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The light, which seemed grudging and enfeebled, came from windows high above the people queuing. The light was chastened, like a nun visiting a prison. Curtis was near the end of the line. At the counter a young woman, correct as a judge, with her eyes on a form that had been filled in with dubious precision, was addressing a West Indian, a dignified figure of middle age. His face was lean and he wore his hair very long, in braids. Curtis listened to the man’s complaints with sympathy. He believed he saw nobility in the rasta’s countenance.

‘I’ve been without subsistence,’ the rasta was saying, ‘for days. How am I to conduc’ myself?’

‘It says here that you terminated your employment.’ The young woman manifested imperturbable authority along with her look of boredom.

‘I terminated it,’ canvassed the West Indian, ‘because the usefulness of that employment come to an end.’

‘You walked out.’

‘No. Believe me, sister, I lef’ with the agreement of the boss. It’s all down on the form, sister.’

‘This form is spoiled. I shall have to give you another one.’

‘You ain’t understanding me-’

‘I shall give you another one.’

‘I ‘ave a family.’

‘It looks like employment was provided. And you chose to walk out.’

‘’Ave mercy.’

‘What?’

‘’Ave mercy, sister. We both no more than flesh and blood. ‘Ave mercy.’

‘Don’t talk like that, please. Just concentrate on your details...’

‘But it’s a dread thing. To do the work you hate. To do that work without hope. And the money you earn don’t compensate.’

‘You must do the work we find you. We wouldn’t give it to you if it was unsuitable.’

‘I can’t do it.’

‘Then you will receive no benefit. If you won’t work when you are able.’

‘Then what happens, sister? Star-va-tion? Look at me. I dishevelled. Give me something I can do in conscience. Otherwise let me ‘ave my benefits.’

‘He’ll only spend it on weed,’ said a voice.

‘I ‘ave a lickel ‘erb, that’s true,’ agreed the rasta. ‘Not much. The ‘erb is sac-ree-ficial. It is my religion, sister...But give me something I can do in conscience.’

‘I’m not concerned with your conscience,’ returned the clerk. ‘I’m not concerned. You were sent to do a job, employment was provided. You were sent-whether or not the job was what you were dreaming of...What was it?’

She looked down at the form.

‘Assistant security guard,’ she read. ‘The pay was good. What are you complaining for?’

‘Just standing aroun’, doin’ nuttin.’’

‘Sounds ideal.’

‘I weren’t created for such idleness. Watchin’ an empty house all night.’

‘What were you created for, then?’

There was restlessness in the line. Everybody considered they were being prevented from attending to some urgent business.

‘What was I created for?’

‘What employment would be suitable?’

The rasta was pondering. It appeared he had not previously given much thought to the question.

‘I’ve come all the way from Kilburn,’ said a voice in an Irish accent. ‘I’m stayin’ with me brother. What’s all this nonsense? Does the man wish it-to work?’

The speaker was a grey-haired little man with grey reddened resentful eyes that were looking at the ground. The man seemed to be harassed by the burden of some ancestral memory. He was making himself a cigarette.

‘I’ll do anytin’ that don’t demean me,’ declared the rasta. ‘And meanwhile I want the money that is owed.’

‘I shall have to cut off your benefit,’ said the clerk, ‘for a month. You know the rules.’

‘That’s reasonable,’ observed the Irishman. ‘Very reasonable. It’s a privilege to work, I t’ink. And those that refuse to work-don’t get my understanding.’

‘Why don’t you mind your business?’ said a voice.

‘Where can I complain?’ persisted the rasta. ‘Where can I find justice?’

‘This is justice,’ proclaimed the Irishman. ‘You don’t think people like us should pay for keeping you in idleness and luxury? Back home the bars are full of types such as you-people who hate to work because labour is beneath them-’

‘Shut your mouth.’

‘I will not,’ shouted the Irishman. ‘I won’t be corked like a bottle. It’s time some people came aware of it. A fair day’s wage for a fair day’s work. That’s the truth. Have you never heard such an expression, my fine friend? That’s the new spirit in this country. Hard work and then rewards. Hard work and commensurate rewards. That’s it. That’s the truth-that’s the new spirit.’

