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    When memory shatters, love and destiny become a maze of shadows and second chances. James Hilton’s Random Harvest steps into that labyrinth with the assurance of a storyteller who understands that the most gripping mysteries are not crimes but lives. Set against the ruptures of the twentieth century, the novel asks what remains of a self when the past goes missing, and how affection, choice, and chance might piece it together. It is both intimate and expansive: a personal story of amnesia and devotion that unfolds across a society still counting the costs of war and reshaping its future.

The author is James Hilton, a British novelist whose name was already familiar to millions through Lost Horizon and Goodbye, Mr. Chips. Random Harvest was published in 1941, at a moment when Britain was again at war and readers were acutely aware of history’s abrupt breaks. Composed and released in that crucible, the book reflects the tensions of its time without becoming topical reportage. Hilton’s humane sensibility, honed in earlier works that paired warmth with moral inquiry, here turns to the aftereffects of the First World War, exploring how private lives bend under public events and how memory mediates that pressure.

The central premise is elegantly simple: a soldier of the First World War, traumatized and suffering from amnesia, steps back into civilian life with a span of years missing and a heart tethered to things he cannot name. He builds a future in peacetime England—competence, purpose, and a tentative happiness—while a fugitive past glimmers just beyond reach. The novel’s tension resides in this gap: a life solidly constructed on uncertain ground, a love that grows in the present even as the lost years promise both danger and clarity. Hilton lets mystery arise from character, not contrivance.

Hilton’s artistry lies in how he entwines romance, psychological drama, and social observation. The narrative is paced to the rhythms of recollection: revelations appear not as tricks but as the natural consequence of a mind feeling for its former contours. The interwar atmosphere—its cautious optimism, its business energies, its lingering wounds—forms an essential texture rather than a mere backdrop. Without straining for effect, the book suggests how identity is social as well as private, made of work and friendship as much as of memory. Each scene advances the emotional inquiry while deepening the world in which it takes place.

Readers and critics have long considered Random Harvest a classic because it balances readability with resonance. Hilton’s prose has the lucidity that invites broad audiences, yet he never simplifies the moral ambiguities of trauma, loyalty, and choice. The novel’s construction is both inviting and exacting, yielding the satisfactions of a love story and the reflective pleasures of a meditation on fate. Its success is confirmed by decades of continued readership and discussion, the mark of a work that has embedded itself in cultural memory without depending on novelty or period fashion for its power.

Part of the book’s literary impact stems from its treatment of psychological injury at a moment when such subjects were entering everyday discourse. Shell shock and amnesia had already troubled clinicians and families; Hilton gives these realities narrative dignity without sensationalism. He portrays the impairment not as a plot gimmick but as a human condition with ethical and social consequences. In doing so, he helped make the language of trauma intelligible to a wide public, offering a lens through which to consider reintegration, secrecy, and the fragile negotiations by which individuals rejoin ordinary life after extraordinary disruption.

Random Harvest has also exerted influence through the reach of its form and its adaptations. Its 1942 film version, produced by MGM and directed by Mervyn LeRoy, brought the story to an even larger audience, with performances that reinforced the novel’s blend of tenderness and suspense. More broadly, the book belongs to a lineage of twentieth-century narratives that use lost memory to explore identity, a structure echoed across later fiction and cinema. Its fusion of love story and amnesia-driven mystery demonstrated how popular narrative could carry serious psychological themes without sacrificing momentum.

Themes of chance and design run throughout. The title gestures toward the unpredictable gleanings that life yields, and Hilton traces how seemingly minor accidents reshape entire destinies. Yet he never abandons the role of character: persistence, decency, and care prove as decisive as luck. The novel also engages questions of class and public service, showing how private needs intersect with national responsibilities in a society rebuilding itself. In this way, the protagonist’s struggle to reclaim a coherent self parallels a nation’s effort to find continuity amid change, turning an individual dilemma into a collective reflection.

Hilton’s characters invite affection without inviting sentimentality. The central figure’s dignity rests not on heroics but on steadiness and restraint, while those around him illuminate shades of loyalty, pragmatism, and hope. Relationships are drawn with attention to the ordinary acts that constitute devotion: work shared, promises kept, silences held. The author trusts the reader to appreciate quiet virtues as much as large revelations. Consequently, the story’s emotional weight accumulates gradually, scene by scene, creating an atmosphere in which kindness and courage register as deeply as mystery and romance.

Equally notable is the evocation of place and time. England emerges in varied registers: hospital wards and country lanes, boardrooms and back rooms, urban bustle and provincial calm. This geography mirrors the protagonist’s divided experience, as public locales demand certainty while private spaces allow vulnerability. Hilton does not linger pedantically over period detail; instead he selects suggestive particulars that summon the texture of the interwar years. The result is a setting that feels lived-in and morally legible, a landscape where personal decisions carry civic echoes and history’s movements are felt in everyday rooms.

Hilton’s style—measured, compassionate, and unshowy—fits the material. He writes with the confidence that feeling need not be loud to be profound, and he organizes the plot so that discovery seems earned rather than imposed. The pacing, neither hurried nor languid, honors the lag of healing and the suddenness of remembrance. He steers between cynicism and sentiment, holding to a humane middle that allows readers to believe in goodness without ignoring the world’s fractures. That poise helps explain the novel’s durability: it rewards first reading with suspense and later readings with insight.

For contemporary readers, Random Harvest remains timely because its questions persist. How do individuals and societies mend after violence? What is owed to the past, and what can be forgiven or forgotten? In an age still marked by displacement, invisible injuries, and contested narratives of self, Hilton’s story offers solace and challenge. Its classic status endures not only through historical interest or cinematic fame but through a continued capacity to speak to resilience, commitment, and the fragile miracles of recognition. The book invites us to consider how identity is recovered—and how love helps make that recovery last.
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    Random Harvest, published in 1941 by British novelist James Hilton, is a quiet, searching tale about memory, identity, and public duty. Set mainly in England from the final months of the First World War through the uneasy interwar decades, it follows Charles Rainier, a reserved businessman who becomes a national figure while carrying a private wound: a span of lost years he cannot recall. Hilton traces how a life of competence and restraint can conceal unanswered questions, and how chance encounters alter a destiny. The narrative moves from personal intimacies to national concerns, always anchored in the enigma at its center.

At the outset, Charles is introduced within a prosperous but slightly frayed English household, the junior son in a family whose fortunes rest on a long-established firm. He is capable, dutiful, and somewhat shy, the sort of young man others rely on without fully understanding. The world around him is shifting: old hierarchies tremble, new attitudes appear, and the press of war draws even cautious men outward. Hilton’s attention to manners and small decisions grounds the character before events overtake him, making clear that Charles’s later public poise grows from habits of understatement formed well before his crisis.

