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The fascination of what’s difficult


Has dried the sap out of my veins, and rent


My heart from all its natural content.


  



—W. B. YEATS


Foreword

I’VE SOMETIMES WONDERED why I find Margaret Drabble’s novels so peculiarly pleasurable. One reason may be that she combines what are usually disparate delights: the skills of those writers who, like Arnold Bennett (about whom she’s written a fine biography), deftly detail the social fabric and capture the texture of a specific time and place; and those of writers who, like Virginia Woolf, render with great precision the subtle movements of the interior life. Such balance is rare; Woolf considered Bennett her antithesis. But I see it in George Eliot and also, among more recent British writers, in Elizabeth Bowen, in Pat Barker, and in Drabble herself.

Born in Sheffield, England, in 1939, Drabble has written fifteen novels to date, most recently The Seven Sisters (2002) and the just-published The Red Queen. I missed her early novels the first time around; I didn’t “discover” her until the late 1980s, by which time I was already struggling to write myself. When I found her work I fell on it greedily, reading out of order and nearly simultaneously everything of hers I could find. Here was a writer—a living writer, a woman writer—who was unafraid to tackle large subjects, and who did well the things I so loved in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century novels while at the same time brilliantly conveying life as we lived it right now. The intensity, the seriousness, the playfulness—I loved, and still love, these characteristics of Drabble’s work, as I do the sense of a writer continually interrogating the nature of the world, and of our place in it.

Since then Drabble’s novels have continued to inspire and delight me, but my favorite remains her sixth, The Needle’s Eye, which was first published in 1972 and is set a few years earlier. Intricately plotted, rich in compelling characters, it’s told in a dense, seductive, omniscient voice that beautifully balances inner and outer lives. It offers a complex social portrait of London, from the customers in a neighborhood off-license to, among others, a discontented couple in their posh London town house, the students and teachers in a scrappy, underfunded urban school, and a group of smug barristers in their chambers. At the same time it also reveals, with startling clarity and intensity, the central characters’ souls.

A long set piece lures us into the novel’s world, a twenty-five-page account of an upper-middle-class London dinner party that, in its precise social comedy, penetrating interiority, and psychological acuity, suggests both Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway and Arnold Bennett’s The Old Wives’ Tale. During the party, the central characters—Simon Camish and Rose Vassiliou—are introduced to each other, and also to us, through an extended conversation that manages to be funny, touching, and completely human. Rose is in her early thirties, Simon a few years older; both are living in ways directly opposed to their upbringing and both have just reached a moment of crisis.

Simon, the working-class son of a widowed and impoverished mother in northern England, has scrabbled his way to a career as a successful banister, married a wealthy woman, and moved to a fancy house in a fashionable neighborhood, where he’s a hostage to his wife’s social ambitions and completely disconnected from his roots. In an inversion of his journey, Rose, heiress to a substantial fortune, now lives with her three children in a shabby house in a grimy northern London neighborhood, which her friends find squalid and dangerous but which she adores. She’s never outgrown either her own impassioned sense of justice or the Biblical lessons of her childhood nanny, and having taken quite literally the stricture “For it is easier for a camel to go through a needle’s eye, than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God,” she’s divested herself of a substantial fortune, with the intent of living as austerely as possible. Although she’s made herself notorious in the process—an underage engagement, several lawsuits, and a hurried marriage followed by a messy divorce have all been splashed across the newspapers—she’s created a peaceful and happy life.

A letter from her ex-husband’s solicitor, announcing that he wants custody of the children, shatters that peace and initiates the plot, which as it unfurls ties Rose and Simon ever more tightly together. Rose needs her new acquaintance’s legal help, his steadiness, and his sympathy. Simon needs Rose’s warmth and ease to counteract the dryness afflicting him, which he thinks of as “a feeling in me, in my brain, in my heart, so dull, so cold, so persistent, so ancient, that I am growing fond of it.” (14). Their oppositions—he’s as deeply conventional as Rose is unconventional, standing for law and justice as she stands for love and mercy—allow Drabble to explore the intersection of public and private morality in unusual depth. How sharply, we’ll learn over the course of this novel, do the soul’s deepest yearnings conflict with the messy, urgent needs of the world and of those we love.

The non-ironic use of the word “soul” isn’t very common in literary fiction these days, nor are such passages as this, in which Simon confronts himself:


  




With a faint sudden recurring shock of astonishment he would recognise, in his own behaviour, an eternal human pattern of corruption. This is it, he would think to himself, this is I, doing what all men do, I am enacting those old and pre-ordained movements of the spirit, those ancient patterns of decay, I, who had thought myself different. I, who had (surely) other intentions. Corrupt, humanly corrupt if not professionally so, and humanly embittered. . . .  He was caught. And his spirit would hunch its feathered bony shoulders, and grip its branch, and fold itself up and shrink within itself, until it could no longer brush against the net, until it could no longer entangle itself, painfully, in the surrounding circumstantial mesh. (144)



  




Or this, Rose’s analogous experience:



  




She had seen her soul, suddenly, as she spoke; it was dark and crying and bloody, like a bat or an embryo, and it was not very nice at all, not an agreeable thing, and it flapped and squeaked inside her angrily whenever Christopher touched or spoke to her. (423)



  



The intertwined spiritual journeys of Rose and Simon hark back to the central question of Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress (a text Rose knows well): What shall I do to be saved? Pilgrim’s question, broadened beyond its specifically Christian context, is also Rose’s and Simon’s: What shall I do to lead a good life? What does it mean to be good?

When the novel was first published, Joyce Carol Oates wrote on the front page of the New York Times Book Review that Drabble, like Doris Lessing, had “taken upon herself the task, largely ignored today, of attempting the active, vital, energetic, mysterious recreation of a set of values by which human beings can live.” I can’t better that description, except to add that Drabble’s work always offers not only instruction but delight. The Needle’s Eye is a funny, lively, lovely but ultimately serious novel (all the best ones are), which teaches us in the end not how to live—who could teach us that?—but that there are reasons to ask the question and accept the consequences.

—Andrea Barrett


Part One

HE STOOD THERE AND WAITED. He was good at that. There was no hurry. There was plenty of time. He always had time. He was a punctual and polite person, and that was why he was standing there, buying a gift for his hostess. Politeness was an emotion—could one call it an emotion, he wondered? that was how he regarded it, certainly—an emotion that he both feared and understood.

