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Introduction

This selection ranges from two extra-long stories written in 2019, at the end of my writing life, to several written back in the nineteen seventies, when I was first trying to write fiction. A span of forty writing years, and, making this selection, I have found that the stories themselves tell a story – one about writing development, about my own preoccupations, about the issues of the times.

The two long, late stories bookend the rest, all of which appeared in three earlier story collections. There were sixty-three stories in all; this selection could only find room for twenty-six. So … much to be discarded, some to be favoured and all with the dispassionate eye of an editor, as though someone else wrote them. Definitely not this, no way include that … Here’s a possibility, this may be worth having.

I remember being asked, many years ago, to lead a creative writing group on short-story writing. The group comprised fifteen or so, and I suggested that we start by talking a bit about the short story, about what it can do, about stories that we had enjoyed and admired. There was a silence. Then a spokesperson said crisply that no, they didn’t want that sort of thing – they knew all they needed to know about the short story, what they wanted from me was advice on presentation and marketing. Startled, I asked what it was that they knew about the short story. ‘The short story,’ said the spokesperson irritably ‘is three thousand words long. Possibly three thousand five hundred.’

The short story is of course as long as a piece of string. It is as long as it takes. Alice Munro writes stories the length of novellas; Raymond Carver could produce a masterpiece in a few pages. The long story invites you into a climate, a setting, the unfurling of a situation. The short short story achieves its effect with concision, accuracy, saying most by saying least. Two different styles, two different effects – equally to be relished, in the right hands. I have relished both, from hands like William Trevor, Jane Gardam, Muriel Spark, Elizabeth Bowen, Katherine Mansfield, many others. I have enjoyed, and learned, starting to wonder, way back in about 1975, if maybe I could have a go myself.

Looking at this selection, with detachment and with the wisdoms of forty years and more, I can see a progression, a move from one approach to another. Earlier stories are longer, roomier, more expansive – A Clean Death, The Crimean Hotel. Later, there is brevity, concision – Old as the Hills, Licence to Kill. But then at the very end, in 2019, there come these two bookends, Metamorphosis and Songs of Praise, the longest stories I have ever written, teetering towards novella length. What is going on? And I have to say that I have no idea. These two pieces of fiction somehow arrived, as they do, and they required to be written like this – they took as long as it takes. All of which sounds unconsidered, unprofessional, but that is how story writing works, for me. There is the idea, the lightning strike, the glimpse of what can be made, and then comes the realization, the translation, the expansion of a thought into characters, setting, narrative.

And where do these ideas come from, these glimpses? Well, very much from life as lived, for me. I am a novelist quite as much as a story writer, and for me the novel is a matter of hacking at the rock face, for months, for years. There is a concept, some notion of what this novel is going to be about, and then there is the process of hacking away to find the people and what is going to happen to them.

The short story is a different matter entirely. It arrives from something seen, something overheard, something that happens, and then the task is to turn that into a story that has nothing to do with me, or how I have lived. Two women talking at a bus stop; one says ‘And there were kittens from one end of the village to the other.’ From that arose the story The Emasculation of Ted Roper.

In 1984 I was one of a party of six British writers who went to the Soviet Union, as it then was, to have talks with members of the Soviet Writers Union. When, after the talks, we were despatched to a Crimean resort for rest and recreation, we were approached, when on a walk along the promenade, by an agreeable but somewhat mysterious English-speaking Russian seaman who had served on a container vessel plying the Baltic to Hull. Some time later, I wrote the story The Crimean Hotel, prompted by that encounter but about much else.

There is only one story here that is unashamedly autobiographical, and in this case it was a matter of recognizing, decades later, the significance of an event in my own life. When I was fourteen, mired in adolescence, not long arrived in this country from Egypt, where I was born and spent my childhood, and bleakly unfamiliar with England and its ways, I spent Christmas with an aunt and her family at their country home. There were small children, there were animals that were doted on – cats, dogs, a pony, chickens. I struck up an acquaintance with a boy my own age from a neighbouring cottage – a farm labourer’s son. He invited me to go rabbit shooting with him early one morning. When I arrived back in time for breakfast and confessed where I had been, I was met with displeasure, frosty looks. I was consumed with guilt for the rest of my stay. The issue, I assumed, was cruelty to animals – shooting rabbits. It took thirty years to understand that my transgression had been the boy, not the rabbits – not a fit associate, according to the rigid class structures of the day. Out of that came A Clean Death, a story about social assumptions, and the definitive social changes of the late twentieth century, along with other stories set in that period.

So that is how they arrive, for me, stories. They are served up by life as lived, but in disguise – something happens, and there is the sudden recognition that this is a potential story, that I can consider this and recreate it as something entirely different that is in no way concerned with me, but is owed to something in my life. A decorator knocks over a tin of paint on our bedroom carpet, and this becomes a story about chaos theory – The Butterfly and the Tin of Paint.

Novels too can have an autobiographical element. My own don’t, on the whole, but you do, of course, write out of your own experience, your observation, your perception. The novel owes its truth, if it has any, its accuracy, to your understanding of how people behave, how they are likely to behave. But this is very different from the lightning strike of the short story prompt; it is back to hacking at the rock face, the slow extraction of shape and form.

And that is what has made stories a special, and specially valued, form of fiction for me. A story often arises from personal experience, but you then work to transcend that experience. And it is this wonderfully flexible form – long or short, diffuse or terse, you can make what you will of it.
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Metamorphosis, or the Elephant’s Foot

The Elephant’s Foot

The story begins with the elephant’s foot. Except that it is no longer a viable foot but an umbrella stand in a house in London’s Harley Street in 1915. The elephant in question perished many years before, but this is still an unappealing metamorphosis, which is what Connie Mayfield thought for a moment as she snatched up her parasol, in a state of irritation because this visit has not gone well.

‘Hurry up,’ she snaps. ‘Put your hat on, Harriet.’