When the war comes, Charles serves and is badly shaken by combat. The novel does not linger on battlefield spectacle so much as on the psychological shock that follows. A wound and ensuing trauma break the thread of his identity, leaving him uncertain who he is or where he belongs. Records fail to align; messages go astray; and he slips, almost invisibly, out of the lives that expect him. Hilton treats this disappearance not as melodrama but as a humane study of shell shock, showing how a capable man can become a stranger to himself in the confusing aftermath of conflict.

Adrift yet resourceful, Charles builds a provisional existence among strangers, guided by instinct and kindness from unexpected quarters. In this interval he forms a deep attachment to a woman who recognizes his vulnerability without pitying him, helping him fashion a modest happiness from uncertainty. Their partnership is tender and practical, with plans that gesture toward permanence. Then fate intervenes with abrupt force, and the fragile arrangement collapses. Circumstances erase his trail and sever contact before promises can be kept. What remains is a lingering impression—a voice, a manner, a sense of rightness—that will haunt his later choices even when memory fails.

Eventually Charles re-enters the world that once knew him, now shadowed by a gap he cannot fill. Family need pulls him into responsibility: the firm requires steadier leadership, and the household looks to him for balance. His gift is composure. He stabilizes crises, brokers compromises, and gradually becomes a figure whose judgment carries weight beyond commerce. Encouraged into politics, he enters Parliament, where his unshowy competence finds a platform. The novel observes how reputation accrues from reliability, even as private doubts persist. Charles’s manner remains courteous and contained, yet small instants—a name, a street—disturb his calm with inexplicable resonance.

Against a backdrop of interwar turbulence—economic strain, strikes, shifting parties—Charles practices moderation. Hilton sketches the period without polemic, using debates and boardrooms to show a nation improvising. Success brings him allies and detractors, confidants who sense his reserve but rarely its cause. Quietly, he consults physicians and sifts through documents, looking for traces of the vanished interval that might link present competence to the earlier self he suspects he once was. Memory seems to approach and recede by accident. A snatch of melody, a provincial landmark glimpsed from a train, professional papers filed under old protocols: each offers a hint, not proof.

The search draws him into encounters that feel like almost-recognitions. People insist he reminds them of someone; an address yields a closed door; an anecdote contains a detail he cannot account for. Friends and colleagues, moved by loyalty or curiosity, help discreetly, mindful of the risks such inquiries pose to a public figure. The portrait that emerges is not sensational but human: mistakes made in confusion, kindnesses repaid, identities that overlap imperfectly. Charles weighs the practical cost of pressing further against the moral cost of abandoning the past. The novel makes his dilemma intelligible without promising simple answers.

As pressure mounts—business responsibilities, political calculations, and the ordinary wear of reputation—events conspire to bring the hidden chapter closer to the surface. Hilton tightens the narrative not with shocks but with convergences: a meeting scheduled for routine reasons, a document routed through unexpected channels, a chance entrance at the right moment. Charles must decide how much of his careful life he will hazard in pursuit of what he cannot name. The narrative respects the reader’s intelligence, laying out evidence patiently and letting meaning accrue. A revelation is prepared, but the emphasis remains on character rather than contrivance.

Without disclosing its final turns, Random Harvest endures for the questions it keeps alive. It considers whether identity is a ledger of remembered facts or a pattern made from habits, loyalties, and love. It tests the strength of duty when set against the claims of the heart, and it treats chance not as whimsy but as a force shaping destinies as surely as policy or will. Hilton’s prose is understated, his sympathies broad. The novel’s lasting message is that lives can be both ordinary and mysterious, and that compassion—extended to oneself and to others—can steady us when knowledge falters.
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    Random Harvest unfolds primarily in England between the final months of the First World War and the late 1930s, with its publication coinciding with the early years of the Second World War. The dominant institutions shaping this world are the British Army, the psychiatric and general hospital systems that treated returning soldiers, the intertwined spheres of Parliament and big business, and a stratified class order mediated by public schools and the press. Urban London, provincial industrial districts, and quiet country houses coexist, illustrating a nation negotiating recovery and change. The novel’s personal story moves across these spaces, registering how policy, class, and commerce influence intimate lives.

Britain’s First World War experience underpins the narrative. Between 1914 and 1918, millions served on the Western Front; casualties and trauma were immense. Trench warfare, artillery barrages, and gas attacks produced not only physical wounds but psychological injuries that altered postwar society. Demobilization after the Armistice in November 1918 brought shock to labor markets and families who had to reintegrate veterans. The protagonist is a wounded officer whose disorientation and memory loss recall countless cases of soldiers struggling to resume civilian life. The book reflects both the camaraderie and the devastation of wartime service, acknowledging how the conflict reshaped identities and futures.

Contemporary medicine labeled many war-related psychological injuries as “shell shock,” a term used during the conflict and widely discussed thereafter. Treatment varied from rest cures to talk therapy, with outcomes uncertain. British law still reflected Victorian frameworks: the Lunacy Act of 1890 governed certification for asylums, and language around “lunacy” persisted until reform. The Mental Treatment Act of 1930 allowed voluntary admissions and renamed institutions “mental hospitals,” signaling changing attitudes. Random Harvest draws on this shifting landscape, portraying hospitalization, stigma, and the administrative hurdles attached to psychiatric care. Its depiction of amnesia and institutionalization mirrors real debates over diagnosis, autonomy, and rehabilitation.

Postwar policy and international settlement form a shadow backdrop. The 1919 Treaty of Versailles redrew borders and imposed reparations on Germany, while Britain faced debt, colonial adjustments, and the costs of victory. The League of Nations emerged in 1920, inspiring hopes of collective security even as skepticism lingered. In Britain, remembrance rituals, memorials, and silence about trauma coexisted. Hilton’s narrative, though personal, echoes that ambivalence: it registers weariness with political grandstanding and a desire for stability, yet hints at the fragility of peace. Characters’ cautious optimism reflects a society uneasy about whether the sacrifices had secured a durable order.

The influenza pandemic of 1918–1920 killed millions worldwide and struck Britain in several waves, closing schools, overwhelming hospitals, and darkening public morale. Although Random Harvest does not center on the epidemic, the novel’s atmosphere of precarious health, sudden absence, and disrupted plans belongs to a generation for whom illness and mourning were commonplace. Social practices—quarantines, public hygiene campaigns, and altered funeral customs—left marks on communities. The pandemic intensified respect for medical authority while exposing the limits of science in crisis, a tension the book quietly absorbs as it portrays characters negotiating uncertainty and clinging to ordinary routines amid instability.

Economic turbulence frames the early 1920s. A brief postwar boom gave way to a sharp recession in 1920–1921, as prices fell, exports slumped, and unemployment surged, particularly in heavy industry and textiles. Employers rationalized production; unions resisted wage cuts; regional disparities deepened. The novel’s businessman-hero enters corporate life at a moment when consolidation and managerial professionalism promised order but often meant austerity. Boardrooms sought stability through mergers and cautious investment. Random Harvest registers the managerial ethos of the day—efficiency, reserve, and service—while showing how economic decisions filtered down to workers, families, and towns that depended on a single firm’s health.