There was only one woman in front of him in the off-licence, and she was certainly in no hurry either. She had not even got round to asking for anything yet, because she was too busy telling the man behind the counter about her granddaughter. Two weeks old, this child was, and the lady had just finished knitting her a pram-cover in stripes of white and blue: it didn’t matter that it was blue and not pink, the daughter had said, she didn’t like pink anyway. The man behind the counter was interested in the story: not merely polite, but interested. One can tell the difference. The woman was short and broad and she was wearing bedroom slippers. What raffish districts of London his friends inhabited: NWI, this was, with all its smart contrasts. They depressed him unbearably, the well-arranged gulfs and divisions of life, the frivolity with which his friends took in these contrasts, the pleasure they took in such abrasions. It appalled him, the complacency with which such friends would describe the advantages of living in a mixed area. As though they licenced seedy old ladies and black men to walk their streets, teaching their children of poverty and despair, as their pet hamsters and guinea pigs taught them of sex and death. He thought of these things, sadly.

Though the old lady did not seem sad. On the contrary, she seemed happy enough, this new grandmother: pleased with herself, pleased with her pram-cover, pleased at the prospect of the evening she was just about to set up for herself—for she embarked, now, on the purchase of one bottle of Guinness, two of pale ale, and one of fizzy orange. The man wrapped them up for her carefully in tissue paper, while she thought about other things that she might want. A box of matches, she decided on, and then (curious order of choice) a packet of ten Players: one might have thought that that would be all, but it wasn’t, because her eyes then lit upon the plastic display of crisps, and she thought she’d have one of cheese and onion and one of salt and vinegar. Also a bar of chocolate. And while she was at it, a small packet of aspirin. Listening to her, watching her look around this obviously familiar spot for yet more purchases—(nuts? tobacco? small cherries in a jar?)—he felt such violent waves of nostalgia possess him that he nearly spoke. He knew where she came from, this woman: it was a world from which he was forever exiled. But he knew it: he knew its domestic interiors, its pleasures, its horizons. And he knew what she was doing, with her purchases: she was trying to get out of being in that shop the exact experience of being in it, she wanted to exploit it to the full. But imagination failed her: she had to admit defeat. That’ll be all, she said, regretfully. In front of them on the counter stood a small gyrating plastic advertisement for a brand of lager: while the man added up her purchases she inspected it, and when he had finished she asked him how it worked. It worked off the light, he said: no battery, no switches, nothing, it just went round and round for ever as long as the shop lights were on. He was proud of it: a new acquisition. She was impressed. She gathered up her bits and pieces and thrust them into her large shabby peeling bag, nodding her approval as she did so. What will they make next, she said. Marvellous, isn’t it, said the man. Thanks a lot, Mrs Donovan. Thank you, Mr White. Give my regards to your daughter, Mrs Donovan. She’ll be in herself shortly, Mr White, that I’ll be sure, said Mrs Donovan, and they both smiled and she shuffled out Her legs, for so stout a woman, were thin and twiglike, her stockings wrinkled. He felt a pang of loss as she left, and the man turned to him, politely, his expression entirely changed, businesslike, inhuman, obsequious, almost but not quite repudiating the quality of his previous transaction: ‘What would you like, sir?’ he asked, and Simon, politely, said, ‘Could I have a bottle of Vermouth, please, and twenty Gold Leaf?’

There was no point in making any effort: no point in commenting on the weather, or the revolving lager advertisement. He received his purchase in silence, paid in silence, said thank you as one must, and left.

Diana and Nick lived just round the corner, but he thought that he might as well take the car right there with him, so he got back into it and drove himself fifty yards and parked. Diana and Nick: Nick and Diana. Perhaps he would enjoy himself after all. Better than eating alone at home, anyway, and that was surely why they had invited him: or was it out of some more positive desire to corrupt? That would be setting their interest in him too high perhaps, but he couldn’t conceal from himself the fact that he had noticed that they (and one or two others) were always pretty quick off the mark to ask him round whenever his wife was away. He would have been touched, if he hadn’t been slightly shamed by their alacrity: how had he let them in on it, how had they guessed, when had he so carelessly revealed himself? Not at all, maybe, not at all, surely: it was simple goodwill on their part, there was no need to be suspicious, or if they had an intention to corrupt it was so universal, so benevolent, that it implied no particular knowledge of him or of his circumstances. Old friends, they were, and what more natural than that they should invite him round for an evening while his wife was abroad? Julie herself had probably put them up to it: she had probably given Diana a ring and explained that she was off to New York for a fortnight and what about keeping an eye on poor Simon. The rage that possessed him as be thought of this was so acute and so bitter that he wished he hadn’t allowed himself to speculate: though it was not rage against her, but a raging defence of her naïveté that so stuck in his throat. How could he protect her, when she was a free and adult woman, quite capable, all too capable, of lifting telephones and ringing up anyone to ask for anything? Ah well, forget it, he said to himself, and lifted his hand to ring the doorbell. He rang it, but there seemed to be remarkably little response: no answering sound within, and only the dullest sensation of indentation, so he decided that the bell was broken and lifted his hand once more to the knocker—an attractive knocker, a new one, a smiling and serene brass woman’s face with grapes in her hair, a standard pattern but one that he had always liked. But before he had time to knock, the door opened, and there, silent and noiseless on the polished wooden floor (silent because of small gold cloth slippers) stood Diana, smiling with an equal calm.

‘Simon, hello,’ she said, and he stepped forward and kissed her on the cheek: a cheek which she offered, always, with no prospect of refusal, and anyway one would not be likely to wish to refuse such a nice brown even surface. A generous attitude, hers.

‘I do like your new knocker,’ he said, when he had greeted her and handed her his gift: following her up the stairs to their first-floor drawing-room. ‘I was going to use it, I thought your bell didn’t work.’

‘One can’t hear the bell from outside,’ she said, we made it ring upstairs because we could never hear it.’