The long-dead elephant had its foot – all four feet – in the nineteenth century and in the heart of Africa. It is – was – a long way away in every sense, but also relentlessly here, in early-twentieth-century London, doing duty as a receptacle for umbrellas. The elephant had been brought down by a white hunter. This is a euphemism; brought down means shot. Shot and then dismembered. The white hunter had posed for a photo, leaning nonchalantly against the carcass, rifle in hand, and had then left, leaving the dismembering and disposal of useful bits to be done by an African entourage. The tusks are of course the prime resource. Ivory. Essential material for billiard balls, piano keys, false teeth, chess pieces, dominoes and much else. Thank goodness for elephants. And there is more. Hair from the tail is twisted up by African craftsmen into bracelets, considered attractively exotic things. Some entrepreneurs are also finding that the skin can be made into jewellery pieces. And the feet – well, we know how useful the feet can be.

Connie Mayfield and her seven-year-old daughter are now out in the street, the elephant’s foot forgotten. Harriet had not even noticed it.

‘And you weren’t at all nice to Great Granny,’ says Connie. ‘You didn’t answer when she asked about your dancing class. You never even looked at her when she was talking to you,’

‘I don’t really like Great Granny,’ says Harriet. Casual.

‘Why ever not, for goodness’ sake?’

‘She’s old,’ says Harriet. ‘I don’t like old.’

Connie stops. She pulls Harriet to a halt. She looks down at her. ‘Harriet,’ she says ‘one day you will be old, like Great Granny.’

Harriet laughs. ‘No, I won’t.’

Connie is exasperated, as she is rather often, with Harriet. ‘And how would you feel, if a little girl was rude to you and didn’t like you?’

‘You’re just being silly,’ says Harriet ‘how can I be old? I’m me.’

‘And you don’t call me silly. That’s enough, Harriet.’ Connie now whisks her daughter ahead. She can’t wait to get home and hand her over to Nanny. Tonight, she and her husband are dining with the Laycocks. She will wear her new purple silk with the matching pumps.

A hundred years later, a child like Harriet would be described as feisty. Upfront. A child with attitude. In her own time, she is perceived as pert, cheeky, too big for her boots. She asks too many questions and is uncompliant. She trots along now beside her mother, not particularly dismayed and keen also to get home and out of her best frilled muslin dress which is itchy around the neck, while her waist is uncomfortably clamped within a wide satin sash. She has been made to wear a straw boater on top of her long hair, which is styled in ringlets. The ringlets are achieved by way of a fiendish procedure involving long strips of rag which drives both Nanny and Harriet mad, but Mrs Mayfield insists. So pretty, ringlets. A bit old-fashioned now, but all the more charming for that. Harriet is an only child and Connie means to make the most of a little girl while she has one.

Harriet is dimly aware that she will one day be a grown-up but that day is so unlikely, so unimaginable, that the thought does not bother her. Her mother sometimes reads to her from Alice In Wonderland; Harriet is disturbed by the accounts of Alice changing size, getting larger, and averts her eyes from the illustrations of a distorted Alice. Could that happen? Well, no – this is just a story book. But she herself has just grown out of the boots she wore last year, which is worrying. She does not like Nanny to measure her height against the nursery door.

The Mayfields live in a large house in Wimbledon. John Mayfield is a solicitor; Connie Mayfield is a mother. John is a father, of course, but in his case that is the secondary role. If things proceed in the normal and expected way, Harriet will in time also become a mother, having married sensibly, or expediently. There will be a problem with that, though, because the intervention of a world war will mean that the best part of a generation of young men of around Harriet’s age have been killed off, which leads to an unseemly scramble to secure one of the survivors. Or be condemned to spinsterhood, which means that a woman has failed in both the essential ways: she has failed to attract, she will not become a mother. The Mayfields have in a sense been spared the war; at forty-one when it began, John was too old for conscription.

All this lies ahead for Harriet, as she grows up in the Wimbledon house, goes to school at the Academy for Young Ladies nearby, where she learns some history, some geography, reads the occasional Shakespeare play. Attention is paid to her handwriting, and also to her sewing skills. There is instruction on how to manage servants, and on household economy – how to spend your husband’s money adroitly. She has piano lessons. Harriet should emerge from this nicely equipped for marriage and motherhood.

In fact, Harriet quite enjoys school. She is exceptionally good at everything except sewing, and has the teachers running for cover because she never stops asking questions. When she is nine she wants to know why it gets dark at night, which is not relevant to the principal rivers of Europe – that is Science, and the Academy does not do Science. When she is twelve she wants to know how babies are made, which has nothing to do with the six wives of Henry the Eighth. At least not on the face of it, and her intervention means that she must write out the names of the six wives thirty times, in best writing. Despite these frustrations, Harriet manages to keep herself quite agreeably occupied, reading everything she can lay hands on and relishing the panic-stricken look in a teacher’s eye when she puts her hand up in class. One way and another, she is so immersed over these years, and the shape-shifting process so gradual, that she hardly notices that she has left child Harriet behind and emerged as a fully fledged adult of eighteen, with her hair up and her skirts down.

The society in which she lives has mutated also. The war has come and gone, with all that that implies. Connie Mayfield is finding it fearfully difficult to get a good cook these days. She has the vote now, though of course she will always consult her husband on what to do with it. In earlier years, in the Mayfield household, John Mayfield had forbidden the name of that Pankhurst woman to be mentioned again. It was Harriet, of course, who had done the mentioning after she had picked up newspapers and seen intriguing pictures of ladies being hauled off by policemen, had read the accompanying text and cottoned on to what all this was about. How interesting. The more so since it apparently annoyed her father.

So, the world has moved on, and in the clear blue air of 1926 – the somewhat clearer blue air – Harriet told her parents that she thought she would like to go to university. That she was going to go to university.

Connie was aghast. ‘Darling, I don’t really think … We’ve been wondering about a nice finishing school.’

Harriet said she thought she would be finished better at a university.

John Mayfield said he was aware that some girls went to university nowadays. A certain type of girl.

‘Exactly,’ said Connie. ‘And that’s why it really wouldn’t be the thing for you.’ Harriet was so pretty, she was thinking – she was bound to get married quite quickly, despite – well, despite the wretched war and everything. There were still some men, the ones who had been too young.