Industrial conflict culminated in the 1926 General Strike, when the Trades Union Congress called out workers in support of miners facing wage reductions and longer hours. For nine days in May, transport, printing, and other sectors halted before the strike ended without concessions; the miners’ lockout continued for months. The episode hardened attitudes on both sides and sharpened debates about the role of the state, press, and employers in a modern economy. Hilton’s narrative treats labor relations with restraint but captures the era’s social friction, depicting owners and employees bound together in mutual dependence even as distrust and paternalism shaped daily interactions.

British politics in the interwar years were fluid. The Liberal Party declined after wartime splits, while Labour rose from a parliamentary minority to form governments in 1924 and 1929–1931. Conservatives remained strong under leaders such as Stanley Baldwin. Economic crisis in 1931 led to a National Government dominated by Conservatives but including some Labour and Liberal figures. Random Harvest’s forays into parliamentary life evoke this shifting landscape: backbenchers, coalition logic, and constituency pressures interact with business interests. The book is attentive to the decorum and pragmatism of Westminster, hinting at how personal conviction often yields to compromise in the name of stability.

Financial policy touched the lives of firms and voters alike. Britain returned to the gold standard in 1925 at the prewar parity, a controversial decision associated with deflationary pressure and export difficulties. The global crash of 1929 intensified strain, and in September 1931 Britain abandoned gold, allowing sterling to float. Recovery followed unevenly, with rearmament later stimulating industry. In Random Harvest, business calculations and political caution reflect a world where currency, credit, and confidence are intertwined. The narrative’s preference for steady stewardship echoes interwar arguments that technocratic competence—rather than ideological zeal—was the surest safeguard against shocks and panics.

Women’s status changed markedly. The Representation of the People Act 1918 enfranchised many women over 30; the Equal Franchise Act 1928 granted voting rights on the same terms as men at 21. The Sex Disqualification (Removal) Act 1919 opened professions like law and civil service to women, and wartime employment left cultural traces of independence. Marriage and divorce laws also evolved: the Matrimonial Causes Act 1923 equalized grounds for divorce, and reforms in 1937 widened them. Random Harvest’s women display capability and discretion within these constraints, reflecting both new opportunities and persistent expectations of loyalty, modesty, and emotional labor.

Mass media expanded rapidly, shaping reputation and politics. The British Broadcasting Company began in 1922 and became the British Broadcasting Corporation in 1927, developing national radio habits through news, talks, and entertainment. Circulations of popular newspapers grew, and press barons wielded influence through headlines and campaigns. Public figures could be made or unmade by coverage; privacy remained porous. The novel’s public life is punctuated by press notices and carefully managed appearances, suggesting awareness that modern leadership depends on both substance and image. Radio, print, and cinema provided common reference points that connected town and countryside in shared narratives.

Technological change altered mobility and risk. Railways remained central after the 1921 Railways Act grouped companies into the “Big Four” from 1923, while motorcars, buses, and lorries expanded road travel. The Road Traffic Act 1930 regulated licensing and safety; the Road Traffic Act 1934 introduced driving tests and a 30 mph limit in built-up areas. Telephones spread unevenly; typewriters and dictation machines streamlined office work. These developments underpin Random Harvest’s scenes of commuting, country retreats, and brisk business schedules. They also create new contingencies: missed connections, roadway hazards, and messages racing faster than deliberation, all shaping chance meetings and separations.

Housing and social welfare bore the imprint of wartime promises. The 1919 Housing and Town Planning Act—often linked with the slogan “homes for heroes”—subsidized local authorities to build new estates, while later acts encouraged private construction. Suburban growth offered privacy and gardens for the middle classes, though depressed regions faced slum persistence and high unemployment. Random Harvest moves between gracious houses, modest lodgings, and institutional settings, locating characters within a housing market that signaled status and security. Domestic interiors become moral geographies, measuring stability by hearth, library, and nursery, even as economic uncertainty could unsettle households with a single downturn.

Education and class networks remained powerful. Public schools and Oxford or Cambridge educated many political and business elites, cultivating understatement, duty, and old-boy connections valuable in boardrooms and Cabinet rooms alike. Technical education expanded, but prestige rested with classical curricula. Social mobility was possible yet constrained by accent, school ties, and inherited capital. Random Harvest’s career tracks reflect these hierarchies: merit and diligence matter, but introductions, clubland, and family reputation smooth the path. The book neither condemns nor celebrates this order outright; instead, it shows how personal decency can mitigate rigidities while acknowledging how gatekeeping shapes opportunity.

Interwar culture balanced disillusion with a desire for reassurance. High modernists experimented with fragmented time and memory, while a large readership favored middlebrow fiction that combined romance, ethics, and contemporary settings. Hilton wrote for this audience, blending psychological focus with accessible style. Popular cinema and West End theater circulated similar themes of loss, recovery, and second chances. Random Harvest’s interest in memory lapses, coincidence, and fate sits within a broader fascination with how individuals rebuild coherence after catastrophe. Its tone is neither cynical nor naïve, offering empathy for wounded people and faith that decency can persist amid confusion.

Foreign policy anxieties mounted in the 1930s. Rearmament in Germany, Italy’s aggression, and Japan’s expansion challenged a British public divided between deterrence and appeasement. The Munich Agreement of 1938 embodied hopes of peace at a price; war followed in 1939 after the invasion of Poland. Random Harvest’s later sections inhabit this atmosphere of impending conflict: political careers are weighed against national duty, and private happiness competes with collective responsibility. The book’s caution about triumphalism echoes interwar debates that feared another slaughter. It mirrors the British instinct to value moderation, even as events increasingly demanded decisive choices and sacrifices.

Random Harvest, published in 1941 amid the Second World War, offered contemporary readers a mirror of the interwar world they had just lost and a quiet critique of its limits. By tracing a veteran’s ascent through business and Parliament while haunted by injury, the book honors service yet questions complacency, class gatekeeping, and the seductions of amnesia—personal and national. It affirms kindness, competence, and public duty, but warns that prosperity and decorum cannot by themselves secure peace or wholeness. In its humane register, Hilton converts recent history into an appeal for memory, responsibility, and the patient rebuilding of trust.
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    James Hilton was an English novelist and screenwriter whose work bridged British and American popular culture in the first half of the twentieth century. Best known for Lost Horizon, Goodbye, Mr. Chips, and Random Harvest, he combined accessible storytelling with themes of memory, idealism, and the moral strains of modern life. His novels often reached large audiences and quickly attracted film adaptations, making him a figure of unusual cross-media presence. While critics sometimes debated his sentimentality, readers embraced his humane tone and quietly hopeful outlook. Hilton’s name remains closely tied to ideas—like “Shangri-La”—that migrated from fiction into everyday language.