‘Don’t you have anything put by?’ asked an old woman holding a laundry bag.

‘He hasn’t a bean, missus,’ declared the Irishman.

‘You still talkin’?’ snorted the rasta. He was very tall and seemed naturally formed for dominion over the clerk. It struck Curtis as incongruous that he should be harassed by her dwarfish obstinacy. It was as if some aspect of the purity of an unfettered existence had been snubbed by a sedentary and artificial civilization.

‘Who do I ‘ave to see?’ enquired the rasta. ‘To make my appeal. To who do I refer dis matter?’

‘I can do nothing for you,’ intoned the clerk. ‘There is no mechanism to make an appeal.’

‘Why not?’

‘It’s not a question of discretion. It’s a question of fact.’

‘I need attention to my case. Specifically. And you ain’t givin’ me that specific attention that is needed in my case.’

‘Hold on.’

The clerk disappeared through a door behind her and, a few moments later, appeared in front of the smoking Irishman.

‘If you’re going to smoke you must go outside,’ she said.

‘If I go outside I’ll lose my place in the line.’

‘Didn’t you see the notice?’ asked the clerk, adamantly. ‘No smoking in this building.’

‘Cursed bureaucracy’, muttered the Irishman, throwing his stub on the floor and treading on it.

‘There may be emergency provision,’ resumed the clerk, once she had regained her place, ‘from social services.’

‘Will they hear my appeal?’

‘You should try the building opposite.’

‘But-’

‘I’m very busy.’

Another man in the queue pushed forward to the counter and the rasta was constrained to leave. Curtis moved forward a few inches.
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Curtis was nearly six feet tall. Or he would have been without his habitual slouching, which he seemed to adopt as a means of self-effacement. He was not handsome but had an interesting, pleasant face. His hair had once been flaxen but was darkening and he wore it, for some reason, parted down the middle, unfashionably, like an American sophomore circa nineteen-twenty. His eyes, which were grey, with only a trace of eyebrows, were intermittently penetrating and severe or vague and benign. His features bore an intellectual cast and often something distant and theoretical was evinced in his gaze, as if he were in the process of internally philosophising or attempting to recall some problematic event in his history.

There was a peculiarity, a fault perhaps, in the fibre of his general attitude; he persisted in the belief that all personal relationships were a test of accreditation, that the truth must always be proffered, or, at least attempted, even in the most mundane of exchanges. He believed in authenticity and that his integrity was always under examination. This trait had the effect of making him unpopular, mistrusted and, on the whole, disdained. In his wife’s family he was regarded, with regret, as difficult and moody.

‘It says here that you worked this week,’ opened the clerk when Curtis reached the counter.

‘I’ve declared it...I haven’t hidden anything.’

‘This is a place for people who cannot work.’

‘It was only a few pounds I earned.’

‘If you already have a position you cannot receive support.’

‘You’re penalising me for my honesty.’

‘Do you have a profession?’

‘I was a lawyer.’

‘Then you should stick to that.’

‘I’m a teacher now.’

‘No, Mr Curtis. In fact, you are a lawyer who teaches.’

‘I choose not to be - a lawyer.’

‘You are working now. That means you cannot continue to receive your benefit.’

‘But my benefit comes to more. It comes to ten pounds more than what I earned this week. You see I’ve made no secret of it- I’m working. Even though I could just do nothing and wait to receive my benefit.’

‘I cannot authorise you continuing to receive assistance.’

‘But I might lose my teaching post at any time. Then I’ll have to return and start the process here all over again.’

‘If people who work continued to receive benefit that would not be fair. What about the people who want to work but can’t? If people who work also received benefit it defeats the purpose of the system.’

‘You’re being unreasonable. You’re choosing not to understand me.

‘I understand you alright. But I can’t do what you suggest. Give you money when you’re in employment. Not at all. I don’t accept you have to be maintained at the expense of the state...Anyway, you’re a lawyer, not a teacher. And, I imagine, you’ve got something put by.’