There was an argument. Connie dropped out early on, sensing defeat. Harriet and her father were at it for about a week, after which Harriet was enrolled at Royal Holloway College and, shortly after, became seriously grown up. The status of an early-twentieth-century student was very different from that of one a hundred, or even fifty years later. The pioneering woman student was applied, and purposeful. She did not get drunk. She did not have sex (well, there may have been the few who lapsed). Harriet had chosen to study history because even the abundantly deficient syllabus of the Academy for Young Ladies (wives of Henry the Eighth, Queen Boadicea, the Battle of Trafalgar) had made her aware that history seems to be about change, and she thought that she would like to have a look at this.

Harriet studied with great efficiency, of course, and sailed out of Royal Holloway with a first class degree, a few friends, and not much idea of what to do next. Connie had networked frantically with other Wimbledon mothers so as to make sure that Harriet met young men, was invited to dances. The young men were initially rather taken with Harriet, who was indeed pretty – a deceptive English rose face with pink cheeks and wide eyes, framed no longer by ringlets but by fashionably cropped hair. They soon found that she was alarmingly combative, had opinions about everything, didn’t play tennis or like dogs. Most fell by the wayside and headed for less challenging Wimbledon pickings. A more discerning few were intrigued. Wondering if perhaps a different kind of girl wasn’t rather amusing.

Determined to get away from Wimbledon, Harriet realized that work of some kind was the only option. A couple of her Royal Holloway friends were training as teachers, but the prospect of a life in the schoolroom did not appeal to Harriet at all. She considered, then had an idea, visited Bumpus, the prestigious bookshop in Oxford Street, where she had chosen Christmas presents for herself over the years, and landed the offer of a job.

Connie Mayfield calmed down eventually, reflecting that a bookshop is the very highest class of shop and Harriet therefore the very highest class of shopgirl, though it was still hard to take. Her husband said little, having got the measure of Harriet by now. Harriet moved out into a flat that she shared with the Royal Holloway friends, and set about a most enjoyable period of arranging books, selling books, reading books and talking to Bumpus customers about books, many of whom were charmed to be served by a fetching young woman. On one occasion she sold a copy of A Passage to India to Clive Bell, of the Bloomsbury set, who spent rather longer than was appropriate chatting to the attractive Bumpus assistant. Harriet had never heard of any Bloomsbury set, but knew Virginia Woolf’s name – one dropped by an aspirational reading colleague. Harriet herself was doing a lot of reading, eclectic rather than aspirational, and much liked to get into conversation with customers.

It was this that was to lead to the next step in her life. Howard Granger was often in Bumpus; he was ten years older than Harriet and making something of a name for himself as a travel writer. Invariably, he sought Harriet out for conversation and advice, and Harriet was only too happy to oblige. Here was a man with a dramatic lifestyle – always just back from Macedonia or just off to Corfu, vigorous, good looking, as far from Wimbledon as possible and evidently rather taken with Harriet.

Indeed. They were married within six months, a hasty register office affair, with Connie Mayfield mourning the lovely church event she had dreamed of, with Harriet radiant in white. Harriet gave in her notice at Bumpus and went to live with Howard in his cottage in the Chilterns, which was rather lacking in modern conveniences. Outside privy and oil lamps. Travel writing was not yet proving very lucrative.

But that was fine where Harriet was concerned. For now, anyway. She was entranced with her new liberated condition, released from Wimbledon, inhabitant of another world, it seemed. As indeed it was, this world of 1933. Occasionally Harriet looked back, incredulous, at her own childhood persona, which seemed to be in another age: the pinafores, the buttoned boots, the hats, the gloves. The century was powering ahead, taking her with it, and things were good in the Chiltern cottage, where books were read, matters of the day discussed, Howard was writing his book on Armenia and wondering about an extended trip to the Lebanon for his next project, and Harriet was quite happy to attend to domestic matters, which were more like some form of indoor camping than the elaborate procedures of her Wimbledon home and therefore not to be despised but seen as an invitation to be ingenious and adaptable.

The only cloud was that she kept feeling sick in the mornings, and couldn’t work out why until enlightened at a consultation with the local doctor.

Oh.

The elephant’s foot, with which the story began, was still in the hall of the house in Harley Street. Great Granny had died some while ago, and in any case the house was not hers but that of her son, a surgeon with whom she had been living. The foot’s days were numbered, though. The surgeon retired in 1952 and sold the house in order to move to Henley. Dispersal and sale of the contents took quite a while, and the last scouring of stuff that nobody wanted was left to a house clearance operator, who stared for a moment at the umbrella stand, realized what it was, and chucked the nasty thing into a skip. Which was foolish of him because if he had hung onto it for sixty years or so he could have got two hundred and fifty pounds for it on eBay. Tastes can change, too.

The Pearl Button

The pearl button lies on Harriet’s knee, waiting to be sewn as a fastener to the neck of the baby dress that she is making. She sets down her needle, reaches for the button, and at that moment the baby – which is still inside Harriet – jounces about, making her heave herself up in the chair. The pearl button shoots off her knee and down between a crack in the floorboards of the Chiltern cottage, where it will lie for the next sixty-two years.

The button was once a part of the inner layer of a pearl oyster, resting on the bed of a tropical sea until ripped from its home by a fisherman and flung into the hold of a boat, at the start of a long metamorphosis from living creature to small objects of utility. Until plastics come along, the western world depends upon the pearl oyster, the abalone, the great green turban snail, for the attachment of its clothing.

Harriet was not particularly bothered about the loss of the button. She had others. She was extremely bothered about the baby. She is still reeling from the realization that she is no longer one person, but two. She is invaded by this being within. She had not bargained for this, for this form of fission. She had not realized that this was how it would be. That she would no longer be simply herself, but a person who was generating another person, which would change things for ever. Change her.

Harriet had of course been perfectly well aware that what she and Howard were doing regularly and with much enjoyment was likely to lead to this, but she had not given the matter much thought. She had a vague notion that you had to go on doing it for ages, and anyway she was busy with the novelties of life in the cottage, and life with Howard, and then this had happened, after a matter of a few weeks. And now, after a further eight months, here she was in this state of gross enhancement, violated, twice her normal size. Sitting in the cottage sewing, if you please, because it had emerged that they were really rather hard up, and bought baby clothes are expensive.