Hilton grew up in England and was educated at The Leys School, Cambridge, before studying at Christ’s College, Cambridge. University life exposed him to literary societies and the broad sweep of English letters, from Victorian realism to emerging twentieth-century forms. The disciplined environment of English schooling and the period’s debates about progress and tradition left a durable imprint on his imagination. Even before graduation he had begun writing fiction, developing a lucid prose style and an interest in characters tested by duty, time, and historical change. These elements would recur throughout his mature work, shaping both tone and structure.

Hilton’s early career in the 1920s was marked by steady production and experimentation within mainstream fiction. He published several novels that helped him refine voice and pacing, including Meadows of Moon and And Now Goodbye, works that balanced intimate character studies with broader social backdrops. Although these books did not establish his international reputation, they built professional momentum and introduced themes—nostalgia, moral choice, and the pull of ordinary decency—that he would explore more fully later. By the early 1930s he had achieved a reliable readership, preparing the way for the breakout successes that defined his public profile and critical standing.

Lost Horizon, published in the early 1930s, became Hilton’s signature achievement and earned him the Hawthornden Prize. The novel’s portrayal of a remote, orderly refuge captured an interwar longing for stability and humane values amid global uncertainty. Its central idea of “Shangri-La” quickly entered cultural vocabulary, symbolizing an elusive ideal of peace. The book’s popularity spurred a major film adaptation and cemented Hilton’s reputation as a storyteller able to fuse adventure with reflective, utopian undercurrents. Readers and reviewers responded to its calm, measured tone and its suggestion that civilization’s endurance might rest on moderation, memory, and care.

Goodbye, Mr. Chips followed soon after, first appearing as a magazine novella before book publication. Centered on a schoolteacher’s long career, it distilled Hilton’s belief in the quiet heroism of everyday vocation. The story’s gentle humor and elegiac mood resonated widely, and adaptations on stage and screen extended its reach across generations. Critics noted the work’s economy and warmth, while acknowledging its deliberate avoidance of grand political statements. Its enduring appeal lies in a humane ethics conveyed through modest scenes of teaching, habit, and affection—an approach that made Hilton a chronicler of private lives set against a changing public world.

Hilton’s later novels broadened his range while retaining his core concerns. We Are Not Alone examined fear and prejudice in a provincial setting; Random Harvest intertwined romance with the psychological aftermath of war; and subsequent titles such as So Well Remembered, Nothing So Strange, Morning Journey, and Time and Time Again showed his continued interest in memory and moral testing. Relocating to the United States, he worked in Hollywood and shared an Academy Award as part of the screenwriting team for Mrs. Miniver. He also reached radio audiences as the host of the anthology program Hallmark Playhouse in the late 1940s and early 1950s.

In his final years Hilton maintained a transatlantic readership and professional network, living and working in California while remaining closely associated with English settings and themes. He died in the mid-1950s, leaving a body of fiction that continued to circulate in print and on screen. His legacy endures in the cultural afterlife of Shangri-La, in the ongoing appeal of Goodbye, Mr. Chips, and in the compassionate tone that runs through his novels. Contemporary readers and scholars often return to Hilton for portraits of decency under pressure and for an interwar vision that sought balance rather than extremes.
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On the morning of the eleventh of November, 1937[1], precisely
  at eleven o'clock, some well-meaning busybody consulted his watch and loudly
  announced the hour, with the result that all of us in the dining-car felt
  constrained to put aside drinks and newspapers and spend the two minutes'
  silence in rather embarrassed stares at one another or out of the window. Not
  that anyone had intended disrespect—merely that in a fast-moving train
  we knew no rules for correct behaviour and would therefore rather not have
  behaved at all. Anyhow, it was during those tense uneasy seconds that I first
  took notice of the man opposite[1q]. Dark-haired, slim, and austerely
  good-looking, he was perhaps in his early or middle forties; he wore an air
  of prosperous distinction that fitted well with his neat but quiet
  standardized clothes. I could not guess whether he had originally moved in
  from a third-or a first-class compartment. Half a million Englishmen are like
  that. Their inconspicuous correctness makes almost a display of
  concealment.

As he looked out of the window I saw something happen to his eyes— a
  change from a glance to a gaze and then from a gaze to a glare, a sudden
  sharpening of focus, as when a person thinks he recognizes someone fleetingly
  in a crowd. Meanwhile a lurch of the train spilt coffee on the table between
  us, providing an excuse for apologies as soon as the two minutes were over; I
  got in with mine first, but by the time he turned to reply the focus was
  lost, his look of recognition unsure. Only the embarrassment remained, and to
  ease it I made some comment on the moorland scenery, which was indeed
  sombrely beautiful that morning, for overnight snow lay on the summits, and
  there was one of them, twin-domed, that seemed to keep pace with the train,
  moving over the intervening valley like a ghostly camel. "That's Mickle," I
  said, pointing to it.

Surprisingly he answered: "Do you know if there's a lake—quite a
  small lake—between the peaks?"

Two men at the table across the aisle then intervened with the instant
  garrulousness of those who overhear a question put to someone else. They were
  also, I think, moved by a common desire to talk down an emotional crisis, for
  the entire dining-car seemed suddenly full of chatter. One said there WAS
  such a lake, if you called it a lake, but it was really more of a swamp; and
  the other said there wasn't any kind of lake at all, though after heavy rain
  it might be "a bit soggy" up there, and then the first man agreed that maybe
  that was so, and presently it turned out that though they were both
  Derbyshire men, neither had actually climbed Mickle since boyhood.

We listened politely to all this and thanked them, glad to let the matter
  drop. Nothing more was said till they left the train at Leicester; then I
  leaned across the table and said: "It doesn't pay to argue with local
  inhabitants, otherwise I'd have answered your question myself—because I
  was on top of Mickle yesterday."

A gleam reappeared in his eyes. "YOU were?"

"Yes, I'm one of those eccentric people who climb mountains for fun all
  the year round."

"So you saw the lake?"

"There wasn't a lake or a swamp or a sign of either."

"Ah..." And the gleam faded.

"You sound disappointed?"

"Well, no—hardly that. Maybe I was thinking of somewhere else. I'm
  afraid I've a bad memory."

"For mountains?"

"For names too. MICKLE, did you say it was?" He spoke the word as if he
  were trying the sound of it.

"That's the local name. It isn't important enough to be on maps."

He nodded and then, rather deliberately, held up a newspaper throughout a
  couple of English counties. The sight of soldiers marching along a
  Bedfordshire lane gave us our next exchange of remarks—something about
  Hitler, the European situation, chances of war, and so on. It led to my
  asking if he had served in the last war.

"Yes."

"Then there must be things you wish you HAD forgotten?"

"But I have—even THEM—to some extent." He added as if to
  deflect the subject from himself: "I imagine you were too young?"

"Too young for the last, but not for the next, the way things are
  going."

"Nobody will be either too young or too old for the next[4q]."

Meanwhile men's voices were uprising further along the car in talk of
  Ypres and Gallipoli[2]; I called his attention and commented that thousands of
  other Englishmen were doubtless at that moment reminiscing about their war
  experiences. "If you've already forgotten yours, you're probably lucky."