‘How well organised you are,’ he said, following her into the room: where their conversation immediately lost itself in faces, drinks, introductions and the soft bright interior of the room itself, which glowed diffusely, elegantly inhabitable, fashionably quaint, modern with a modernity that had no hard edges, no offence, no bravura in it. He had always liked the room, bearing signs, as it did, of so much in both of them, as well as of the hard-earned affluence that kept them together: for who could have guessed, watching the pair of them as they circled attentively with drinks and olives, so blending and agreeably harmonising with their choice in colours, their framed pictures by their own three rather talented small children, that this time a year ago they had parted for ever, with the great and customary acrimony that attends such separations? There had been much speculation both about their parting and their reunion: he himself had always had faith that a genuine affection had brought them back together, an affection supported not too ignobly by a reluctance to abandon so much comfortable bourgeois texture. What would Nick have done, in a horrid little flat away from all these deep piled carpets, or Diana, drifting desolate around a house that did not interest her as a refuge, but only as a meeting place, a place to receive in, a place to display? It was not, he felt, weakness that had brought them back to one another (though he thought this perhaps with bias)—it was more a sense that they augmented rather than diminished each other, they were better, more operative together. He had seen them both, singly, over their months apart, and though neither of them had confided in him (for he knew himself to be too discreet to invite real confidence) he had noticed that there was no sense of relief in either of them, but rather an exasperated self-assertion so unnecessary and so unnatural to both that he was sure it was the responsibility of independence that they had abandoned with a sigh of relief, rather than, in the first place, each other’s company. They flourished, in this setting: even Nick, whose impatience at monogamous domestic claims had been real enough, thrived on it. It was not surprising, it was a setting that would encourage most kinds of growth: Simon, sinking into the corner of a deeply-upholstered off-white settee, and resting his feet on a luxuriantly waving, almost grotesquely verdant, silky rug, reflected how much affluence was, quite simply, a question of texture—a point that both he and Nick, with their similar histories of success, and their similar points of origin, were well placed to appreciate. The threadbare carpets of infancy, the coconut matting, the ill-laid linoleum, the utility furniture, the curious upholstery (running his fingers as he reflected, over the dense knobbly undyed tweed of the chair-arm on which his arm, itself softly if soberly clothed, now lay)—they had all spoken of a life too near the bones of subsistence, too little padded, too severely worn. Of gloss there had been a certain amount, for polish had been cheap enough: in Nick’s semi-detached it had glowed on trolley and sideboard and peach-coloured mirror, hiding poor quality in eclat, and in his own home it had been a veneer, a thin and penetrable barrier against scorn and decay. Cleanliness costs you nothing, his mother used to say: a statement not wholly accurate, as she must have observed herself when adding up her grocery bills. Bleach, disinfectant, furniture polish, shoe polish.

Polish on the furniture in this room, now he thought about it, was noticeably absent: the upright chairs were not polished but painted, the sideboard was a dusky gilt, the occasional tables on which people rested their glasses were painted metal, or marble. The glasses themselves, in opposition, shone; they were thick and modern, they enclosed strange shaped bubbles of air or dark refractions. There were even one or two pieces of Waterford crystal at large, gleaming in a more traditional manner, but thick, too, and heavy, with no sparing of substance, as there had been in the brittle pretty pre-war mock cut-glass best sherry glasses and best tumblers with which he had been familiar as a small child. All the garments in the room showed the same symptoms as well, from Diana’s golden slippers upwards: there was an abundance, on the women, of velvet and lace and of fashionable peasant embroidery—so far removed, the peasant embroidery, in price and in effect, from anything that a real peasant might be expected to wear. How rich they all were. He sighed. It amazed him. Where did it all come from, this money, in this society that complained so often in its newspapers of its ailing economy, its national debts, its crippling taxes? He sighed again. He should have accustomed himself by now to these manifestations, but they remained obstinately foreign to him. And he himself, by what strange turns had he come to be sitting there, as well turned out as any of them, with shoes of their quality, and wads of bank notes stuffed carelessly in his pocket? Did any of them, in that room, share his surprise, his suspicion, his sad mistrust? Or was it that nowadays he knew only such people, like clinging to like? He had done what he had done, and it was a natural consequence that he should be sitting here, as he now was. Nick and he had both succeeded, though Nick’s ascent had indeed been more honourable, for he had made money, not married it. He had made money, though by such easy lazy careless methods that Simon was inclined to think that Nick’s world was a garden of idleness compared with the hours that he, at his different pursuits, was expected and obliged to work. A garden of idleness, the television world, where bright young middle-aged people stood about on burgeoning, sprouting carpets and drank large drinks and watched their own reflections, discreetly, in mirrors and eyes, and laughed at themselves with great good nature as though their simple wit (their only marketable commodity, and what a price it fetched) could buy them off, could buy them off from judgement. Amusing they were, amusing they knew themselves to be, but since when had a slight facility been a guarantee of an income such as his father and Nick’s father had never dreamed of?

Diana had a cut-glass bowl full of marble eggs: she was holding one up now to the light, showing a man whom he thought to be a joumalist the way in which the light shone through it, forbidding him, prettily, to admire another egg of a light orange because it was painted, but confessing to an affection for a blue egg—‘it’s not real either, but it was my first, my very first’—and permitting him, for sentiment’s sake, to admire it too. ‘But this,’ she said, ‘this—’ diving to the bottom of the bowl, fishing out an egg that looked, from where Simon was sitting, to be quite black, ‘this is the rarest of all. Look, you see those markings? An uncle of mine brought it for me from Afghanistan, it was given to him by . . .’ and her voice fell and faded, so that he could not hear the history of the egg—a history so characteristic of such gatherings, he knew without hearing it, quaint, charming, fey, old world, entirely pointless. And he knew, as he watched her standing there, her little hands clasping the egg, her head on one side, her face soft and radiant with the effort to please, that she and Nick could be making no great effort in their reunion—(apart from any other reasons, how could they be, when one of them was so thoroughly nice and likeable and desirable a woman)—because they were incapable of any real effort, any unnatural effort, as gracefully incapable as a climbing plant would be of growing erect alone. They had parted because it seemed the easiest thing to do, and because it seemed the easiest thing to do, they had come together again: and so again they would part, should circumstances alter.