‘You make them, my dear,’ explained the farm labourer’s wife who lived in the neighbouring cottage. Sewing had been the only item at which Harriet had not excelled, on the curriculum of the Academy for Young Ladies. Now, she struggled, even with the kindly help of the neighbour, and the loan of a Singer sewing machine. She stabbed her fingers with the needles, cut things out all wrong, dropped buttons.

Furthermore, she had had to learn how to knit.

The baby was born, a process so painful and undignified that Harriet knew she wouldn’t be doing that again, if she could possibly avoid it. A boy; Robert. Howard had managed to get back from a trip to Andalusia in time but left again fairly soon in fulfilment of a commission from a Sunday newspaper to write extensively about Corfu. And so it would go; Howard came and went, while Harriet and her son got to know each other in the Chiltern cottage.

That lasted for a couple of years, by which time the charms of the cottage had worn off entirely, Harriet no longer felt quite the same about Howard, in fact she no longer much cared for him at all, and Robert was rampant in a way that she would not have thought it possible for a small child to be.

There was only one thing to do. A return to Wimbledon was humiliating in the extreme, but the only way out, for now. Connie Mayfield had visited the cottage just once, and had left after an hour or so, shattered. Harriet was welcomed home, and the problem of Robert solved by bringing Harriet’s old nanny back into service. Harriet heaved a sigh of relief, on that front, and set about a consideration of what was to be done next. Howard was being petulant about her departure, and saying that he didn’t see how he could do much for the boy if he wasn’t going to be living under the same roof. He was also talking of going to live in Italy. Howard would have to be written off, Harriet decided, both as husband, father, and means of support. The support had been flimsy in any case, she now saw.

The birth of Robert meant that she was now a different person. Pre-Robert, she had been just herself; now, she was herself with an extension. It had not even occurred to her to leave him with Howard, patently even less well equipped to cope with a child than she was. She was now not just Harriet, but Harriet plus Robert. He was an encumbrance, an obligation, and a frequent delight, though child-minding was decidedly a mixed pleasure; thank heaven for Nanny. No, Robert was best left largely to Nanny, Harriet’s mother, and, rather surprisingly, her father, who had been denied a son and now took to this late substitute with enthusiasm.

Harriet went job-hunting, in an age when most young women of her class and qualifications – or lack thereof – did not. She reasoned that the only thing she knew anything about was books, since she had spent two years selling them, and had always read a great deal. She had been with Howard to his publisher a couple of times, and had noticed that there was a well-spoken girl working in the office there. This, then, would seem to be the industry in which there might be an opening for someone like her. She made a list, went into central London day after day, and put herself about.

Within a few weeks she was successful. Of course. Sooner or later there was bound to be some harassed editor unable to resist a charmingly persuasive Harriet, out to convince him that she was everything he had been needing by way of amanuensis, general factotum, office dogsbody, anything he preferred. She was taken on by Peabody and Gulch, a small publishing house whose list favoured biography, popular history, literary fiction. After a year or so Harriet had made herself indispensable, a shrewd reader of manuscripts, deft manager of difficult writers, burgeoning thief of prized authors from other publishers. She could edit, it turned out; not for nothing had she cast a critical eye over some of Howard’s work in progress, and found it wanting.

The second escape from Wimbledon came when John Mayfield agreed to fund the purchase of a small house in Chelsea for Harriet and Robert. Nanny, who was getting on a bit, was sufficiently devoted to Robert by now to put off retirement for a while and come along too. Harriet was now nicely set up with a home of her own and a salary that just about met her needs, and Nanny paid for by John Mayfield, who had decided to cover his grandson’s expenses, given the poor boy’s unfortunate paternity. Harriet had in any case set about divorce proceedings, a matter of great distress to her mother – divorce was absolutely not done, something you associated with people who got themselves into the newspapers. The divorce eventually went through, not without difficulty since Howard had indeed gone off to Italy in a permanent sort of way, and seldom answered letters. Once divorced, Harriet more or less lost touch with him; he had been an aberration, she now realized, someone she had welcomed because he was unlike any man who had ever shown an interest in her before. His erratic lifestyle had been a novelty to begin with, but in time became merely tiresome; when around, he never stopped talking, or disappeared to the village pub and came back squiffy. He was an early mistake of hers, Harriet decided, though a significant one because he had given rise to Robert, and Howard effectively drops out of the story at this stage. In fact, he was to perish in Turkmenistan at a relatively early age, victim of virulent food poisoning, leaving behind a young Italian widow and several more children.

The next few years were a satisfactory time for Harriet. She was an essential figure in the Peabody and Gulch office, and enjoyed herself bustling around the world of books; in the little Chelsea house, she entertained her expanding cohort of friends, and found Robert increasingly more manageable, thanks to his upbringing by Nanny. When he was eight he was despatched to his grandfather’s old prep school, for further training.

Times were changing, and Harriet was ahead of them, if anything. None of her old contemporaries at the Academy for Young Ladies were divorcees with a job. From Wimbledon and beyond, they eyed Harriet with misgivings. And anyway Harriet had no time for people like these; her world was rather different. She knew writers of one kind and another – those who wrote books, those who wrote for the newspapers – theatre people, colleagues in the publishing world. From time to time she took a lover; with circumspection and extreme caution – there were to be no more Howards and definitely no Roberts. A dalliance with a highly regarded poet lasted for a year or so, until Harriet decided that he was a bit too keen to settle into the Chelsea house; and poets are no better as bread winners than travel writers. Harriet was by now up to speed with the economics of publishing, and the rather more straightforward matter of what it costs to live in the way you need and prefer to live. She was managing her own life nicely, and had no intention of managing anyone else’s. The poet was dumped, and for a while Harriet was mistress to a married colleague, who was financially self-sufficient, and too worried about discovery to be demanding.

All in all, her late twenties went well, for Harriet. It was the century’s thirties, with things not going quite so well on that front. Dark clouds are gathering, and in just a few years the lamps will be going out all over Europe. Harriet was attentive; she had been to Berlin once, on a trip with friends, had seen Hitler’s stormtroopers, and Nazi flags. After Munich, she was one of those who said that ‘peace for our time’ would prove to be a fallacy.