"I didn't say I'd forgotten EVERYTHING."

He then told me a story which I shall summarize as follows: During the
  desperate months of trench warfare in France an English staff officer
  reasoned that if some spy whom the Germans had learned to trust were to give
  them false details about a big attack, it might have a better chance of
  success. The first step was to establish the good faith of such a spy, and
  this seemed only possible by allowing him, over a considerable period, to
  supply true information. Accordingly, during several weeks before the planned
  offensive, small raiding parties crawled across no-man's-land at night while
  German machine-gunners, having been duly tipped off as to time and place,
  slaughtered them with much precision. One of these doomed detachments was in
  charge of a youth who, after enlisting at the beginning of the war, had just
  begun his first spell in the front line. Quixotically eager to lead his men
  to storybook victory, he soon found that his less inspiring task was to
  accompany a few wounded and dying survivors into a shell-hole so close to the
  enemy trenches that he could pick up snatches of German conversation. Knowing
  the language fairly well, he connected something he heard with something he
  had previously overheard in his commanding officer's dugout; so that
  presently he was able to deduce the whole intrigue of plot and counterplot.
  It came to him as an additional shock as he lay there, half drowned in mud,
  delirious with the pain of a smashed leg, and sick with watching the far
  greater miseries of his companions. Before dawn a shell screamed over and
  burst a few yards away, killing the others and wounding him in the head so
  that he saw, heard, and could think no more.

"What happened to him afterwards?"

"Oh, he recovered pretty well—except for partial loss of memory...
  He's still alive. Of course, when you come to think about it logically, the
  whole thing was as justifiable as any other piece of wartime strategy. The
  primary aim is to frustrate the enemy's knavish tricks. Anything that does so
  is the thing to do, even if it seems a bit knavish itself."

"You say that defensively, as if you had to keep on convincing yourself
  about it."

"I wonder if you're right."

"I wonder if you're the survivor who's still alive?"

He hesitated a moment, then answered with an oblique smile: "I don't
  suppose you'd believe me even if I said no." I let it go at that, and after a
  pause he went on: "It's curious to reflect that one's death was planned by
  BOTH sides—it gives an extra flavour to the life one managed to sneak
  away with, as well as a certain irony to the mood in which one wears a
  decoration."

"So I should imagine."

I waited for him to make some further comment but he broke a long silence
  only to summon the waiter and order a whiskey-and-soda. "You'll have one with
  me?"

"No, thanks."

"You don't drink?"

"Not very often in the morning."

"Neither do I, as a rule. Matter of fact, I don't drink much at all."

I felt that these trivial exchanges were to cover an inner stress of mind
  he was trying to master. "Coming back to what you were saying," I coaxed,
  eventually, but he interrupted: "No, let's NOT come back to it—no use
  raking over these things. Besides, everybody's so bored with the last war and
  so scared of the next that it's almost become a social gaffe to bring up the
  matter at all."

"Except on one day of the year—which happens to be today. Then the
  taboos are lifted."

"Thanks to the rather theatrical device of the two minutes' silence?"

"Yes, and 'thanks' is right. Surely we English need some release from the
  tyranny of the stiff upper lip."

He smiled into his drink as the waiter set it before him. "So you think it
  does no harm—once a year?"

"On the contrary, I think it makes a very healthy purge of our normal
  —which is to say, our ABNORMAL—national inhibitions."

Another smile. "Maybe—if you like psycho-analyst's jargon."

"Evidently YOU don't."

"Sorry. If you're one of them, I apologize."

"No, I'm just interested in the subject, that's all."

"Ever studied it—seriously?"

I said I had, which was true, for I had written several papers on it for
  the Philosophical Society. He nodded, then read again for a few score miles.
  The train was travelling fast, and when next he looked up it was as if he
  realized that anything he still had to say must be hurried; we were already
  streaking past the long rows of suburban back gardens. He suddenly resumed,
  with a touch of his earlier eagerness: "All right then—listen to this
  —and don't laugh... it may be up your street... Sometimes I have a
  feeling of being—if it isn't too absurd to say such a thing— of
  being HALF SOMEBODY ELSE. Some casual little thing—a tune or a scent or
  a name in a newspaper or a look of something or somebody will remind me, just
  for a second—and yet I haven't time to get any grip of what it DOES
  remind me of—it's a sort of wisp of memory that can't be trapped before
  it fades away[2q]... For instance, when I saw that mountain this morning I felt
  I'd been there—I almost KNEW I'd been there... I could see that lake
  between the summits—why, I'd BATHED in it—there was a slab of
  rock jutting out like a diving-board—and the day I was there I fell
  asleep in the shade and woke up in the sun... but I suppose I've got to
  believe the whole thing never happened, just because you say there isn't a
  lake there at all... Does all this strike you as the most utter
  nonsense?"

"By no means. It's not an uncommon experience."

"Oh, it ISN'T?" He looked slightly dismayed, perhaps robbed of some
  comfort in finding himself not unique.

"Dunne says it's due to a half-remembered dream. You should read his book
  An Experiment with Time[3]. He says—this, of course, is condensing his
  theory very crudely—that dreams DO foretell the future, only by the
  time they come true, we've forgotten them—all except your elusive wisp
  of memory."

"So I once dreamed about that mountain?"

"Perhaps. It's an interesting theory even if it can't be proved. Anyhow,
  the feeling you have is quite a normal one."

"I don't feel that it IS altogether normal, the way I have it."

"You mean it's beginning to worry you?"

"Perhaps sometimes—in a way—yes." He added with a nervous
  smile: "But that's no reason why I should worry YOU. I can only plead this
  one-day-a-year excuse—the purging of the inhibitions, didn't you call
  it? Let's talk about something else—cricket—the Test Match...
  Wonder what will happen to England... ?"

"Somehow today that doesn't sound like cricket talk."

"I know. After the silence there ARE overtones... but all I really wanted
  to prove was that I'm not a complete lunatic."

"Most people have a spot of lunacy in them somewhere. It's excusable."

"Provided they don't inflict it on strangers."

"Why not, if you feel you want to?"

"I don't want to—not consciously."

"Unconsciously then. Which makes it worst of all. Not that in your case it
  sounds very serious."

"You don't think so? You don't think these—er— peculiarities
  of memory—are—er—anything to worry about?"

"Since you ask me, may I be perfectly frank?"

"Of course."

"I don't know what your work is, but isn't it possible you've been
  overdoing things lately—not enough rest—relaxation?"

"I don't need a psycho-analyst to tell me that. My doctor does—
  every time I see him."

"Then why not take his advice?"

"THIS is why." He pulled a small notebook from his vest pocket. "I happen
  to be in what is vaguely called public life—which means I'm on a sort
  of treadmill I can't get off until it stops—and it won't stop." He
  turned over the pages. "Just to show you—a sample day of my
  existence... Here, you can read it—it's typed." He added, as I took the
  book: "My secretary—very neat. SHE wouldn't let me forget
  anything."