‘That’s all spent. Look at the form - it says ‘no savings.’

She glanced cursorily at the form. ‘...But people here must be available for work’, she went on. ‘If they can work then they must. It’s simple-either you’re working or you’re not. And you, Mr Curtis, have an occupation. There is no place for you in the system... Unless you are a teacher now. But you say you’re dissatisfied with your wages as a teacher. If teaching doesn’t pay enough you should go back to the law. That is my advice. I’m not just giving you advice because it is my job to give it. I’m trying to be reasonable with you. And you should be reasonable too.’

The clerk gazed out at Curtis with a look of patient rationality. The clerk had been to university, Keele. Now she was relishing her new position in government service, which she regarded as a sort of club for apparatchiks and bureaucrats, who could never be dismissed except for the most exquisite turpitude. Nonetheless, she felt resentment towards her employers and clients as she regarded her occupation, in some vague and far-fetched sense, as a misapplication and a waste of her abilities. She naturally regarded Curtis with particular disapproval.

‘I don’t see why you come here,’ she remarked, ‘expecting us to renew your payment when you’re unwilling to take the positions we’ve suggested.’

‘I was rejected for those positions. Now I’m trying to teach.’

‘But you’re complaining about your teaching-you’re saying it won’t earn you enough income. I recommend you try something else. If your teaching is unsatisfactory you should try the employment recommended.’

‘I have tried everything. And nothing suits me.’

‘What makes you so special, Mr Curtis, that you won’t buckle under? You’ve turned down everything we’ve suggested-’

‘Nothing suits me. I try but nothing suits me. I go to interviews, hundreds of them, but I don’t have the experience. I’m not qualified for anything except teaching.’

‘You are qualified. You’re qualified for the law.’

‘Well, I can’t go back to that.’

‘We’re going round in circles, Mr Curtis...It seems you won’t accept the reality of your situation. We must all buckle under. Sometimes we must accept work that is not exactly to our taste.’

‘Alright. Let me know of something I can do.’

The clerk looked across at her computer. Her fingers dashed around the keyboard.

‘There seems to be nothing available,’ she said.
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Curtis drove out to the house of his wife’s parents. The building was neat, red, tall, new and costly. The Frosts had bought it the year before, after Dame Shirley, his mother-in-law, had been elected to the House. The Frosts were dentists and it was unclear how they had been able to afford the house in Loudoun street. But Dame Shirley had achieved the chairing of various committees. Each of them had solemn and high-sounding names. There was a committee for the election of women, a committee for urban improvement, a committee for the advancement of amenities. For this demonstration of her public spirit she had received the dutiful praise of her whole family, including Curtis’s wife. His wife was called Leah.

The Dame’s three daughters were afraid of her and felt her power as a matriarch. Sarah, the eldest, had appointed herself her mother’s spy, disciple and celebrant and had been granted access to the awful mysteries of the household. She had been accustomed to watch over the affairs of her two sisters when Dame Shirley was not present due to her being distracted by public responsibilities. Sarah Frost was fruitful with advice and admonition in matters of courtship and, particularly, in sexual matters, her eternal question being: ‘What would my mother say in this position?’ Thus, she had attempted to dissuade Leah from encouraging Curtis.

Sarah had opposed the marriage. She had pointed out that Curtis did not hold Catholic principles, that he came from a dangerous background of philosophy and free-thinking and, in all probability, of socialism too; that Curtis’s family were far from rich and that Leah’s future with him would be somewhat shabby and necessitous. It was true that Curtis had been well – educated, had been to Oxford and so forth, but education, even a good intelligence and talent, could only be partially rewarding when a person lacked the social and political instinct. But Leah had been stubborn and the courtship continued.

But left to Sarah was the scrupulous and stern guardianship of the other sister, Joanna. Joanna was now twenty-five. She was rigorous in the application of the eldest sister’s principles: that, in courtship, there should be licence for nothing beyond a kiss and the holding of a lover’s hand. Joanna was somewhat frantic nowadays but, still, she had the inestimable possession of virginity.