What a strange way of living. Perhaps he wronged them. Perhaps they were not like that at all. Significant, though, that this room should be so full of climbing plants: but how silly to say significant, for now he thought of it so was his own house, Julie was always buying them, they must be the fashion. It will not climb up on an artificial host. That was a phrase (he forgot what plant it described) that he had found in his bed-side gardening book. Which was Nick, an artificial or a natural host? The idea amused him so much that he turned to the girl sitting by him, thinking he could share it with her, but she, turning simultaneously towards him, embarked upon trade-union reform, no doubt having been pre-informed that he had a professional interest in such matters, so he was obliged to listen to her and to answer her, but he had heard and said it all so often before that he was able to do it all with a very small part of his consciousness, leaving the rest free to continue to inspect the room. He assumed from the size of the gathering that he was nearly the last to arrive: not the last, however, for the numbers were not yet even. There would be another woman expected: another woman for him.


He wondered what they would try on him this time, remembering the last occasion when he had been invited out to dinner without his wife and had found there, like a risen ghost, a woman whom he had once admired for two whole years, hopelessly mildly and unrequited, and produced for him so much too late, laid on his plate like a peach or a slice of pineapple, yet still, even served up, with a ghost-like and sullen aspect, as unwilling and hopeless a prospect as ever, with the added disadvantage (unlike the comparable peach) of being no longer loved and no longer desired. What more useless than an image of a past goal, never attained and no longer wanted? It was an indictment of both past and present, like a dreadful dream he had once had, in which he had found himself in a room full of unread Dandys and Beanos—hundreds and hundreds of them, piles and piles of them, all virgin, all untouched, and had woken to find himself thirty, and the Beanos not even there. Surely she would not arise again, this ghostly creature, expecting to be wooed across such a muddy ditch? He would not put it past Nick and Diana: they knew her, she was unmarried, they were schemers, all of them. And then, as suddenly as the idea had arisen, he dismissed it: it was impossible, they would not wish so gloomy a creature upon their friend Julie his wife, they would be too frightened that they would never hear the end of it from her, they had not invited him with any motive at all, but simply to make up numbers, to fill a gap, because he was accidentally and conveniently spare, a polite and useful man. Nothing wrong with that either, nothing wrong with that: he was getting paranoid, he must do something about it: and the something that he did was to bend the whole of his attention to the earnest young woman, who was, amazingly enough, trying with an appearance of sincerity at least to persuade him to explain the elements of Rookes v. Barnard.

Nick and Diana must have given me a pleasant build-up, he thought, as he started to explain: she listened, intelligently, asking intelligent questions, nodding, smiling, thinking herself very good to be so interested, although so pretty, and he watched her pale oval face and her blinking false lashes—he hated false lashes, he really hated them—and wondered why she bothered. They moved on, shortly, to penal sanctions and contracts and discipline, and in a rash moment he made some analogy between parental and judicial discipline, and he saw her well-intentioned attention waver and struggle and finally lose itself: she had children, and she wanted to talk about children and how one should treat them, so they started to talk about that instead, and whether or not she should threaten her children with punishments that would never be fulfilled and whether such threats had any value: she was overcome with guilt, he drily noted, she had to confess, she had told one of her children before coming out to dinner that if it didn’t shut up and get back into bed she would lock it in its bedroom—‘I didn’t mean it,’ she was saying, ‘I really didn’t mean it, but I lost my temper . . .’ and he knew that she needed condoning, and that she would have wrested any conversation on any topic whatever to this end: so he condoned, politely, confessing to parallel misdemeanours, doing in fact what was required of him, but as he did it he felt suddenly sick with himself, because he did not care, he did not really care, in fact he objected to being used as a confessional, he objected to the whole mechanism of self-denigration and comforting admissions that they were engaged in, because one had no right to cheer oneself up by such means, one had no right to sit so comfortably assuaging one’s conscience and asking for forgiveness. Despite himself, he felt welling up within him an emotion so familiar and so unpleasant that it quite frightened him: he had not yet learnt how to forestall it, though with time he hoped he might (but what a long discipline ahead) and it was too bad to confess, too bad to share, it was not, like this girl’s loss of temper, pardonable. It was an emotion of hatred. He hated it, he hated feeling it, but the hatred remained. He had come to hate people, even the people that he liked, like Nick and Diana and this pleasant pale girl, and he hated them, ignobly, because they were not his and he could not have them. They might smile and offer him invitations, but he hated them for it. He was filled with resentment, a resentment that respected no distinctions and no loyalties. It was impossible to struggle against it, impossible to remind himself that it was his fault, not theirs,—or rather not impossible to remind himself, because he did, constantly, he did, even now—but impossible to feel the reminder, impossible to feel sympathy even though he knew quite well the forms and words of it. He felt nothing, nothing but dislike and bitterness; useless to tell himself that the fault was his. It altered nothing, such knowledge. One could order one’s features and one’s responses so that it did not show, so that it caused no positive offence, but that was no salvation: one might behave impeccably, and still, if one had not charity, it would be of no avail. And he no longer had any charity, it had all dried up in him.

Suddenly, as he sat there talking about something quite different, he thought, ‘I am embittered.’

And he knew that what he was, was precisely what the word meant, and that it was what he was. When people described other people as embittered, they were describing people like himself—embittered through failure, of one kind or another, and bitterly resenting those more fortunate. He could, as yet, conceal it, but what would happen when he became like those colleagues of his who could not mention a name without a disparaging remark, who saw the whole world as a sour conspiracy to despoil them of any satisfaction or success? And even if he managed to conceal it for ever, what a fate was that, to suffer and not to speak, to subdue one’s resentment by reason, to exhaust oneself in concealment and the forms of charity? The continual suppression of impulse seemed an unredeeming activity, but he could not think of anything better to do, the impulses being so base.

He could pretend, perhaps, not to recognise them, but a suspension of recognition was beyond him: what had once been honesty, and what was now an unrelenting habit of introspection, denied a simple refusal to admit. He had to admit it: he disliked this girl for smiling at him, he disliked Nick because he was an old friend, and Diana because she was so kind to him, and the financial journalist talking to Diana because he was not married, and that other woman in the long velvet dress because she was divorced, and the man talking to Nick because he was married to the girl talking to him. He disliked them all, childishly, simply for being what they were, and he liked disliking them, he did not want to like them, he did not want people to be pleasant or generous or remarkable, because if they were, they too much condemned his cold heart for not warming to them. They put him in the wrong, either way, by their virtues, by their failings, and he resented them because they aroused his own meanness of spirit: there was a wicked flow from him, a contaminating flow, and all those people, and the pretty room with its candles and fringed shades and oval mirrors and embroidered carpets and peacock feathers was swamped by his ill-will, by his not liking his own liking of it.