On 3 September 1939, Harriet and Robert were in the Wimbledon house. John Mayfield was unwell, had been in and out of hospital. He had cancer, which was never named back then, but simply referred to as ‘a long illness’ when people died of it. Harriet was visiting, to give sympathy and prop her mother up; Connie was getting very overwrought. They listened together to Chamberlain’s broadcast: ‘… this country is at war with Germany.’ Connie moaned: ‘… just the last thing we need.’ John Mayfield sighed. Robert, who was eleven, wanted to know if this war would go on long enough for him to be a soldier. Harriet began to consider her options.

One was not going to hang about in a publishers while there was a war going on, that was for certain. Oh, no. Harriet would be part of the action, in one way or another. For the next few months she investigated possibilities. You could be in the ATS, or you could be a WAAF or a WREN, none of which appealed to her: uniforms, and being bossed around. There must be something else. She had acquired secretarial skills at Peabody and Gulch; her shorthand wasn’t brilliant but would pass, her typing was excellent. Harriet was now thirty-one and would consider a secretarial role beneath her. She had never been that at Peabody and Gulch, but those skills were necessary adjuncts for the position of personal assistant. That was the thing to go for: personal assistant to someone really important who was heavily involved in the war and with whom one would get about. Harriet liked to travel – she had holidayed much in France and Italy – and as 1939 became 1940 it was clear that this war was going places. Harriet decided she was going there too.

It was a question of surveying her now pretty wide acquaintance and seeing who was doing what. She needed some high-up in the army, who would be in need of staff. This seemed at first to be out of her range entirely, but eventually, after much thought and enquiry, she remembered a girl she had been friendly with at one time whose older brother she had once met at a house party – army, he had been, a brigadier. She managed to track down the girl, who was surprised to find Harriet desperate to renew the friendship, to pin her down to a lunch, to ask purposefully after her brother.

Harriet had been hoping merely for some introductions, but it turned out far better than that. Once in touch with Brigadier Gladwell, it emerged that he was about to be posted to the Middle East, to take charge of the Army Headquarters in Jerusalem. Harriet pounced.

Brian Gladwell found himself subjected to much the same assault as that experienced by the editor at Peabody and Gulch, some years ago. After half an hour or so he was persuaded that, well, yes, this seemed a very go-ahead, competent young woman – secretarial skills, office experience. GHQ in Jerusalem could indeed use someone like this. There would be a shortage of English-speaking staff out there.

And so it was that in April 1940 Harriet crossed the Mediterranean in a troopship, accompanying the Brigadier and his staff, which she rapidly infiltrated. By the time the ship docked at Ismailia in Egypt, Harriet was generally accepted as Gladwell’s personal assistant, the twenty-one-year-old who had previously managed his diary, paperwork and signals shunted down to secretarial status. Other members of the staff were young officers, who found Harriet both entertaining and attractive.

From Ismailia they were driven across the Sinai desert into Palestine and eventually to Jerusalem. Harriet posted cards, to Robert and to her parents. She was in high spirits by now, aware that she was living in interesting times. She had had no compunction about leaving Robert, tucked up at his prep school, from which he would soon move to his grandfather’s old public school; there was Wimbledon for the school holidays, where he would be good company for his grandparents. The house in Chelsea was let to an acquaintance, a useful bit of extra income. She was footloose, and up for anything that might come along.

In Jerusalem, GHQ was based within the King David Hotel, in offices that were constricted but nicely convenient for a vibrant social life, since the King David was the cosmopolitan social centre of the city. The streets were equally cosmopolitan and polyglot, almost like a fancy dress parade to Harriet, who had never stepped beyond the more staid countries of Europe. There were orthodox Jewish men in black with their long hair, Arab men in robes and their women in the burqa, Greek and Abyssinian priests, not to mention the diverse wartime dress codes of the western world – British troops and officers, Free French, Americans. She found it all enthralling, and quickly became informed about the political turmoil of the time and the place; should one sympathize with the Arabs or the Jews, what should the British position be?

On the boat, Harriet had done a crash course in mastering the ciphers for the signals that would be coming in all the time to the Brigadier, and now took pride in making these her concern, delegating the more mundane correspondence to secretary Dora. This was a lot more fun than reading manuscripts from the slush pile, or sweet talking difficult authors; one had signed the Official Secrets Act, one was in the thick of things. And the war itself was not far away at all; the Italian forces had moved from Libya over the Egyptian border, there were rumours that German reinforcements would be sent.

And, as 1940 gave way to 1941, it became clear that they were indeed at the heart of this particular theatre of war, the term now used that seemed an odd distortion, given the realities of what was going on. Deciphering signals, listening to the wireless, Harriet was well aware of what was happening not far away, in the Libyan desert. But that too was sanitized; men taken prisoner were ‘in the bag’, those killed had ‘bought it’. In the King David Hotel, of an evening, and in the Jerusalem bars and restaurants, the atmosphere was febrile. If men were on leave they were out to have a good time; it was up to girls like Harriet to see that they did. There were other girls who had fetched up here like herself, working for the various organizations clustered in the city; she made friends with twenty-five-year-old Kitty, on the High Commissioner’s staff, and they found a flat to share. Many years later, Harriet would look back at that time and be astonished by how young everyone had been; she herself was often older than the men with whom she wined and dined in the evenings. A man in his forties was either a general or a civilian.

Everyone told her that she must get herself to Cairo at some point: ‘That’s where it’s really happening.’ So on the rare occasions when she had a few days’ leave she either cadged a lift or got on the train to Cairo. And found that the frenetic activity there made Jerusalem seem almost a quiet backwater. Polo and racing at Gezira Sporting Club, drinks and dancing at Shepheards Hotel; so long as you had a few contacts – and Harriet’s diary bristled with contacts by now – you could have the time of your life.

While others lost their lives. It was not until much later, looking back, that Harriet would recognize the stark contrast between the surface gaiety and excitement that she had known and the truth of the war that raged in the desert, so near: the tank crews who had been burned alive in tanks that ‘brewed up’, the thousand upon thousand of deaths, the men who ‘stopped one’. Just as the language of the day evaded reality, so she and those she consorted with in Jerusalem and Cairo had focused upon this unexpected, stimulating, exotic experience that had been handed to them.

