to her unspoken thoughts, Lonnie came
         bustling by on her way to the kitchen.


      
      ‘I thought I’d just put out some biscuits,’ she told them.

      
      ‘Oh, Lonnie! What a wonderful little brick you are.’ Agnes gave one of her weariest smiles and Numero Due almost hissed back
         at her, ‘I do think it’s embarrassing of you to come. I know Henry’s embarrassed.’


      
      ‘Why on earth should he be?’ Agnes spoke quite loudly. ‘It’s not his funeral, is it?’


      
      ‘I’ll go and put out those biscuits.’ Lonnie went on her way with her face set and Dorothy looked as though she hadn’t been
         listening.


      
      The Rural Dean was doing his best, on the minute glass of sherry provided, to make the party go. He said how impressive it
         was to have the Cabinet represented in the shape of Mr Leslie Titmuss. He recalled how very famous Simeon Simcox had been.
         ‘Not a conventional clergyman, of course. The Bishop had to haul him over the coals when he was getting too deeply into politics.
         Saints are never the easiest people to get along with. You put that across jolly well, Kevin.’


      
      ‘Thank you.’ Bulstrode was gratified. ‘I think we managed to strike just the right note of reverent informality.’ Unfortunately
         he was within earshot of Henry, who came delightedly in on the cue.


      
      ‘I think you struck a perfectly ghastly note. That castrated edition of the prayer-book may be perfectly suitable to bless
         the union of a couple of crimpers in a unisex hairdo establishment. It’s got no place in the Christian burial of a priest
         of the Church of England.’


      
      ‘May I suggest’ – Bulstrode was tentative – ‘that we’ve got to make things clear to the common man?’

      
      ‘However common the man he could understand the old prayer-book perfectly well. Ask the Right Honourable Leslie Titmuss.’
         But then Henry saw his younger brother coming in through the french windows and moved away.


      
      ‘Powerful turn of phrase!’ Bulstrode told the Dean admiringly. ‘No wonder he’s always off to America.’

      
      ‘What were you doing?’ Henry asked when he met Fred by the corner cupboard.

      
      ‘Saying goodbye.’

      
      ‘With a certain amount of quiet ostentation?’

      
      ‘I’m sorry you thought that.’ Fred had discovered that the Christmas brandy bottle was empty. He took the sherry from Henry
         and poured himself the last half glass.


      
      ‘I was away,’ Henry said, ‘when it happened.’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘I had to go to the Coast.’

      
      ‘The coast of what?’ Fred asked, although he knew perfectly well.

      
      ‘You know. Hollywood. The suburbia of the soul.’ Henry made a habit of abusing what was still a considerable source of his
         income. ‘You were with him, though. At the end?’


      
      ‘Yes, I was with him.’

      
      ‘Did he say anything in particular?’ Henry asked the question as though it had no great importance and Fred finished his sherry.

      
      ‘Not… so far as I remember.’

      
      ‘I don’t suppose he would.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Say anything in particular to you.’

      
      ‘He seemed to be frightened.’ Fred moved away, wondering why, on this of all days, meeting his brother was like another round
         in a contest which had been going on as long as either of them could remember.


      
      There was a pervasive smell of face-powder and Chanel Number Five and Fred found himself looking down into the ravaged face
         of Lady Fanner, who had once been beautiful. ‘So many funerals! We’ve had Elspeth Fairhazel and the “Contessa” and old Uncle
         Cecil. I’m quite exhausted.’


      
      ‘I’m sorry, Grace. My father should have consulted your engagements.’

      
      ‘Now that’s naughty of you, Fred. I was devoted to your father, even though he sometimes looked at me as though he disapproved
         of my not being black. Well, I get discriminated against too. I told him that so often. That horrible little man in the fish
         shop in Hartscombe absolutely declines to serve me.’


      
      ‘My mother’s been cornered by Leslie Titmuss.’ Fred looked across the room.

      
      ‘Poor woman. Well, do go and rescue her then.’

      
      When Fred arrived at his mother’s side she was telling the Cabinet Minister how strange it was to be at a service in Rapstone
         Church and not to hear Simeon’s voice and he, in turn, was apologizing for having arrived late at the ceremony. ‘When the
         P.M. calls a breakfast meeting you really can’t say “no”. But nothing would have made me miss the old man’s funeral.’


      
      ‘Why ever not, Leslie?’ Dorothy seemed not to understand his having felt the burying of her husband to be such an important
         occasion.


      
      ‘I remember how good he was to me, when I was a young lad. How good you all were.’

      
      ‘Is that what you remember?’ Dorothy was still puzzled.

      
      ‘Sad occasion, of course. But beautifully done.’