"But she can't spell 'archaeological.'"

"Why does she have to?" He snatched the book back for scrutiny and I had
  the feeling he was glad of the excuse to do so and keep it. "Calderbury
  Archaeological and Historical Society?... Oh, they're my constituents—
  I have to show them round the House—guide-book stuff—an awful
  bore... that's this afternoon. This evening I have an Embassy reception; then
  tomorrow there's a board meeting, a lunch party, and in the evening I'm guest
  speaker at a dinner in Cambridge."

"Doesn't look as if there's anything you could cut except possibly
  tomorrow's lunch."

"I expect I'll do that, anyway—even though it's at my own house.
  There'll be a crowd of novelists and actors and titled people who'd think me
  surly because I wouldn't talk to them half as freely as I'm talking to you
  now."

I could believe it. So far he had made no move towards an exchange of
  names between us, and I guessed that, on his side, the anonymity had been not
  only an encouragement to talk, but a temptation to reveal himself almost to
  the point of self-exhibition. And there had been a certain impish
  exhilaration in the way he had allowed me to glance at his engagement book
  for just those few seconds, as if teasing me with clues to an identity he had
  neither wish nor intention to disc[4]lose. Men in whom reticence is a part of
  good form have fantastic ways of occasional escape, and I should have been
  the last to embarrass an interesting fellow traveller had he not added, as
  the train began braking into St. Pancras: "Well, it's been a pleasant chat.
  Some day—who knows?—we might run into each other again."

Spoken as if he sincerely half meant it, the remark merely emphasized the
  other half sense in which he did not mean it at all; and this, because I
  already liked him, irked me to the reply: "If it's the Swithin's Dinner
  tomorrow night we may as well introduce ourselves now as then, because I'll
  be there too. My name's Harrison. I'm on the Reception Committee."

"Oh, really?"

"And I don't know what your plans are, but after the show I'd be delighted
  if you'd come up to my rooms and have some coffee."

"Thanks," he muttered with sudden glumness, gathering up his newspapers
  and brief-case. Then I suppose he realized it would be pointless, as well as
  discourteous, to refuse the name which I should inevitably discover so soon.
  He saved it for a last unsmiling afterthought as he jumped to the platform.
  "My name's Rainier... Charles Rainier."

* * * * *
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Rainier nodded rather coldly when I met him again the
following day. In
  his evening clothes and with an impressive array of decorations he looked
  what he was—a guest of honour about to perform his duties with the
  touch of apathy that so effectively disguises the British technique of
  authority. Not necessarily an aristocratic technique. I had already looked
  him up in reference books and found that he was the son of a longish line of
  manufacturers—no blue blood, no title (I wondered how he had evaded
  that), a public school of the second rank, Parliamentary membership for a
  safe Conservative county. I had also mentioned his name to a few people I
  knew; the general impression was that he was rich and influential, and that I
  was lucky to have made such a chance encounter. He did not, however, belong
  to the small group of well-known personalities recognizable by the
  man-in-the-street either in the flesh or in Low cartoons. On the contrary, he
  seemed neither to seek nor to attract the popular sort of publicity, nor yet
  to repel it so markedly as to get in reverse; it was as if he deliberately
  aimed at being nondescript. A journalist told me he would be difficult to
  build up as a newspaper hero because his personality was "centripetal"
  instead of "centrifugal"; I was not quite certain what this meant, but Who's
  Who was less subtle in confiding that his recreations were mountaineering and
  music.

On the whole I secured a fair amount of information without much real
  enlightenment; I hoped for more from a second meeting and travelled to
  Cambridge in a mood of considerable anticipation. It was the custom of the
  secretary and committee of the Swithin's Society to receive guests informally
  before dining in the College Hall; so we gathered first in the Combination
  Room, where we made introductions, drank sherry, and exchanged small talk. It
  is really hard to know what to say to distinguished people when you first
  meet them—that is, it is hard to think of talk small enough to be free
  from presumption. Rainier, for instance, had lately been in the financial
  news in connection with a proposed merger of cement companies, a difficult
  achievement for which negotiations were still proceeding; but it was
  impossible to say "How is your merger getting on?" as one might say "How are
  your chrysanthemums?" to a man whom you knew to be an enthusiastic gardener.
  Presently, to my relief, some other guests arrived whom I had to attend to,
  and it was perhaps a quarter of an hour before I saw him edging to me through
  the crowd. "Sorry," he began, "but I've got to let you down —awful
  toothache—where's the nearest dentist?" I hustled him out as
  inconspicuously as possible and at the door of the taxi received his promise
  to return to the dinner if he felt equal to it. Then I went back and
  explained to the company what had happened. Somehow it did not sound very
  convincing, and none of us really expected to see him again. But we did. An
  hour later he took the vacant place we had left at the High Table and was
  just in time to reply to the toast with one of the best after-dinner speeches
  I had ever heard. Maybe the escape from physical pain plus the Cambridge
  atmosphere, with its mingling of time-honoured formality and youthful high
  spirits, suited a mood in which he began with badinage about toothache and
  ended with a few graceful compliments to the College and University. Among
  other things I remember him recalling that during his undergraduate days he
  had had an ambition to live at Cambridge all his life, as a don of some sort
  (laughter), but exactly what sort he hadn't stayed long enough to decide
  (laughter), because fate had called him instead to be some sort of
  business-man politician, but even what sort of THAT he hadn't yet entirely
  made up his mind (more laughter)... "So because of this fundamental
  indecision, I still hope that some day I shall throw off the cares of too
  many enterprises and seek the tranquillity of a room overlooking a quadrangle
  and an oak that can be sported against the world." (Prolonged laughter in
  which the speaker joined.) After he had finished, we all cheered uproariously
  and then, relaxing, drank and argued and made a night of it in the best
  Swithin's tradition; when eventually the affair broke up, it was Rainier
  himself who asked if my invitation to coffee still held good.

"Why, of course—only I thought maybe after the dentist you'd feel
  —"

"My dear boy, don't ever try to imagine what my feelings are."

But he smiled in saying it, and I gathered he had forgiven not so much me
  as himself for having taken part in our train conversation. A few friends
  adjourned to my rooms near by, where we sat around and continued discussions
  informally. Again he charmed us by his talk, but even more by his easy
  manners and willingness to laugh and listen; long after most of the
  good-nights he still lingered chatting, listening, and smoking cigarette
  after cigarette. I didn't know then that he slept badly and liked to stay up
  late, that he enjoyed young company and jokes and midnight argument, that he
  had no snobbisms, and that public speaking left him either very dull and
  listless or very excitable and talkative, according to the audience. Towards
  three in the morning, when we found ourselves sole survivors, I suggested
  more coffee, and at that he sank into an armchair with a sigh of content and
  put his feet against the mantelpiece as if the place belonged to him—
  which, in a sense, it did, as to any Swithin's man since the reign of
  Elizabeth the Foundress. "I've been in these rooms before—often. Fellow
  with the disarming name of Pal had them in my time—'native of Asia or
  Africa not of European parentage,' as the University regulations so tactfully
  specify. High-caste Hindoo. Mathematician—genius in his own
  line—wonder what he's doing now?—probably distilling salt out of
  sea-water or lying down in front of trains or some other blind-alley
  behaviour. Used to say he felt algebra emotionally—told me once he
  couldn't read through the Binomial Theorem without tears coming into his eyes
  —the whole concept, he said, was so shatteringly beautiful... Wish I
  could have got into his world, somehow or other. And there are other worlds,
  too—wish sometimes I could get into any of them—out of my
  own."