But no, the room was not swamped, it was quite unaffected: he must remember that.

It was he himself that was swamped. A bad word, swamped: because what he was, was dry, dry as a bone. And he wanted everything to be as dry as himself so that he would not be reminded of thirst. That woman in the off-licence, how her evening’s plans had rejected and excluded and judged him. There was nothing to be done about it, nothing, there was nothing in himself that could save him: there was nothing to be done in life, but to keep going, keep working—and work, yes, he always came back to this point because work could be done, adequately, even well, and without the need for the justification of tenderness he could still perform the acts—the laborious, technical, tedious, legal acts of care. It wasn’t even the work that he wanted to do, but it was an approximation, it was satisfactory. He could, anyway, continue to do it, that at least was something. He knew where he had arrived, in his thoughts. He always came to the same place. He was familiar with the journey. And having got there, he said to himself; there is a feeling in me, in my brain, in my heart, so dull, so cold, so persistent, so ancient, that I am growing fond of it, I look to it, I look forward to taking it out, at the end of this journey, I take it out and polish it like an old stone, I warm my hands on its coldness and it grows faintly warm from my hands and its much handling. If it weren’t there, I would have nothing, I would be destitute: if I couldn’t feel it now, as I sit here holding this clinking drink and lighting her cigarette, I would cease to be. It is precious to me, this dull and ordinary stone. It is always there. It is called resolution.


‘HOW UNLIKE ROSE to be so late,’ said Diana, uneasily, half an hour later: and it was evident, immediately, from the tone in which these words were spoken, that Rose was the honoured guest, the star, the sanction for the evening’s gathering, and that her presence, thus transformed into absence, was threatening to turn itself into as great an embarrassment as her arrival would have been a triumph. ‘I can’t think what can have happened, should I give her a ring, Nick?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Nick, who was helping himself to another drink, reluctant to allow his wife’s anxiety to spread, but not quite sure, because himself anxious, of how he could contain it. ‘Let’s give her another five minutes, should we?’

‘All right,’ said Diana, brightly, thinking with panic of the cassoulet slowly drying, the salad slowly crumpling into its dressing, and, worst horror, the mousse beginning to sink. She was never very sure about mousse, it was usually all right but she didn’t trust it, nor did she trust herself not to have another drink, out of desperation, and if she did she knew that she would probably start dropping things in the kitchen and burning her hands when she got things out of the oven. One disastrous dinner-party, just before Nick had left her, she had dropped the lid of the iron casserole on her foot, under the influence of a whisky too many, an accident which had proved amazingly painful, and which had in fact precipitated his departure, because when the guests had gone she had accused him of never helping to carry anything, and they had had a dreadful row, because he had said that when he did carry things she got equally angry with him for not staying and amusing their guests. She couldn’t decide, either, and was becoming increasingly incapable of deciding whether she ought to go and start warming up the soup now, or whether that would ruin the soup too, and moreover make it too clear to Rose, when she did come, if she did come, that she was very late. On the whole she much preferred people not to realise that they were late because it upset her so much when they had to apologise. She ate an olive and tried to sit still. Nick, meanwhile, was embarking on the subject of Rose: she wished he wouldn’t, because if Rose didn’t come it would make them look so silly, like boasting that one had invited the Queen but unfortunately she hadn’t been able to come. Not that Rose’s status was exactly queenly, of course, and she really ought to trust Nick’s instincts in these matters, because he usually did things all right, so she tried to say nothing as she heard him say to Simon, ‘Do you know Rose Vassiliou?’, as she watched Simon’s very sad polite blank smile, as she heard Nick continue confidentially, ‘Rose Bryanston that was, if you remember—’ and watched, so expertly aroused, the faint responsive flicker of recollection in Simon’s eyes—(Simon, surely, no reader of gossip columns, and yet surely not so removed from the world? No, not so removed, for he was replying in the affirmative, admitting his consciousness of Rose’s existence—poor Rose, wherever could she have got to? and what a disaster that she was so late, when her chief card, as a guest, was her perfect unassuming propriety, her calm diligence, her—if one could use so portentous a word—her humility, and to be late was not humble, could not be called so)—and then, after all, she could suddenly sit still no longer, and had to rise up and drift, she hoped unnoticed, off into the kitchen, where she stared at the cold green soup in a mixture of disgust and hungry apprehension, leaving Nick, struggling as he was with a delicate evocation (possibly at any moment to be interrupted by its subject) of Rose’s notorious past, to reflect upon her almost offensive calm and social tact.

Simon, listening to this highly allusive discourse, began by not bothering to try to connect with it, so sure was he that Rose Vassiliou was yet another visiting Greek singer or Portuguese actress or American intellectual, whose existence could in no possible way interest his own life (except as material to report to Julie, and that was the kind of obligation he tried to resist, seeing no reason why he should feed too often the passions in her that he disapproved, in much the way that one resents buying as Christmas gifts objects that one intensely dislikes oneself, despite the pleasure that one knows they would give to the recipient.) But as Nick continued to explain, evoking the absent Rose’s virtues, he did begin, dimly, almost despite himself, to remember something of what he was being told: from ten years back or more, the story was, when they had all been young, and this Rose herself a little younger than they had been, because she had been under age, and that was what all the fuss had been about: she had been made a ward-of-court, being an heiress to some kind of hard commodity like steel or ships or glass, and having set her heart on marrying an unsuitable man. The results and details of this scandal he had quite forgotten: whether she had married, eloped, or submitted, he no longer knew: but he was aware that her name was still current, that the intervening ten years had not passed quite without event, though he could not work out what her name was now connected with—meths drinkers, prison reform, he vaguely thought it might be something of this kind—and yes, that was it, he had it now, it was all coming back to him, she was the girl who had given all her money away to the poor, or something ridiculous like that. He couldn’t remember the details, but it had been something like that. Rose Vassiliou, yes, that was the name. Though who Vassiliou was, he had no idea—had he been the adventurer, from whom she had been so dramatically protected? The name sounded vaguely adventurous, and he pictured to himself a handsome Greek sailor, seducing a young, pretty, and impressionable heiress: though possibly quite wrongly, he knew, for there was nothing to prove that Vassiliou had not on the contrary been some subsequent shipping magnate, the punitive choice of an angry father. Whoever he was, he was clearly not expected to dinner this evening: he would have made the numbers odd. And Nick and Diana, for all their charming informality—Nick would never wear a suit, had not been seen in one for years—would never have permitted that.