She fell in love. Of course. Twice. The first was a New Zealand officer on leave in Jerusalem, met in the King David on a Saturday, her lover by Tuesday, gone for ever on Friday. ‘I’ll be back,’ he had said. She had waited. Much later, she had learned that he had been killed in one of the early battles of the Libyan campaign.

She told herself not to be so stupidly susceptible, next time. To no avail. He was based at GHQ in Cairo, first encountered from her office, exchanging signals, when the Brigadier was about to visit Cairo, and that had somehow led to a meeting next time she had some leave and made it to Cairo. David Lennox; not out in the desert, desk job in Cairo, would probably survive the war. He shared her interests – they talked about what both were reading, had read, went sight-seeing, amazed by the complex past of this country, by its roots in distant time. ‘Rather puts us in perspective,’ he said, as they stared at wall paintings thousands of years old, buried under the desert. ‘As transient as they were. Just briefly here.’ He came to Jerusalem; she wangled trips to Cairo. In the Libyan desert, the battle front moved back and forth. Then Rommel was within seventy miles of Cairo; there was Alamein, a victory, and the tide turned. ‘That’s it,’ he said. ‘There’ll be an end, out here.’ They seldom talked of a future. He had been a school teacher before the war, was unsure that he would go back to that. ‘And you?’ he said, as they lay in bed early one morning, in his flat in Zamalek. ‘Any plans? Will I be seeing you?’ It was the nearest he – they – had come to any discussion about how things stood. Both had said ‘I love you.’ Many people were saying that, at that time. It was perhaps too easily said.

What had she replied? She would not remember, much later, just that both of them had seemed to hold back from commitment, as though it were tempting providence to sign up to a pre-determined future. The war had to end; everyone would have to move from this artificial existence to some kind of normal life.

And, in the event, they had somehow drifted apart well before that time. He was posted away from Cairo, first to Tripoli, then to Algiers. It was hard to meet. At first she felt bereft; gradually, the need for him became less pressing, she thought of him not every hour, then not every day, and eventually just sometimes. In due course, he sank away in her mind and became a part of the whole eventful backdrop of those years, to which she would return often, not so much with nostalgia as with amazement that there could have been so much packed in, so much seen and heard, so many people, so very many.

Late in 1944 the Brigadier too was posted elsewhere. There was no further role for Harriet in Jerusalem and her employment was terminated, with a passage home to England, and a memorable farewell party at the King David.

She arrived back in time for a cold, grey English winter, she who had known only sunshine for the last four years. The end of the war was in sight. Harriet found her son, who was no longer a child but a gawky adolescent she did not know, and her mother, who was older and given to complaint, perhaps with some reason. The Wimbledon house was too big, too cold, and her husband had died the year before, succumbing at last to the never-mentioned cancer.

Harriet set about getting to know her son again, and finding them somewhere to live. The Chelsea house seemed poky, and she was even thinking of moving out of London. Prospecting, she found herself one day in the Chilterns and, on an impulse, drove past that cottage. It looked exactly as it had in her own day – distinctly run down and out of date, one foot in another century.

She had long forgotten the pearl button, which still lay under the floorboards. It would stay there until, in 1992, the cottage was eventually hauled into modernity as someone’s weekend retreat, tricked out with an Aga, halogen lighting, en suite bathroom, granite worktop and all appropriate appliances. The builder who was installing the underfloor heating came upon the pearl button, glinting up at him. He picked it up, did for an instant think of that person who must have dropped it, and pushed it into his pocket. Someone at home might have a use for a button.

The Parasol

Harriet did not move out of London to the Chilterns or anywhere else. Her removal plans were facilitated by Connie Mayfield’s sudden decision to sell the Wimbledon house in favour of somewhere smaller and easier to run, which meant that there was some surplus money that Connie declared Harriet should have: ‘Daddy would have wanted that, for you and Robert.’ This enabled Harriet to consider more expensive properties, and in time she and Robert were settled into a nicely roomy house off Kensington High Street; a study for her, whole attic floor for him, guest suite, and so forth. In return, Harriet had spent a good deal of time helping her mother with clearing out the Wimbledon house, and it had been in the course of this that she came across the parasol.

It was in a box in the junk room; old clothes of Connie’s, and this Edwardian or Victorian parasol. Cream silk, with a fringe, ebony handle.

‘I remember this, Mother,’ said Harriet. ‘Goodness, proper antique – but I can remember you using it.’

Connie said that the parasol had been her mother’s. ‘French, I think – expensive.’

Harriet examined the parasol. The fabric had rotted and it was torn in a few places, revealing the struts – thin, creamy white. She considered these: some sort of nylon? But they didn’t have that. Not wood. So – what?

‘Whalebone,’ said Connie. ‘I remember that’s what they made them from, the best ones. Lighter than metal, you see.’

She was right. The ribs of the parasol were baleen and were once a part of a humpback whale’s mouth, the wall of thin strips that act as a filter for the whale, straining from the water the krill on which it feeds. An element of Connie’s parasol once cruised the dark waters of the Arctic.

Harriet was intrigued. She was intrigued by this piece of information, and also because of this image she has of her mother carrying the parasol when she was a child – opening it, putting it into an umbrella stand – has made her sharply conscious of the chasm between that time and this. Nearly forty years, that’s all, but another age, it was. How she was, and how I am, at around the same age. Rather different. Very different. We assume differently, perceive differently.

Harriet was thirty-eight.

When she came back from Jerusalem, she knew that she was far from the same as the young woman who had gone there in 1940. Not just older, more experienced, but somehow also with new expectations, a need to look around and make assessments, consider what was now possible, what she might do. And she had found a country, a homeland, that had also changed. It was as though after the five years of war it had shaken itself violently and become somewhere different. A Labour government arrived. ‘So wretchedly ungrateful to Churchill,’ said Connie Mayfield. ‘After all he’s done for us.’ It was no longer merely difficult to get a cook, or any other kind of menial, but nearly impossible; valiantly, Connie took a cookery course, but it was the washing-up that broke her spirit.