      
      ‘Except for that wreath!’ Dorothy told him and went on regardless of Fred, who muttered a warning ‘Mother!’ ‘Whoever could
         have sent that perfectly appalling object?’ She gave out a small, mirthless laugh. ‘They must have pinched it off the Cenotaph!’


      
      ‘Please, Mother!’

      
      ‘My secretary ordered it actually,’ Leslie admitted. ‘He’s got an uncle in the business.’

      
      ‘Oh dear!’ But Dorothy’s disarray was only momentary. After Fred had praised the kindness of the thought, she went on firmly,
         ‘You shouldn’t’ve done it, Leslie! It’s the way you used to carry on when you were a little boy. You really mustn’t spend
         your money on such foolish objects.’


      
      It was with relief that the Minister then caught sight of his uniformed lady chauffeur, standing in the garden, waving silently.
         ‘I think I can see my driver making a signal. Respects to all the family. Sorry I’ve got to rush. Working lunch with the C.B.I.’
         And then he assured them both, ‘I’ll always be grateful.’


      
      When Leslie Titmuss was on his way out through the french windows, Henry joined his mother and brother and they all three
         looked at the retreating dark-suited figure of the man who was now one of their rulers.


      
      ‘I wonder what he’ll always be grateful for, exactly?’ Dorothy appeared to find the question amusing. ‘I remember he used
         to bring us presents. So embarrassing! Things he’d saved up for.’


      
      ‘Or things he’d nicked from Woolworths.’ Then Henry turned to his brother. ‘You said just now that our father was frightened.
         Of what exactly?’


      
      Fred thought for a moment before he answered, ‘Heaven.’
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      Children at the Rectory

      
      
      ‘It’s Leslie, Simeon. Leslie Titmuss.’

      
      ‘Welcome, Leslie! Have we no cake or any such thing?’

      
      ‘I think he’s come to do a job,’ Dorothy said firmly.

      
      A long war, widely thought to have defeated the forces of tyranny and injustice and ushered in the age of the Common Man,
         whoever he was, had been over for three years. The British had dismissed Mr Churchill and installed a Labour Government, an
         event which caused Simeon to choose, as a frequent text, Revelation chapter 21, verse 1, ‘And I saw a new heaven and a new
         earth; for the first heaven and earth had passed away.’ His sermons at the time often referred to the New Jerusalem in a way
         which may have been unclear to his congregation, who were being told by the Government to pull in their belts and who found,
         despite their undoubted victory, that everything was still on coupons.


      
      After a cold spring and early summer the weather became exceptionally fine and hot, as it was on the day that the twelve-year-old
         Leslie Titmuss stood in the Rectory garden, wearing long shorts and grey socks which fell like a couple of woollen concertinas
         over his dusty shoes. In honour of his visit to the Rector and his wife he had slicked his hair down with brilliantine (‘Anzora
         masters the hair’) and it was as flat and shiny as patent leather, apart from a little crest which stood up stiffly on the
         crown of his head, giving him an eager and birdlike appearance. His arrival had interrupted Simeon’s dictation of letters
         of protest to the Bishop on the Church’s lack of leadership on the question of apartheid in South Africa, and worried Dorothy,
         who was afraid that, if left to his own devices, Leslie might dig up her most tender plants.


      
      ‘Why, Leslie,’ Simeon said. ‘Whatever’s that?’ The child had in his hands a small statuette of a lady in a bright red bathing-suit
         standing on a rock. She was leaning slightly forward, one hand stretched out behind her, the other with a finger laid lightly
         on her cherry-coloured lips. Her eyes were open very wide, her expression could only be described as ‘roguish’, and the base
         of the statue bore, in gilt letters, the legend ‘A Present from Cleethorpes’.


      
      ‘It’s for you, Mrs Simcox.’ Leslie held out the trophy towards Dorothy, who retreated slightly.

      
      ‘Dear me. Where did you get it?’


      
      ‘I got it for you,’ Leslie said, not quite answering the question.

      
      ‘Leslie! You must learn not to do things like that.’ Dorothy sounded severe but her husband interrupted her. ‘Leslie Titmuss
         comes bearing gifts! How exciting. Do let me see.’ To his wife’s despair he took the object.


      
      ‘It’s a present, Mr Simcox.’

      
      ‘It’s a beautiful object.’ Simeon sounded almost convinced. ‘My dear, isn’t that a most beautiful object? Wasn’t it kind and
         thoughtful of Leslie?’


      
      ‘Leslie. As you’re here,’ Dorothy said firmly, ‘I was thinking about the nettles.’

      
      ‘The nettles by the old croquet lawn?’ The boy sounded eager.

      
      ‘Yes, Leslie. Those nettles.’