Simon was speculating about wardship, and the possibility of family relations so bad that such dire acts of legal aggression could take place within them, and penal clauses in industrial relations bills, and the relations of law and goodwill, when the door-bell rang, and Nick, only just able to conceal his extreme relief, abandoned him a moment too hastily to answer it: and when Nick reascended the stairs with the well-heralded Rose, his first thought upon seeing her was a sudden, treacherous recollection of a remark that had been bandied about at the time of her wardship—that it was easy enough to see what the man in question was after, because it was certainly not her beauty. He had remembered the remark, because such remarks always obscurely pained him, making him more aware of his own lack of beauty: having a moral and sophisticated mind, he would endlessly discuss to himself the problem of whether the pain caused by such casual remarks about others was true sympathy, or really a transferred sympathy that was at its dark heart masochistic. And with these anxieties as a background, he was relieved to note that Rose Vassiliou’s plainness—as she advanced towards him, her hand extended—was not pathetic, it did not move the heart to pity or to its sinister reverse: she touched at once something that was more like tenderness. She was small, her hand itself was small, and her face, childish yet anxious, was delicately mazed with the young wrinkles of her age—which, from the accidents of her publicised past, he could have accurately calculated, placing her in her early thirties, a little younger than himself for he had read of her elopement (was it?) while at Oxford. She frowned as she smiled in greeting, her brow raising itself anxiously, nervously polite, aware that she had been late, remiss; and the wrinkles gathered into the descending thin curls—a row of them, lying straight across her high forehead, and her mouth strained slightly, with its pale lips, as though smiling were an effort of true goodwill rather than a natural effect of pleasure. Her hair was a pale and faded brown, that might once have been blonde, or which might even, prematurely, be a darker brown upon the verge of grey, and her eyes were grey: her whole face was so affectingly uneccentric, so conscientiously pleasant (so unadorned with lipstick or eye-lashes) that it was some moments before he noticed that her clothes were less complaisant, or if complaisant, then complaisant, to her hosts, in a different sense—for she was wearing a long dress eccentric enough by any standards, a tatty off-white embroidered and beaded dress, with fraying sleeves and an irregular hem line, and on her feet were very old flat red leather shoes, bursting at the seams, and extremely worn. There was nothing dowdy or ugly about her dress: on the contrary, he had to recognise, once he noticed it at all, that she had a certain private elegance, an elegance so unworldly that it made the whole room, and all the other beaded dresses and peacock feathers and gold slippers in it, look suddenly too new, too bright, too good: too recent imitations of the gently decayed image that she so unostentatiously presented. She looked, because of age and softness, authentic, as ancient frescoes look in churches, frescoes which in their very dimness offer a promise of truth that a more brilliant (however beautiful) restoration denies. And yet it was almost impossible to resent her curious distinction: impossible even for him, so schooled in resentment: because she carried with her such an air of sadness, of lack of certainty, that to resent it would have been not an act of self-defence, but an act of aggression, of violent reproach. He would never have noticed her, had she not been drawn to his attention, deliberately, by Nick’s carefully designed preamble—Nick, a perfect judge of such matters, had known that she required explanation, that her qualities would not speak for themselves, that an untrained or uninformed eye would never recognise her rarity without a label to point it out. Because she was insignificant. A modest, unremarkable looking person. So how could one resent a distinction that one might so easily have missed altogether?

Perhaps, astonishingly, she disarmed self-defence: or so he found himself thinking, as she took his hand, and smiled, and turned from him, slightly, to Diana, to accept a drink, and to say, as she drank a large mouthful of it, that she was sorry she was so late, and that she would take her drink in with her to dinner should dinner be ready, as she had delayed everyone, and that she nevertheless had to have the drink because she was so tired and so overwrought at being so late, though she was feeling better already at the very sight of alcohol and other people’s faces. Diana, at this gesture of permission, disappeared to heat the soup, and Rose Vassiliou had time to expatiate upon her apology, though so delicately that she seemed to convey a sense of true pleasure in having at last arrived—‘I couldn’t get a taxi, you know, Nick,’ she said, laying her hand on Nick’s sleeve, a hand mazed he could see with fine dry lines—‘I couldn’t get a taxi because I live in such a ridiculous place—’ and she laughed, expecting Nick to laugh, and turned to Simon, expecting the question which he duly asked. ‘I live in such an absurd place,’ she said. ‘You wouldn’t believe. It’s way up behind the Alexandra Palace, have you ever been that way at all? No? Nobody ever has, it’s quite astonishing. The taxi men don’t believe my address when I give it to them, and so they forget to come—they say they’re coming, but they don’t come.’

He knew better, for some reason—for some clue she had given him, some covert signal—than to ask her why she lived where she lived: the interesting fact was interesting only if self-sufficient, it would bear no explaining—and so he had time only to make a comment or so upon the unreliable behavior of taxis before she was removed from him, and taken to talk to other people—other people who knew her already, he noted, from the tone of the greeting, and then in a moment, before he had time to do more than reflect on the insatiable congregating sociability of misanthropes like himself and people who lived behind Alexandra Palace, Diana appeared to summon them, at last, to dine. He was very hungry, as he had not eaten since lunch: an inadequate and hurried lunch on Fleet Street. And he found himself hoping, as they descended the stairs, that he might perhaps find himself sitting next to Rose Vassiliou.