Harriet was for some reason rather taken with the parasol. ‘Do you want it, Mother? Or could I have it?’

‘Goodness, darling,’ said Connie. ‘Have anything. We’re clearing out, aren’t we? There’s only room for a few of the nicest things in the new house. I’m going to be living like a pauper.’

Not quite true. The new house was a pretty little mews cottage near Harrods. Connie would be living very comfortably, but without the infrastructure of service to which she was accustomed.

Harriet, at that time, was working again at Peabody and Gulch, where she had been received back with enthusiasm. Publishing had been in the doldrums during the war. Now was the time for initiative, expansion; bright and relatively young people like Harriet were needed. Old Mr Peabody was overdue for retirement; Gulch had departed long since. For Harriet, though, there was something stale about this return. Yes, she had always enjoyed her job; yes, there were various interesting projects in the pipeline, and this was indeed the moment for some creative publishing. But the thought of carrying on like this for ever was no longer satisfying. She was wondering about alternatives when her mother’s old parasol arrived as the prompt, the inspiration.

Interested in its evocative construction – this strange link to distant ocean creatures – she found that she wanted to know something about the whaling industry, and repaired to the London Library, where she had long been a member. She wanted a book that would tell her about the origins of whale hunting, about the many uses of whale material, about the history and topography of the industry, and about its wider context: about the metaphorical significance of the whale – Moby Dick, the story of Jonah. She wanted to know about whale diversity, and why they are so compelling.

There did not seem to be such a book. Not on that scale, not that comprehensive. And this set her thinking. One of her authors from before the war was a man who had done quite well with amiable books on a particular topic: the expansion of the railway system, the botanical pioneers – the plant hunters. Maybe she should suggest this to him as a new venture.

Or, in fact, maybe not. She thought of this writer, and of his books, for which amiable was in some way the right word, but this idea deserved … Well, deserved something more pungent, more imaginative.

Harriet will not be the first editor to have cast a critical eye upon an author’s work and think: I could do better myself. She considered, and the more she considered the more she knew what she was going to do.

She negotiated a new role at Peabody and Gulch whereby she would work as an editor for three days a week. The rest of the time would be her own, in which she would research and write this book. It was a gamble, would mean a reduced income, but she was now set on it.

The next three years were to prove a fascinating new departure. Harriet found that research was a pleasure. She liked libraries, and she liked even more taking to the road for essential research trips. She went to Hull, she went to Orkney, to see for herself the places in this country from which men had set off for cold northern waters on their bloody missions. Harriet was of course entirely on the side of the whales, and there was some satisfaction in reading that loss of life was not merely on the side of the whales; plenty of ships sunk, men drowned. Though, she had to remind herself – and that would of course go into the book – the men had to make a living, women were left widowed in Hull and Orkney, children fatherless.

One summer she crossed the Atlantic, taking Robert with her. Nantucket was an essential destination, hub of the American whaling industry. Robert was now nineteen, a young man, adolescence over and done with, thanks be; Harriet enjoyed his company, Robert was appreciative of a mother outside the common run. Not every mother is writing a book, whisks you off on a trip to America. They spent a couple of weeks in Nantucket; Harriet amassed information, Robert swam and went fishing. When they came back to England, Robert went to university and Harriet began to write.

She was up to the eyes in whale knowledge. She lived with whales, she dreamed whales. She knew how to flense a whale on the deck of a ship, and then use cauldrons to render the blubber into oil. She knew the best stance for hurling a harpoon from a whaleboat. She knew, of course, what whaling was all about; never mind the oil, and the meat, for those with a taste for it, there was all that essential baleen for corset stays, collar stiffeners, crinolines, those parasols, there was that curious stuff called ambergris, valued in the manufacture of perfumes. Amazingly useful creatures, whales; as good as elephants, if not better. Harriet followed the decline of the whaling industry, as dispassionately as possible. She learned about the whales themselves, from the great blue whale to the lovely little white beluga and the narwhal with its unicorn horn. She steeped herself in whale mythology; every country has a mythic whale, from China through Iceland to Alaska, New Zealand. Nineteenth-century America threw up its own great myth; Harriet’s exegesis of Moby Dick would be one of the most admired chapters.

The book was well received. Extremely well received, indeed. Critics remarked on the writing, both elegant and robust: ‘a gripping story, told with scholarly panache.’ They admired the book’s range and eclecticism, its absorbing pursuit of detail, the evident depth of research. Harriet’s name was noted – an interesting newcomer. Peabody and Gulch had had to come to terms with Harriet’s frequent absences; now, the firm could feel compensated, at least she was something of a minor celebrity in the publishing world.

The nineteen fifties arrived. For a while Harriet sat tight, looking about her, considering a new venture. As ever, she was nicely attuned to the zeitgeist. And, thus, the idea came to her. Of course, what else should one be writing about now!

She hit the jackpot with her study of world cuisines. The nation was now aspirational, where cooking was concerned. Middle-class England was reading Elizabeth David and yearned for ratatouille, cassoulet, moussaka, daube de boeuf, even if no greengrocer had heard of aubergines, peppers, or garlic, and olive oil could only be found at the chemist, for medicinal purposes. Never mind that it was pretty well impossible to do Elizabeth David in your own kitchen, the nation had got interested in food, had realized that there is more to life than cottage pie, bubble and squeak, rice pudding, toad in the hole. Harriet’s book was not a cookery book – oh, no. What she set about was a comprehensive survey of world cuisine, an examination of how people cook and have cooked at other times and in other places. It was ambitious – a history of cookery as well as a forensic study of the extraordinary diversity of cookery. Everything from Inuit processing of the Little Auk to the creations of Escoffier. From the Neolithic hearth to the Aga. It was superbly produced, lavishly illustrated, and everybody gave it to everybody else for Christmas in 1956.

Peabody and Gulch had a runaway success. No one said a word any more if Harriet failed to show up on the days when she was still supposed to do a bit of editing. She was now known; you heard her on the radio, read her in the papers. Harriet Mayfield, the writer (Harriet had jettisoned her married name soon after she acquired it). Now, it was a question of what she would turn to next.