      
      ‘We shall treasure this, Leslie. We shall keep it on our mantel-piece,’ said Simeon, who was left holding the gift as young
         Titmuss marched off to get a hook for the execution of the nettles.


      
      ‘Shall we have to?’ Dorothy said, when he was out of earshot.

      
      ‘Of course.’

      
      ‘But the thing’s hideous!’

      
      ‘Hideous things are something we have to put up with,’ her husband explained patiently. ‘We can’t shut our eyes to them. That
         wouldn’t be right.’


      
      ‘I can shut my eyes to a present from Cleethorpes any day of the week, Simeon! You’re not going to put it next to my little
         bit of Spode?’


      
      ‘We really can’t offend the boy.’

      
      ‘I don’t see why not. He’s such a particularly disagreeable child.’

      
      ‘That’s not a very Christian thing to say.’ Simeon looked at his wife sadly.

      
      ‘Why not? Perhaps God made people like Leslie Titmuss so we can find out who’s nice. Freddie!’ As she said the last word Dorothy
         looked upwards and sighed. In his bedroom her younger son was accompanying a record on the second-hand drum set they had allowed
         him to save up for at Christmas. She went upstairs to Fred’s room, knowing that her husband had a busy afternoon ahead. She
         switched off the gramophone and ‘My Very Good Friend the Milkman’ was cut off in mid-flow. The accompaniment also fell silent.
         ‘Your father’s working,’ she said. ‘He’s trying to write letters to the Bishop.’


      
      ‘What about?’

      
      ‘About what they’re doing to the black men in Africa, if you must know.’ Fred was gently swishing on a drum with a wire-brush.
         ‘Fats Waller’s black,’ he said, ‘and you switched him off.’


      
      ‘Try not to be childish, Freddie,’ his mother advised him.

      
      In the end she had her way about the present from Cleethorpes. It didn’t disturb the Spode in the living-room. It landed up
         on the mantelpiece in Simeon’s study, along with a number of invitations to lecture, a clock that kept poor time, a wood carving
         of a pregnant woman he had brought back from a visit to an Anglican bishop in Nigeria and a small bust of Karl Marx.


      
      Although the summer holidays seemed endless the boys were never bored. There was always too much to do at home. Fred played
         his records and practised from manuals with such titles as Jazz Drumming for Beginners, for which he sent away. Henry was writing a long novel in a number of school notebooks which he kept hidden in his sock
         drawer and was secretly hurt that Fred had never asked to read them. When it was hot they bicycled down to Hartscombe, the
         local riverside town, and took out a dinghy. They quarrelled about the efficiency of each other’s rowing (Henry always steered
         them out to mid-stream and Fred got their heads scraped by overhanging willows near the bank) and pulled up past the lock where they swam in the river. The water was dark
         and brackish, filled with rasping reeds, and, if your foot touched the bottom, black mud oozed between your toes. Sometimes
         they had wished on them the company of Agnes Salter, whose father was their doctor and a family friend. They seemed to quarrel
         less when Agnes was with them. She dived better and more neatly than they did and showed no terror when Henry deliberately
         rowed towards the churning, yellowish water of the weir. When she was in her black one-piece Jansen bathing-suit Fred would
         avoid looking at her, afraid he might find her beautiful. When he was alone he thought mainly about Betty Grable.


      
      Dorothy was busy gardening, preserving, making jam and potting meat, seeking refuge in such occupations from too much contact
         with her husband’s parish. She had been an Oxford professor’s daughter, brought up on Boar’s Hill in a small house where the
         garden was filled after lunch on Sundays with high-pitched, excitable voices discussing the reviews in the New Statesman and Fabian Socialism. Such an upbringing didn’t equip her for running white elephant stalls at local fêtes, or afternoons
         with the Women’s Institute. She believed that, in an ideal world, the working classes would rule the country, but she had
         no particular desire to ask any of them to tea.


      
      Simeon pursued his political interests more doggedly. He sat for long hours at the desk in his study, among a clutter of pipe-racks,
         walking-sticks, pamphlets, Left Book Club volumes, Penguins and blue papers, cuttings from Tribune and the News Chronicle, haphazard shelves supporting the works of Engels and R.H. Tawney, H.G. Wells and Bernard Shaw, the Webbs and Bertrand Russell.
         He went regularly to meetings, committees, protests and deputations in London. During such absences Henry sat in his father’s
         chair and became quite intolerably bossy.