He had not for so long experienced something like preference, something like a faintly favourable emotion, that he dispelled it from his consciousness most consciously: it would not do to fall too eagerly upon the neck of so shy and rare a visitant. He talked, instead on the way down the stairs, to the man who was a journalist: but nevertheless, at the table, it was beside Rose that he found himself requested to take his place. She was turned from him, as he sat, towards Nick, on whose right she was seated, and she remained so turned, except for a few brief swervings for salt or bread, until the soup was over: so he concentrated his attention upon his other neighbour, a tall divorced woman who said that she ran an agency for disseminating news upon artistic and social events: ‘an official grapevine, you might say,’ she said to him, flashing at him some very white and even teeth, and he could not tell if she were truly commercial in spirit, which he might have understood if not respected: or whether she truly interested herself in such matters. He suspected the latter, for there was something of the enthusiast in her manner, something both excitable and gullible, that he recognised from his domestic experiences: though this was perhaps merely a front, an attractive shine, upon the harder business of making gossip pay. He contented himself in listening to her, for he had little to say, being well aware that a mention of his own profession, even if offered in a spirit of polite exchange of information, would have created in her a response of instant, pitying boredom: so he listened, and asked questions—being quite well enough informed, alas, to ask the right questions—and from time to time, as he looked down at his green soup, he also looked slightly askance at Rose Vassiliou’s hand, which was crumbling to pieces, with an untiring restless purposeless motion, the brown wholemeal bread on her plate. It interested him, this hand, and he remembered the touch of it in greeting: it had been light and dry, and the back of it was brown and slightly crazed like an old earthenware pot. He could not recollect that he had ever seen so fine a mesh of wrinkles, that had about them no suggestion of age, or of loosening of the skin: they were of the surface, like small scratches. The hand looked not old, but childlike. One nail only had been bitten: a confined neurosis, attached to the index finger. There was a ring on the middle finger with a white stone in it: a sardonyx. The hand hovered over the bread, restlessly plucking and seizing and crumbling, like a friend or a small bird.

When the soup plates had been removed, amidst conventional cries of appreciation, which Diana accepted quite graciously, already convinced that the casserole would prove inedible, Rose Vassiliou turned to Simon, correctly, and smiled a little anxiously—(eyestrain, perhaps, had caused that look of concentration, those hair-like crowsfeet)—and said to him, ‘You were at college with Nick, I believe?’ and he said that yes, indeed he had been, and at school too, oddly enough: ‘You come from the North, then?’ she said, ‘I would not have known it’—and he and Nick exchanged glances, and both agreed that they had camouflaged themselves well. ‘The North East, it was,’ said Nick. ‘The North East. Simon never goes back, do you, Simon?’

‘I have no cause to go back,’ said Simon. ‘Everyone has moved. My mother lives near Hastings now, so there is no cause to go back.’

‘You don’t dislike it, then?’ she said, left in dialogue with him because Nick’s other neighbour had claimed his attention: and he replied, ‘No, not particularly, but my wife does, and so we don’t go—’

‘Why does she dislike it?’ said Rose, and then, thinking better of the question, attempted to disguise it by helping herself to some vegetables. But it was too late. He replied, saying that she disliked it because she too was from the same region, and had always hated it with a real passion, and now could hardly be dragged there for any reason. ‘Sad, to hate the place where one was born,’ said Rose, and he agreed that it was sad, but common, and asked her, aware of rashness, where she had been born herself. ‘In the country,’ she said, sighing, as though the phrase explained itself. ‘In the country.’ He found it difficult to interrogate her, aware that there were facts about her that he might have been expected to know, but she continued, after a pause, and after a sip of wine: ‘I was born at our house in Norfolk.’

‘And did you like it there?’ he asked, wondering what violent wave had thrown her thence to the back of Alexandra Palace—a journey so much the reverse of his own, so different a shore upon which, in the middle of life, to find oneself cast—and she said, through a mouthful of beans, ‘Oh yes, I liked it, how could one not like it? That’s the trouble with nice places, one can’t help liking them,’—and then she smiled, a smile full of a wish to please, and said to him, changing the subject from herself, afraid to bore (a sign he recognised) and said—‘And you, what do you do here in London? You’re not in television like Nick, are you?’

‘How can you tell I’m not in television?’

‘It’s your suit, I think, it’s too respectable. You’re not offended, are you? I like respectable suits—and your hair, too, no, I can tell you’re not in television. I don’t want you to be in television, I want you to tell me about something quite different. You’re not offended, are you?’—and her hand hovered near his sleeve, placating and gentle, and then returned to its dry crumbs—‘Tell me what you do,’ she said, managing to sound as though she might almost want to know. ‘Tell me something new.’

‘I could tell you about Trades Union legislation,’ he said, ‘for instance. I tried to explain it to somebody before you arrived, but she found it as dull as I’m sure you would.’

‘Not at all, not at all,’ she said, ‘I am most interested in Trades Unions, I am even not uninformed on the subject—but you’re not a Trades Union man, are you? Surely not?’

‘What will you allow me to be?’ he said, watching her profile as she ate, watching her as she turned back to him, quite unusually susceptible to her interest, hardly yet beginning to guard himself against its ease, so careful was its expression: ‘Why, you can be what you like,’ she said, laughing, gesticulating with her free hand, ‘you can be what you like, but tell me what you are, and in exchange I will tell you the story of my many careers—’ and he, lured on by this truly interesting bargain, said, ‘Well’ (for how could such a statement go unprefaced)—well, I’m a barrister.’ And her smiling face, turned towards him, flickered and flinched as though a bright light had suddenly dazzled her fading eyes. It was unmistakeable: he saw it happen. She looked down at her plate, and he saw the food through her gaze suddenly unpalatable, though she had been eating with hunger until that moment: she pushed petulantly at a lump of chicken skin, she prodded a bean, she struggled quietly, and then she looked up again, chewing a piece of sausage the texture of which communicated itself to his own mouth, and said ‘Ah yes, a barrister, that I wouldn’t have guessed. And what have barristers to do with Trades Unions?’

It was so quick a transition, so cool a recovery, so useful an assumption of quite spurious naïveté, that he in turn wanted to lay his hand upon her sleeve, but he was not given to such gestures, so he made his own: and his own consisted of explaining quite seriously his own connections with industrial law. She listened, gravely, assenting now and then to some query, but so quietly that he could not tell whether or not she appeared to agree with him through politeness, through a genuine similarity of conviction, or because she was thinking about something else, about that something else into which the name of his profession had obtruded so disturbingly. He could still sense in her a whole area of sensitivity that he had unwittingly exposed and was now afraid to touch, so it was with some relief that he enlisted Nick’s help—having seen Nick’s head turn slightly as he heard the word ‘compensation’—and Nick, sure enough, was quite happy to turn round and recount the only piece of litigation that had ever interested him, which was the consequence of an accident that his aunt had had while bicycling to work at a biscuit factory near Tynemouth in 1938.