"What's so wrong about your own?"

He laughed defensively. "Now there you've got me... Maybe, as you hinted
  yesterday, just a matter of overwork. But it's true enough that talking to
  all you young fellows tonight made me feel terribly ancient and envious."

"Not ENVIOUS, surely? It's we who are envious of you—because you've
  made a success of life. We're a pretty disillusioned crowd when we stop
  laughing—we know there won't be jobs for more than a minority of us
  unless a war comes to give all of us the kind of job we don't want."

He mused over his coffee for a moment and then continued: "Yes, that's
  true—and that's probably why I feel how different everything is here
  instead of how much the same—because my Cambridge days WERE different.
  The war was just over then, and our side had won, and we all of us thought
  that winning a great war ought to mean something, either towards making our
  lives a sort of well-deserved happy-ever-after—a long golden afternoon
  of declining effort and increasing reward—or else to give us chances to
  rebuild the world this way or that. It all depended whether one were tired or
  eager after the strain. Most of us were both —tired of the war and
  everything connected with it, eager to push ahead into something new. We soon
  stopped hating the Germans, and just as soon we began to laugh at the idea of
  anyone caring enough about the horrid past to ask us that famous question on
  the recruiting posters—'What did you do in the Great War?' But even the
  most cynical of us couldn't see ahead to a time when the only logical answer
  to that question would be another one—'WHICH Great War?'

"There was a room over a fish shop in Petty Cury where some of us met once
  a week to talk our heads off—we called ourselves the Heretics, but I
  can't remember anything said at those meetings half so well as I can remember
  the smell of fish coming up from the shop below. And J. M. Keynes[7] was
  lecturing in the Art School, politely suggesting that Germany mightn't be
  able to pay off so many millions in reparations, or was it billions?—
  in those days one just thought of a number and stuck as many naughts as one
  fancied after it. And there were Holland Rose on Napoleon and Pigou on
  Diminishing Returns, and Bury still explaining the Decline and Fall of the
  Roman Empire, and one evening Pal and I—sounds sentimental, doesn't it,
  Pal and I?—lined up in a queue that stretched half-way round Trinity
  Great Court to hear a lecture by a fellow named Eddington about some new
  German fellow named Einstein who had a theory about light bending in the
  middle—that brought the house down, of course—roars of
  laughter—just as you heard tonight only more so—good clean
  undergraduate fun at its best. And behind us on the wall the portrait of
  Catholic Mary scowled down on this modern audience that scoffed at science no
  less than at religion. Heretics indeed—and laughing heretics! But my
  pal Pal didn't laugh—he was transfixed with a sort of ecstasy about the
  whole thing.

"I did a good deal of reading on the river, and also at the Orchard at
  Grantchester—you remember Rupert Brooke[8]'s poem? Brooke would be fifty
  today, if he'd lived—think of that... Still stands the clock at ten to
  three, but Rupert Brooke is late for tea—confined to his bed with
  rheumatism or something—that's what poets get for not dying young. The
  woman at the Orchard who served the teas remembered Brooke—she was a
  grand old chatterbox and once I got to know her she'd talk endlessly about
  undergraduates and professors past and present—many a yarn, I daresay,
  that I've forgotten since and that nobody else remembered even then...
  Trivial talk—just as trivial as the way I'm talking to you now.
  Nineteen-twenty, that was—Cambridge full of demobilized old-young men
  still wearing dyed officers' overcoats—British warms sent up to Perth
  and returned chocolate-brown—full of men still apt to go suddenly
  berserk in the middle of a rag and turn it into a riot, or start whimpering
  during a thunderstorm—after-effects of shell-shock, you know. Plenty of
  us had had that—including myself."

"As a result of the head injury you mentioned yesterday?"

"I suppose so."

"You had a pretty bad time?"

"No, I was one of the lucky ones—comparatively, that is. But when
  you're blown up, even if you're not physically smashed to bits..." He broke
  off awkwardly. "I'm sorry. It isn't Armistice Day any more. These confessions
  are out of place."

"Not at all. I'm interested. It's so hard for my generation to imagine
  what it was like."

"Don't worry—you'll learn soon enough."

"How long was it before you were rescued?"

"Haven't the faintest idea. I suppose I was unconscious."

"But you must have recovered consciousness later?"

"Presumably. I don't remember when or where or any of the details. But
  I've some reason to believe I was taken prisoner."

"Reason to believe? That's a guarded way of putting it."

"I know—but it happens to be just about all I can say. You see, I
  literally don't remember. From that moment of being knocked out my memory's a
  complete blank till years later when I found myself lying on a park seat in
  Liverpool."

"YEARS later?"

"Getting on for three years, but of course I didn't know that at first.
  And it was a wet day, as luck would have it." He smiled. "You don't find my
  story very plausible?"

"I might if you'd tell me the whole of it—without gaps."

"But there ARE gaps—that's just the trouble."

"What were you doing in Liverpool?"

"Once again, I haven't the faintest idea. I didn't even know it was
  Liverpool at first. The main thing was to know WHO I was—where and when
  were easy enough to find out later."

"Do you mean you'd been going by some other name until then?"

"Maybe. I suppose so. That's another of the things I don't know. It's as
  if... well, I've sometimes worked it out this way—there were different
  rooms in my mind, and as soon as the light came on in one it had to go out in
  the other."

"Well, what did you do when you realized who you were?"

"What anybody else would do. I went home. I felt in my pockets and found I
  had a small sum in cash, so I bought a new outfit of clothes, took a bath at
  a hotel, and then went to the railway station. It was as simple as that,
  because along with knowing my own name it had come to me without apparent
  effort that I lived at Stourton, that my father owned the Rainier Steelworks
  and all the other concerns, that we had a butler named Sheldon, and any other
  details I cared to recall. In fact I knew all about myself in a perfectly
  normal way up to the moment of that shell-burst near Arras in 1917[5]."

"Your father must have got a very pleasant shock."

"He was too ill to be allowed it, but the family got one all right. Of
  course, since I'd been reported missing in the casualty lists, they'd long
  since given me up for dead."

"It's a very remarkable story."

"Remarkable's a well-chosen word. It doesn't give you away."

I thought for a moment; then I said: "But the Army authorities must have
  had some record of your coming back to England?"

"None—not under the name of Rainier."