      
      On the whole they were a closely knit group and, like all parsons’ or policemen’s families, set apart from their neighbours.
         When Simeon had an evening away from his correspondence they played bridge. Henry overbid outrageously and quickly lost interest. Fred underbid but played his hand with determination. Dorothy
         joined in with her mind elsewhere and Simeon had an unexpectedly good memory for the cards and took a great pleasure in winning.
         Once, when he went to the lavatory during a deal, Henry contrived to present him with all the hearts. When Simeon picked up
         his hand he was bubbling with triumph and a kind of childish glee, until he realized that he’d been deceived and became disappointed
         and sad.


      
      Often the boys decided to get up plays, but openings were postponed because they couldn’t agree. On one remarkable occasion
         Simeon offered to accompany them in scenes from Shakespeare given to the single audience of Dorothy. As he had played Lady
         Macbeth at school their father undertook the ‘Letter Scene’ again, his tall, bony figure fitted into one of the old black
         evening-dresses Dorothy was about to send away as jumble, and a sort of lace mantilla. Inappropriately, considering the climate
         at Glamis, he carried a fan. While waiting in the hallway to make an entrance Simeon heard the front door bell ring and unthinkingly
         opened it to a young couple who’d come to be prepared for marriage. Seeing what they took to be the Rector en travesti, they backed away into the darkness. Much was to be made of this incident in the distant future, but such extraordinary events
         were rare. Most of the time life at the Rectory was quiet, as it was on the summer afternoon when Leslie Titmuss hacked at
         the nettles on the edge of the old croquet lawn, and Henry lay on his stomach in the long grass with an open exercise book
         in front of him, chewing a pencil.


      
      ‘What are you doing?’ Leslie paused in his work to ask.

      
      ‘Just writing a novel.’

      
      ‘What’s a novel?’

      
      ‘It’s a picture of our society, from top to bottom. A human story.’ Henry began to write again, as if to deter conversation.

      
      ‘Got any bits about girls in it, has it?’ Leslie fell upon the nettles again, slaughtering them wildly.

      
      ‘Yes. But you wouldn’t understand them.’

      
      ‘Is it difficult? Writing that, I mean.’

      
      ‘For some people.’

      
      ‘I bet it’s not as hard as getting rid of these old nettles.’

      
      Henry looked up at Leslie, as though at some specimen whose activities he was about to record in a nature notebook. ‘What’re
         you doing that for?’


      
      ‘Your mum gives me half a crown.’ Leslie didn’t stop hacking.

      
      ‘My parents exploit you! It’s the beer money.’

      
      ‘I don’t get any beer money.’

      
      ‘They do,’ Henry explained patiently. ‘Out of Simcox Ales. The Brewery in Hartscombe keeps our family going, so they can exploit
         the workers.’


      
      ‘They’re all right. I brought your dad a present, a statue. He was delighted with it.’

      
      ‘It’s because you live in Skurfield,’ Henry told the worker. ‘My parents think everyone who lives in Skurfield’s there to
         be exploited. They don’t ask me to cut down the nettles.’


      
      ‘Your mum says she’s asked you. But you don’t ever do it.’

      
      Henry started to write again. ‘When the revolution comes,’ he said, ‘they’ll be the first to go.’

      
      ‘Where?’

      
      Henry was busy and didn’t answer.

      
      ‘Where will they be the first to go?’


      
      ‘Never you mind.’

      
      Leslie stopped hacking and pushed back his sticky hair. ‘Where will you be, Henry? When the revolution comes?’


      
      ‘Probably in charge.’

      
      Fred said, ‘Leslie Titmuss is going to Hartscombe Grammar.’

      
      ‘Leslie’s done well. He’s got his wits about him.’

      
      ‘I’d like to go to Hartscombe Grammar.’

      
      ‘I suppose none of us can have everything they want in this world.’

      
      Fred was with his father in the church vestry, with its smell of mice and old prayer-books, among the choir surplices and
         bleeding hassocks in need of repair. He was pumping away at a harmonium, playing the chorus of ‘My Very Good Friend the Milkman’, which he could do because he had an ear for music. Simeon was at
         a table, cutting bread into small cubes for the Communion service. Both the boys had been to a preparatory day school not
         far away. Now the plan was to send them to a public school, Knuckleberries, on the Norfolk coast. Simeon had himself been
         to this remote establishment, and his brother, Pym Simcox, who was Chairman of the Brewery (Pym later shot himself in the
         hop loft for some unfathomable reason), spent his schooldays there. This period of Uncle Pym’s life, wretchedly unhappy at
         the time, later became a source of mysterious and almost mystical pride to him. Pym always, even at the moment of death, wore
         the O.K. tie, and regularly reported his unchanging circumstances in the Knuckleberrian. It seemed to Fred that he and Henry were being mercilessly dispatched to this mysterious institution as some sort of compensation
         for Uncle Pym Simcox’s untimely death.