Simon had heard the story many times before, but one could not deny that Nick recounted it with real wit: his aunt’s pride in her important position, her delight at finding herself a precedent, her Cuttings Book of all the newspaper reports on her case, made a good anecdote. Simon always enjoyed it twice over—once, because he was the only person there who really appreciated the technical details and significance of the case—and then all over again, maliciously, because again, he was the only person there who knew exactly what this particular aunt meant in Nick’s delicate social presentation of himself. Nick’s social background was simple enough to describe in real terms: his father was a dispensing chemist in a miserable working-class district in Gateshead, and as such had enjoyed considerable local prestige, being, comparatively, a man of substance and learning. His mother had been a dressmaker, and her four sisters, of whom the bicycling aunt was one, had all been factory workers. Nick, throughout grammar school, where Simon had first met him, had laboured endlessly to upgrade his own background: the aunts were concealed, rejected, utterly denied. The more affluent aspects of his home life were peddled mercilessly: he had done a good trade, Nick had, during the war, at primary school, with Horlicks tablets, soda bomsssssbs, vitamin sweets, and other such lures for sweet-rationed youth. By the time he reached grammar school, he had stopped trading in sweets, officially, and started trading in his father’s interest in nuclear disarmament, an interest which his schoolfriends found amazingly avant-garde and chic, for a father. Then he arrived at Oxford, sized the situation up in a trice, dropped his emancipated father, and started to trade in his working-class aunts. They were invaluable to him. He flaunted them at debates, bandied them about at parties, flung them at insolent girls at balls, crushed friends with them over a quiet drink in the pub. They were never, of course, allowed near the place: they worked better from afar. Simon was the only person who had ever met any of them. He wondered, sometimes, how Nick could bear to know what Simon knew about him. Was it connivance? For there were things that Nick knew about Simon as well, perhaps.

From industrial compensation, the conversation moved vaguely and generally on to the validity of cherished grievances: the North versus the South, workman and employer, Arabs and Israel, Northern Ireland, the rights of women. The journalist, who was sitting next to Diana, defended most ably the view that one cannot endure more than what passes in one’s own lifetime, and that any claim to hereditary woe is a luxury: it was so much what Simon had once believed, and better put than he could have put it, that he listened with real interest. It was a good subject, the conversation was good, and yet at the back of his mind nagged the knowledge that he no longer thought it to be true, the line taken, and that people endure not one lifetime but many, layers and layers of evolved suffering handed down, worse than anything Freud had ever proposed in the way of predestination, and into his mind, as he tried, inadequately, to formulate something of this conviction, came a whole recollection so vivid that it startled him—his mother, standing next to him in church, looking down at him when she saw what the psalm for the day was, and saying to him crossly and primly and vehemently, her brow wrinkled with outrage, her hat bobbing insecurely as she bent to his low level—‘Pay no attention to this psalm, it’s wicked, it’s ungodly, Simon. They shouldn’t sing it in this day and age, they shouldn’t really.’ The psalm was the 137th Psalm, about the waters of Babylon, and its message was that the sins of the fathers shall be visited upon the children, and that the brains of the children of one’s enemy should be dashed out upon the rocks. He too had believed the psalm wicked: wicked it was: but true. She had tried to undo it for him, his mother, she had tried to break the chain and untie the knot, but how uselessly, to what avail.

There was another dissertation on the same theme, in Ezekiel. She had pointed it out to him. Ezekiel too had tried to arrest the course of destruction. Thousands of years ago. Ezekiel had said, ‘What do you mean, by repeating this proverb concerning the land of Israel “The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge”? As I live, says the Lord God, this proverb shall no more be used by you in Israel. Behold, all souls are mine, the soul of the father as well as the soul of the son is mine!’ He had made a brave attempt, that ancient prophet. The sour grapes, the crushing of grapes, and the battering of babies’ soft skulls. Israel and Egypt, from generation unto generation.

When they had finished talking about Israel, he asked them what they understood by the term radical. What does it have to do with roots, he wanted to know—a cutting of roots, a planting of roots, a discovery of roots? They picked it up with interest, and went over it: he sat back and listened. Carrots and turnips, Cobbett and Burke, he was no historian, but it did seem to him that he and Nick had travelled rather too far too quickly. A radical ought to believe, must believe it possible to convert a nation within a generation, but could that ever be so? Where would he have been if his mother had not fed him pelican-like with her own blood? It was all very well, free higher education, education acts, grammar schools—was it not significant that of all the people round this table, he and Nick (Nick only by maternal descent) were the only two who might with any justice be called working class, and that they had arrived there because their parents—Nick’s father, his own mother—had bent on their sons the peculiar weight of their own thwarted ambitions? From generation unto generation. Men do not spring out of the earth like soldiers from dragons’ teeth, nor do they spring into and out of grammar schools with such abandon.


He found himself thinking like this more often these days. A sign of age, no doubt.

The others round this table, no doubt about it, had all had it made from birth. Some more than others, but they had all been born into possibility, into affluence. It was easy enough to tell. He was good at picking out masqueraders, being one himself. It was less easy with women, it was true—he saw less well the shades of their past, their pursuing furies, for they were obscured to him by their nice clothes and their nice bodies. But one could still tell.

So what, therefore, did it mean, that their views were so correct, so liberal, so progressive: what did it mean, that hardly a breath of dissension ruffled their faith in the progress of equality? Only the journalist demurred, and he was an economist, and therefore obliged, these days, it would seem, to breathe a note of sober pessimism: economists, Simon could not help noticing, had moved slowly to the right over the last year or so, like a moving backcloth, against which he stood, himself a stationary object: they rippled past, row after row, or so he thought, but maybe it was not so, maybe he met different people these days, or maybe, it was not inconceivable, maybe he had himself moved imperceptibly, without noticing it, towards the left? That could not be so, surely, one became reactionary with age. It must be the acceleration of the warned and the wise, fleeing some real or imagined disaster, that had left him standing. But he was in good company. All the rest of them, save the economist, were with him: there they sat, well-dressed, liberal, enlightened on the massive National Debt. Would it ever sink beneath them? There seemed little danger of such an event.

And he and Nick, two from amongst all those millions, had made it, after all.

The conversation fell to pieces when the woman who ran an agency could not resist introducing the fact (while they were on the subject of Roots) that there was to be a new production of Roots at the Oxford next month with of all people Myra Hallam in the lead, could one imagine: no, one could not imagine, yes, one would quite like some chocolate mousse, thank you very much, and did she know that Richard Boot was
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