There was a while to wait. Indeed, knowing that this one would be yet more comprehensive, and would startle, Harriet kept silent about the subject matter for as long as she could. Yet again, the zeitgeist had struck. She had looked, and listened, and realized that while people had been interested in cookery, what they were extremely interested in now was sex.

The Kinsey Reports on sexual behaviour in the human male and human female had come out in 1948 and 1953. There had been time for people to digest their shocking contents, for critics to contest the methods used, but most of all for people to understand that what was under discussion was what everybody had always been doing but you didn’t really talk about it. Sex was no longer taboo; not only was it fine to talk about it but the thinking person really ought to do so. And then came the Wolfenden Report, in 1957. Fifteen respected men and women said that homosexual behaviour between consenting adults should no longer be a criminal offence. Whew! By this time Harriet was well into writing her book, nicely anticipating Wolfenden and with Kinsey as her launch pad.

Once again, she ranged over time and space. Sexuality then, sexuality over there. Sexuality in classical Greece, sexuality in contemporary Samoa. She considered attitudes: the frankness of the eighteenth century, the prudery of the Victorians. She looked at birth control, and lack of any, at childbirth. She drew heavily on literature, on how novelists have presented the sexual lives of their characters, or refrained from doing so. She devoted much attention to the love that dare not speak its name, but could now do so openly and indeed rather fashionably. This was a time of seismic social change, though that would perhaps not become apparent until later. The nation had once again shaken itself, and changed; you could talk differently, things that had previously been unacceptable were now fine. And Harriet’s book was perfectly timed. Once again, people were giving it for Christmas, though rather more selectively.

The sex book, as it would always be called by her friends, established Harriet as a cultural commentator. She was by now in her fifties, while the century was moving into its sixties. Harriet found middle age hard to take, but fought back. She had been working hard on her books all the time that it had begun to bare its teeth, to manipulate her weight, to interfere with her looks. She had determined to face it down, not with stupid stuff like cosmetic surgery, but simply by acknowledging that this happens and one is not going to be held up by it.

There were men in her life, during those years. In it, and then, usually, out of it. Her mother had kept hinting at a fresh marriage: ‘Never too late, darling, and I do feel … the right man …’ Connie Mayfield retained absolute faith in marriage as a woman’s goal and sanctuary. However, in 1958 she died, and Harriet, who had never shared her mother’s views, was no longer obliged to make vaguely acquiescent noises and to ensure that some of her visits to Connie’s mews flat were in the company of some compliant male friend – just to keep Connie quiet, show that Harriet was testing the waters.

Harriet had no great desire to re-marry; once had been quite enough. But she liked men – particular men; she liked to have a lover from time to time. Companionship could be welcome; Robert, in his twenties, had moved away from home, naturally enough, into a flat of his own. He had graduated from Cambridge and, after an apprenticeship on a local paper, was working as a young journalist on The Times. Harriet liked him, an odd term perhaps for maternal feeling, but it was the case, quite aside from love, which she also felt. She saw something of herself in him – he was applied, resourceful – and nothing, mercifully, of his father, whose very name she could forget. Robert was of course Robert Granger, but the rest …? Oh yes, Howard, that was it. She never even wondered what had happened to Howard Granger; there had been a Christmas present for Robert for a few years, and then silence. Robert, tactfully perhaps, showed no interest in him.

Rather neatly, there was a temporary lover for each book. The whaling book had brought Harriet together with an archivist at the British Museum Library. James Redwood had been recently widowed, was adrift and more than somewhat smitten with Harriet; he would have liked a permanent arrangement, but Harriet was not sufficiently committed. While researching Indian cookery and its effects on our own by way of the British Raj, she had met the author of the then most comprehensive work on that period. Paul Finchley was married, but unhappily so. Eventually he became too keen to make Harriet his reason for ending the marriage, which would not do at all so far as she was concerned, so she had to dump him, an expression not yet in use, but the procedure the same.

So, by the time the sex book came out, Harriet was without any significant other, and not especially concerned about this. She was enjoying the extra clout its publication had given her – attention from the media, a general attitude at Peabody and Gulch that Harriet must be allowed to do exactly what she liked, in the interests of her next project. She herself had no idea what that project might be, and was not bothered about that either. It would arrive. Or not. On the whole, this mid-life period was feeling rather good, despite her thickened waistline, and a face that seemed out of kilter, not what she was used to. I was seen as quite good-looking, she would think. Not any more?

Actually, yes. At least that was the view of the man seated opposite her in a BBC studio, where both, and three others, were contributing to The Critics, the weekly discussion programme on arts topics. All contributors were expected to have views on all topics, though it was usual for most to have a speciality. Charles Newcombe was there as a cultural journalist with a special interest in film; Harriet was, generally speaking, the books person. He had been observing her across the table, the way her face lit up when animated – an interesting face, those large brown eyes, a mobile mouth – or became intense, concentrated, when listening. Something rather compelling about her … late forties … (he was wrong there, Harriet was fifty-four). He knew her name, had heard of the sex book, the food one too. He found himself gratified when she agreed with some of his criticisms of the film Lawrence of Arabia – Peter O’Toole miscast, various anachronisms – and was amused at her own ambivalent position on Doris Lessing’s The Golden Notebook, with which she was clearly not entirely in sympathy, but not prepared to tolerate the destructive attitude of a couple of the other critics. Feminism was not yet a word much flung around, but was lurking in the wings.

As they left the studio he said, ‘The BBC coffee was appalling. Would you care to join me for something better? There’s a nice place just near.’

And so it all began.

Harriet was startled by her own feelings. At first, she had assumed this would be … well, another of those passing relationships. Enjoyable, refreshing – and transient. But as the weeks went by, and their meetings became more frequent, the phone calls daily, she understood that this was different. She did not want this to be transient, she was immersed, she was in this for the long haul, she was … she was in love, of all things. At fifty-four, middle-aged, for heaven’s sake, she was clobbered by that most youthful of experiences. She was in love with Charles Newcombe.

He was a couple of years older than she was, so old enough too to know better, but he seemed
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