      
      ‘Why do I have to go to Knuckleberries?’ Fred stopped playing and asked, not for the first time that summer. ‘I mean, I thought you believed
         in everyone being equal. Don’t you believe in everyone going to Hartscombe Grammar?’


      
      ‘I suppose things aren’t always so simple.’

      
      ‘Why aren’t they?’

      
      ‘I respect that in you, Frederick,’ Simeon assured him. ‘I respect you for asking questions.’

      
      ‘So will you tell me why I have to go to Knuckleberries?’

      
      ‘Perhaps it’s the will of God.’ Simeon spoke in a somewhat offhanded manner of the Divine Plan and then pulled a wristwatch
         with a broken strap out of the pocket of his cassock. ‘Good heavens. Parish meeting! Couldn’t you do the rest for me?’


      
      Fred got up and went reluctantly to the table and fiddled with the knife. ‘Does it turn into flesh, during the service?’ he
         asked, looking at the bread.


      
      ‘Freddy! You know it doesn’t.’ Simeon looked as though his son had expressed a literal belief in Santa Claus.

      
      ‘It might do. One day it might surprise you. I don’t suppose you can be certain. Well, if it doesn’t do anything interesting, why do you have it in the service?’

      
      ‘To celebrate the basic things of life, Frederick,’ Simeon explained patiently. ‘The bread that’s made simply. Kneaded and
         put to rise in the oven.’


      
      ‘It’s a sliced loaf, isn’t it? Doesn’t it get made in a factory?’ Fred looked up at his father surprised, for when he said
         that Simeon appeared, on his way out of the vestry, to be laughing.


      
      That afternoon Fred went to the village shop with his mother and he asked her, ‘Is it the will of God, Henry and me going
         to Knuckleberries?’


      
      ‘It may not be the will of God,’ Dorothy said. ‘It’s something that’s been arranged.’

      
      ‘Did Dad arrange it?’

      
      ‘Well, no. He doesn’t always arrange things. You know he’s so busy.’

      
      ‘What’s he so busy at, exactly?’

      
      ‘Good heavens, you know! The Labour Party and the Worsfield Mission and the United Nations and the Peace Pledge Union and
         South Africa…’


      
      ‘You arranged it!’ Fred’s voice was accusing.


      
      ‘It’s much better for you and Henry to be away at school. Anyway, you know your Uncle Pym went to Knuckleberries.’

      
      ‘So you arranged for us to go there too?’

      
      ‘I suppose I did.’

      
      ‘So it’s the will of God?’ Fred took an apple out of the shopping-basket and bit into it. He felt then that he was powerless
         in the hands of fate. His mother, he knew, was an implacable, unpersuadable force. She looked at him, smiling vaguely, and
         said, ‘Poor Freddie! You do come out with some strange ideas.’
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       Knuckleberries and After

      
      
      What Fred hated was the dormitory. He longed for his small maid’s bedroom in the Rectory with its dormer window, his drums
         and records and pinned-up pages from the Picturegoer. He wanted to be alone, with his milk and biscuits, to read The History of the Blues in peace. The dormitory was a long, dark, bare, barrack-like room with iron bedsteads and icy draughts which blew in through
         the compulsorily opened windows direct from Siberia with no intervening mountain range. It was also the scene of sudden outbreaks
         of violence, the selection of victims and lightning shifts in popularity from which, it must be said, Henry always emerged
         unscathed and Fred only occasionally suffered.


      
      One night he was sitting up in bed in his dressing-gown, pyjamas and socks before lights out. Parted from his drums he had
         a tin chamber-pot inverted on his lap and, with a pair of wire-brushes, he was swishing out the rhythm of ‘Slow Boat to China’,
         a recent hit. Around him some boys were on their knees, some were throwing slippers at those praying, others were taking advantage
         of a last chance to clean their teeth before the water froze. Henry was pacing the deck looking masterful, taking advantage
         of his privileged position as dorm leader to be wearing a long woollen muffler and a cap with his dressing-gown and pyjamas.
         That night’s victim, a boy called Arthur Nubble, had been satisfactorily reduced to a sobbing, blanket-covered lump in the
         corner.


      
      Most of the boys in the dormitory thought of the war as a rare treat which they had missed and which would never be on offer
         again. One tall, red-faced boy with a premature five o’clock shadow, a great masturbator named Maybrick, told them stories
         of his father’s exploits in the Navy. ‘Six days in an open boat, my dad was,’ he said, not for the first time. ‘One of the
         ratings went raving mad!’ ‘My father did commando landings in North Africa.’ This was Pusey, a minute boy in the corner, lying
         hopelessly. ‘One of the young sailors in the open boat just couldn’t take it.’ May-brick ignored the interruption. ‘My father
         cradled him in his arms all night.’