"But wasn't there a disc or something you had to wear all the time on
  active service?"

"There was, but if you'd ever experienced levitation by high explosive you
  wouldn't put much faith in a bit of metal tied round your neck. It's quite
  possible there was nothing the Germans could identify me by when they took me
  prisoner."

"What makes you think you were ever in Germany at all?"

"Surely if I'd been dragged in by my own men they'd have known who I
  was?"

"H'm, yes, I suppose so."

He went on, after a pause: "I don't blame you at all if you don't believe
  a word of all this. And it's just as well you're the first person I've
  confided in for years—just as well for my reputation as a sober
  citizen." He laughed with self-protective cynicism. "It's been a conspiracy
  of events to make me talk like this—Armistice Day—our meeting on
  the train—and then something the dentist said tonight when I came out
  of his nitrous oxide[6]."

"The dentist? What's he got to do with it?"

"He was making polite conversation while I spat blood. One of the things
  he said was, 'So you were a prisoner in Germany?' I asked him what gave him
  that idea, and he answered, 'Because I notice you have a tooth filled with a
  substitute metal German dentists were having to use during the latter part of
  the war'—apparently he'd come across other instances of it."

We were silent for a moment. I could hear the first stir of early morning
  traffic beginning along King's Parade. Rainier heard it too, and as at a
  signal rose to go. "A strange business, the war. The English told the Germans
  exactly where I was, so that the Germans could kill me... then the Germans
  did half kill me, patched me up, and saw that my teeth were properly cared
  for... after which the English gave me a medal for having displayed what they
  called 'conspicuous gallantry in the field.'" He fingered it on his lapel,
  adding: "I wear it at shows like this, along with the Most Noble Order of
  Something-or-Other[3q] which the Greeks gave me for arranging a loan on their
  currant crop in 1928." He began putting on his overcoat, heedless of my
  assurance that there was no hurry and that I often sat up till dawn myself.
  "Please don't bother to see me out—I'll take a bath at my hotel and be
  in time for the first train."

On his way across the room he paused at my shelves of books and asked what
  tripos I was taking.

"Economics. I took the first part of the History last year."

"Really? I did the same when I was here. But where does the
  psycho-analysis come in?"

"Oh, that's only a side-line."

"I see. Made any plans for when you go down?"

"I'd like to be a journalist."

He nodded, shaking hands at the door. "Well, I've got a few contacts in
  Fleet Street. Write to me when you're ready for a job—I might be able
  to do something for you."

* * * * *
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Early the following year I took a Ph.D. and began looking
around for the
  post which, it seemed to me then, ought to drop snugly into the lap of any
  bright young man who had written a two-hundred-page thesis on "The Influence
  of Voltaire on the English Laissez-Faire Economists." Cambridge had deemed
  this worthy of a doctorate; nobody in Fleet Street, however, held it worth a
  regular job. I had a very small private income and could therefore afford to
  cadge snippets of highbrow reviewing from some of the more illustrious and
  penurious weeklies, reckoning myself well-paid if the books themselves were
  expensive and could be sold for more cash to Mr. Reeves of the Strand; but
  the newspaper world at that time was full of journalists out of work through
  amalgamations, and the chance of getting on the staffs of any of the big
  dailies was not encouraging. Of course I remembered Rainier's offer, but
  apart from my reluctance to bother him, he was abroad—in South America
  on some financial business. But by the time he returned I had been
  disappointed often enough to feel I should take him at his word. He replied
  instantly to my note, asking me to lunch the next day.

Thus I made my first trip to Kenmore. "Near the World's End pub," Rainier
  used to say, and it was the fashion among certain guests to pretend it was at
  some actual world's end if not beyond it—the world in this
  super-sophisticated sense being that part of London within normal taxi range.
  I went by bus, which puts you down at the corner of the road with only a
  hundred yards or so to walk. I had no idea how notable, not to say notorious,
  those Kenmore lunches were; indeed, since the invitation had come so
  promptly, I had beguiled myself with visions of an intimate foursome composed
  of host and hostess with perhaps a press magnate summoned especially to meet
  me. I did not know then that Mrs. Rainier gave lunches for ten or twelve
  people two or three times a week, enticing every temporary or permanent
  celebrity to meet other temporary or permanent celebrities at her house, and
  that these affairs were as frequently joked about as they were infrequently
  declined. She functioned, in fact, as a kind of liaison officer between
  Society and Bohemia, with a Maecenas glance at moneyless but personable young
  men; and though there is no kind of social service I would less willingly
  undertake myself, there are few that I respect more when competently
  performed by someone else.

Searching my memory for impressions of that first arrival, I find I cannot
  put Mrs. Rainier into the picture at all. She was there, she must have been;
  but she was so busy making introductions that she could not have given me
  more than a few words, and those completely unimportant. I came a little late
  and found myself ushered into a drawing-room full of initiates, all talking
  with great gusto, and all—so it seemed to me (quite baselessly, of
  course)—resentful of intrusion by a stranger who had neither written a
  banned novel nor flown somewhere and back in an incredibly short time. I say
  this because one of the guests HAD written such a novel, and another HAD made
  such a flight, and it was my fate to be seated between them while they talked
  either to their outside neighbours or across me to each other. There was an
  empty place at the head of the table, and presently I gathered from general
  conversation that Rainier often arrived late and sometimes not at all, so
  that he was never on any account waited for. I had already written off the
  whole affair as a rather profitless bore when the guests rose, murmured hasty
  good-byes, and dashed out to waiting cars and taxis. (Mrs. Rainier's lunches
  were always like that—one-fifteen sharp to two-fifteen sharp and not
  too much to drink, so that you did not kill your afternoon.) Just as I was
  following the crowd, a touch on my arm accompanied the whisper: "Stay a
  moment if you aren't in a hurry."

Mrs. Rainier led me a few paces back along the hall after the others had
  gone. "I didn't quite catch your name—"

"Harrison."

"Oh yes... You're a friend of Charles's—it's too bad he couldn't get
  here—he's so busy nowadays."

I murmured something vague, polite, and intended to be reassuring.

"It's a pity people who can fly half-way round the world haven't any
  manners," she went on, and I answered: "Well, I suppose there are quite a
  number of people who have manners and couldn't fly half-way round the
  world."

"But having manners is so much more important," she countered. "Tell me...
  what... er... I mean, are you a... let me see... HARRISON..."

I smiled—suddenly and rather incomprehensibly at ease with her.
  "You're trying to recall a Harrison who's written something, married
  somebody, or been somewhere," I said. "But it's a waste of time—I'm not
  THAT Harrison, even if he exists. I'm just—if I call myself
  anything—a journalist."

"Oh... then you must come again when we have really LITERARY parties," she
  replied, with an eagerness I thought charming though probably insincere. I
  promised I would, with equal eagerness, and every intention of avoiding her
  really LITERARY parties like the plague. Then I shook hands, left the house,
  and on the bus back to Fleet Street suddenly realized that it
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