      
      ‘I saw that film.’ Henry looked at Maybrick, who stared back at him red-faced and angry. The dormitory fell silent; only Fred
         sang quietly to his own wire-brush accompaniment:


      
      
         
         Get you and keep you

         
         In my arms evermore,

         
         Leave all your lovers

         
         Weeping on the faraway shore.

         


      
      ‘That film had Richard Attenborough in it.’ Henry was determined to shut Maybrick up. ‘I saw it at our local Odeon in Hartscombe.’

      
      ‘So that was your bloody war service, Simcox Major.’ Maybrick was clearly planning to start a slipper-throwing, anti-Henry
         landslide. ‘Watching flicks in your local Odeon.’


      
      ‘And what did you do for Britain, challenge the German High Command at pocket billiards?’ It was an easy laugh, not typical
         of Henry at his best, Fred thought, and Maybrick came back with a dangerous question, ‘What was your father in the war anyway?’ The answer ‘a parson’ was too awful for Fred to contemplate, and he waited for the attack on both
         of them, the flailing towels, hurled bodies and flung slippers, which it was bound to provoke. ‘Secret Service,’ Henry said
         with great authority.


      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘He did Secret Service disguised as a parson,’ Henry said to end all further argument. ‘And now I’m going to see if anyone’s
         unthawed the bogs.’


      
      There was an awed silence after he had left, until Maybrick asked quietly, ‘Simcox Mi. Why does your brother tell such amazing lies?’ During a sickening pause Fred again felt that public opinion
         might be about to turn against him. Happily a diversion was caused by Pusey hopping out of bed to pull the blanket off the
         sobbing heap in the corner.


      
      ‘What’s the matter with Nubble, has he got the screaming habdabs?’ The small boy looked down with clinical interest at the
         cowering bulk. ‘Of course he has,’ Fred told them when he was sure no one was listening. ‘Haven’t you noticed? This dorm’s
         just like being adrift in an open boat. Thirteen weeks among the ice-floes.’


      
      In the afternoons, even if they were not down to play in any particular game, the boys at Knuckleberries were ordered to ‘take
         exercise’. For Fred this meant changing into football clothes and running shoes and hiding in the sour-smelling ‘bogs’ or
         sprinting off to a neighbouring spinney where he would crouch in the bushes to read the Picturegoer or those novels, which Henry told him were an essential part of his education, by Aldous Huxley, D.H. Lawrence and Norman
         Mailer. He kept these works stuffed up his football shirt and he was pounding along one afternoon looking vaguely pregnant
         when he heard a stirring in the undergrowth and stopped to discover Arthur Nubble, also in full running-gear, taking cover.
         Nubble looked up at Fred with plaintive, soft brown eyes; he had full lips and curling dark brown hair and was not so much
         fat as inappropriately overweight for a schoolboy, like an Italian tenor who has to squeeze into the costume to play a romantic
         lead.


      
      ‘What on earth are you doing?’

      
      ‘Hiding from your brother.’ Nubble spoke in an accent which Fred’s mother would have described as ‘slightly off’ ‘He’s meant
         to be in charge of exercise. I seem to spend most of the time at Knuckleberries hiding from people. Bloody awful place, isn’t
         it?’


      
      ‘Pretty terrible, yes,’ Fred agreed.

      
      ‘My dad told me it’d be bloody awful. Ghastly grub and I’d be homesick and miss our mum’s cooking, but he said it was worth
         it all because I’d meet useful friends. You look like a nice sort of friend for me to meet, Simcox Minor.’


      
      ‘I’m not all that useful, really,’ Fred assured him.

      
      ‘Why?’ Nubble sounded disappointed. ‘What do you do then?’

      
      ‘I turn on people.’

      
      ‘You what?’


      
      ‘I lead people on to trust me and then I turn on them. I’m well known for being treacherous.’ Fred thought of his habitual
         behaviour in the dormitory.


      
      ‘Couldn’t you be a useful friend for me, just until you start being treacherous?’

      
      ‘We’d better get moving.’ Fred started to walk on, deeper into the wood, and Arthur Nubble trotted after him, panting, ‘Fond
         of a bit of brawn, are you?’


      
      ‘What?’ Fred began to run slowly and Arthur lolloped behind him, talking incessantly. ‘Ox tongue, peaches in a decent white
         wine syrup, chicken in aspic, liqueur chocolates off coupons. My dad says it’s shocking the rationing we’ve still got in England.
         He says for all we won the war, we might as well be bloody Germans. He puts it all down to us having a Labour Government.
         He says it’s ridiculous, us not being able to get a bit of brawn if we’ve got a fancy for it.’ Arthur Nubble stopped then,
         and looked at Fred appealingly. ‘Look, as long as we’re friends, let’s go down the music huts.’


      
      ‘Why the music huts?’ Fred stopped too. He hadn’t, after all, come out in exercise clothes to run.

      
      ‘Because,’ Arthur muttered darkly, ‘nobody here learns the double bass.’

      
      Music did not have a great following at Knuckleberries, which specialized in Latin, mathematics and rugby football. The music
         huts were long, low, prefabricated buildings at the foot of the kitchen gardens from which scales and arpeggios were infrequently
         heard. The cubicles containing pianos or other instruments became places of hiding for nervous boys or shelters for solitary
         love affairs inflamed by illicit copies of Reveille or Titbits. In one such room, furnished with broken chairs and rusty music-stands, Arthur Nubble showed Fred an old double-bass case
         which opened like a cupboard to reveal various tins of food. The two boys, still in their running clothes, sat on the floor and hungrily consumed
         sweets and savouries, serving themselves with Nubble’s pocket-knife, a weapon usefully equipped with a tin-opener and a corkscrew.
         Post-war austerity and the indifference of the school cooking left Fred permanently hungry. He tucked into the exotic fare
         with fierce concentration.


      
      ‘My dad knows why there’s no brawn available,’ Arthur Nubble told him in a knowing way. ‘It’s because of that Attlee and Ernie
         Bevin and Sir Stifford Crapps. They keep all the brawn and peaches and white wine to themselves. And the same goes for the
         liqueur chocolates when they can get their sticky fingers on them. Like ox tongue, do you? Better than the muck you get here,
         eh?’ As he watched Fred eat, Arthur Nubble had all the pride of a society hostess laying on an elaborate dinner party. ‘Our
         headmaster ought to get himself in the Cabinet. Bet your father says the same thing about the Labour Government?’


      
      ‘He doesn’t,’ Fred told him between mouthfuls.

      
      ‘Doesn’t he?’

      
      ‘My father’s a Socialist.’

      
      ‘Sorry.’ Arthur clapped a hand over his mouth. ‘Dropped a brick.’

      
      ‘That’s all right.’

      
      ‘No, I’m sorry. You must be bloody poor, if you’re a Socialist. Come here on a charity place? Well, we can still be friends.
         You’ll probably depend on me for a bite to eat.’


      
      ‘I thought you said Socialists were rich.’ Fred was working on a tin of marrons glacés.

      
      ‘Not Socialists,’ Arthur explained. ‘Not the rank and file. Just the Cabinet. The Cabinet get all the tinned stuff off points. The rank and
         file’d be better off as Germans.’


      
      ‘My father’s not especially poor,’ Fred admitted.

      
      ‘He’s not?’

      
      ‘In fact I think he owns most of a brewery. Simcox Ales. You know. All that sort of nonsense.’

      
      ‘He owns best part of a brewery and he’s a Socialist?’ Arthur Nubble was laughing as he passed the chocolates. ‘Have a Tia Maria centre. He must be bloody crackers!’


      
      Nubble didn’t have long to wait before he had more material on which to judge Simeon Simcox’s sanity. As an old boy and a
         priest who often got his name in the papers, the Rector of Rapstone was invited by the Headmaster to preach at Knuckleberries,
         and to his sons’ horror he accepted. Fred sat, his nails dug into his palms, his fists clenched with embarrassment, and Henry
         listened stony-faced, giving nothing away in the icy, sham-Gothic school chapel. As soon as he heard the text, Revelation,
         chapter 21, verse 2, Fred’s heart sank, feeling sure that his father was going to preach about the Labour Government. ‘And
         I John saw the Holy City, New Jerusalem, come down from God out of heaven, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband.’ A
         few of the smaller boys giggled at the word ‘bride’, but Simeon beamed down upon them all. ‘What’s the great virtue of an
         English public school?’ he asked them. ‘What did I, for instance, get out of Knuckleberries? A great deal. I mean, it’s no
         use having a sensible education. No. What we all need is something to rebel against. The ridiculous importance attached to football, the absurd
         rules about which side of Coppers Piece you can walk down after two years with your hands in your pockets, the Armistice Day
         sermons I’ve heard from this very pulpit about the Christian virtues of blowing each other up, wonderful stuff; thank God
         it all made a revolutionary of me! I mean, if Our Lord hadn’t heard a lot of rubbish preached by the Pharisees, he’d never
         have been driven to write the Sermon on the Mount.’ There was a sharp intake of breath from the Headmaster, but Simeon continued
         undeterred. ‘Perhaps my belief in a Just City, a New Jerusalem, an equal society, was born out of intense boredom on the playing-fields
         of Knuckleberries. Really I have only this advice for you all. Be rebels when you’re young or what on earth will you have
         left for your old age?’ No one answered his question, and Arthur Nubble, hunched against one of the few radiators at the back
         of the chapel, bit into a liqueur chocolate.


      
      Sunday evening was always a bad time in the dormitory and Fred went upstairs with dread. He was not surprised to find a hostile crowd round Henry and to be greeted by a low murmur
         of mistrust.


      
      ‘Was that your father, Simcox?’


      
      ‘Of course.’ Henry was perfectly calm. ‘He’s keeping up the disguise. The war’s not really over, you know. We’ve still got
         lots of enemies.’


      
      ‘What’s he need a disguise for?’

      
      ‘Perhaps for when he goes to Russia.’ Henry sighed, as though having to explain himself to idiots. ‘He needs some sort of cover, doesn’t he?’


      
      The boys looked puzzled but they slunk away and later threw their slippers at a boy called Catchpole, who wore shiny pyjamas.
         He made a change from Nubble.


      
      It clouded over after lunch on the day of Simeon’s funeral. Fred and Henry and Henry’s second wife were drinking coffee in
         the living-room of the Rectory when Lonnie said that she thought it was coming on to rain. To check his wife’s forecast Henry
         went over to the barometer on the wall and found that there was nothing to tap. When Dorothy came into the room with a note
         in her hand he looked at her with suspicion.


      
      ‘It’s gone,’ he said. ‘Father’s old barometer’s gone.’

      
      ‘She must have taken it,’ Dorothy answered vaguely, and asked, ‘Did you see her?’

      
      ‘Who on earth are you talking about?’

      
      ‘Francesca. Your Frankie.’

      
      Lonnie winced slightly at the name, as though she had taken a mouthful of ice-cream and awakened a dormant toothache. She
         had tried, she often told herself that no one could have tried harder, to get on with Francesca, Henry’s daughter by his first
         wife, the child of Numero Uno. She had been quite prepared to take Francesca on. It was clearly no life for the girl in a
         poky flat down the wrong end of the Fulham Road, having to put up with Agnes’s smoking and great flashes of gloom. But since
         the age of six Francesca had, she thought, whenever the child was compelled by the terms of the divorce settlement to come for the weekend,
         consistently disapproved of her. So Lonnie pursed her lips when she heard who was responsible for the theft, as though she
         had suspected it all along.


      
      ‘Francesca took my father’s old barometer?’ Henry made it sound an unnatural crime, like patricide.

      
      ‘Well, I gave it to her.’

      
      ‘You what?’


      
      ‘I said she could have it.’

      
      At this Lonnie thought it right to intervene, purely in the interests of justice and her husband. ‘I think Simeon would have
         liked Henry to have the barometer. As the eldest son I think he’s entitled to have it.’


      
      ‘Why?’ Fred asked. ‘Is Henry starting out on a career as a weather-man?’

      
      ‘Henry was always to have the barometer and the clock,’ Lonnie answered with dignity, ‘and as the only writer in the family
         he has to be entitled to the desk. That was to be Henry’s.’


      
      ‘She left a note when they took the things.’ Dorothy put on her glasses and read without expression from the paper she was
         carrying, ‘ “Darling Gran. Came this morning for the stuff. Didn’t want to disturb you but it was the only day we could get
         the van.” ’


      
      ‘Came this morning when we were what?’ Henry’s voice rose in outrage.


      
      ‘Well we were in church, weren’t we? I think she must have forgotten the date. I mean, she says she didn’t realize until she
         got here and by then, of course, it was too late.’


      
      ‘Not too late to loot the place. Who did she come with?’

      
      ‘Oh, I think Peter,’ Dorothy told him.

      
      ‘So my daughter and her boyfriend raided the Rectory during my father’s funeral and took away his furniture!’

      
      ‘Only the desk and the barometer. Oh, and the little kitchen clock.’

      
      ‘What on earth did they want the little kitchen clock for?’

      
      ‘How about telling the time?’ Fred suggested, it seemed unhelpfully, because his brother glared at him and started his tirade.
         ‘Brutes! Robbers! Barbarians! Francesca the Hun!’


      
      ‘I’d told her she could,’ Dorothy assured him. ‘And they’re young.’

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
ParadisePostponed/images/9780141049526_ParadisePostp_001_IMGX.jpg
)









ParadisePostponed/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
       
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





ParadisePostponed/images/cover.jpg
,\(Ivl.\flllrl\r\\r\rl\
e e e e e e e
f\(i\f\{\{l((r

(!ﬂ((r\(r\r\

COCCCCOOOO00e0e