Sarah herself cherished hierarchical arrangements: the grandest moment of her life had been her selection as head girl. She had convinced herself that there was something romantic in her parents’ marriage – although the two of them had slept apart for more than twenty years. Her father shared her veneration of the matriarch and had become contentedly emasculated. It was perhaps more accurate to call Mr Frost a son to his wife than a husband or, perhaps, a ward in her guardianship or even just some kind of favoured client. Even so, he regarded Dame Shirley as a brilliant woman who had manifested herself to him through the ineffable wisdom of the divine. Though his adored virago was, these days, bloated and without grace, her face puffed into a fleshy round shape with folds underneath the chin, he felt constrained to believe that he was in love with her. He was mild, self-effacing and docile, a sort of provider of echoes for the convenience of his wife. Leah loved him profoundly.

Leah had been subject, approximately from the time of puberty, to a condition of anxiety which expressed itself in anorexia. This was culpable in the view of her family but nonetheless, one might surmise, it was appropriate. Her mother had affixed a certificate for cordon bleu cookery to the wall of the dining-room, a particularly fatuous decoration. This certificate was viewed by Leah, all unconsciously, with tame hostility, as a talisman of her mother’s imaginary excellence. It was naively tasteless, a facet of Dame Shirley’s moody and dramatic imposition on the world. The old woman would, no doubt, have thus utilised all her certificates for school examinations passed and placed them on the wall had she considered such an extravagant promotion sufficiently profitable.

To her, Leah’s neurosis over food, the nervous state that prevented the girl from relaxation and appetite, was not only a reproach but an aspect of ingratitude. The girl became so etiolated in figure – her periods had ceased – that it had been found necessary to have her examined by a doctor. The doctor, having made his observations and questioned Leah, a routine to which she submitted with sad resignation, asserted that there was nothing for it but to send her to a hospital known for the expert treatment of her condition.

‘These things are psychological,’ had been the doctor’s judgement. This much was obvious and had always been so, even to the Frosts. Nonetheless, the pronouncement of that word ‘psychological’ imported into their minds something dreadful, shameful and prodigious. Now they were confronted by a circumstance that, they feared, might prove an obstacle to their crass social ambition by drawing attention to the unnatural strains and inhibitions of the household.

‘Why won’t you eat?’ Dame Shirley had asked. Leah looked guilty and helpless.

‘I can’t,’ she replied, hoarsely.

‘Is this to punish me? For my wickedness? For my wrongdoing? You are fighting me.’

‘No, I’m not fighting you.’

‘The doctor said it’s because you seek control. You eat a dozen peas, no more, at dinner. And do you think that puts you in control? I must say it puzzles me, Leah, such tactics. And the fact is that if you won’t eat you may waste away and die...Anyway, the problem is out of the bag now. We have to send you away.’

‘I won’t go to hospital.’

‘But you must, my girl, if you won’t heed us. God only helps those who help themselves and I’m asking you to make the effort to help yourself...We’ve been told how many calories are necessary- fifteen hundred to be eaten every day. Eat fifteen hundred and you’ll soon get better. Or it’s the hospital for you and everyone will know your secret. I daresay they’ll put a pipe into your throat and force - feed you.’

‘I can’t go there.’

‘Well, you can’t stay here and starve to death. We all love you too much...You don’t find your illness in those penniless Asian countries. Girls there are only to glad to be able to eat. They won’t use to food to rebel against their parents. They know the value of a square meal out there. The fact is you’ve been pampered. You’ve picked up a fashionable illness.’

‘Just eating more won’t solve my problems.’

‘Problems? What problems have you got? Listen to you – the audacity. The audacity so young. The only problem you have is always being the favourite. You had the best of everything. You had new clothes. We gave you a car. We sent you to the best school...If you loved us you would want to get well. Eat fifteen hundred calories-’

‘It’s too -’

‘Selfish little girl. Selfish and rebellious little girl. Ungrateful. I shall speak to your father about you and-never fear – he will not take your side. You see how you are making us all suffer.’

The girl was chastened, mortified, but still she would not eat. More and more she spent time alone. The family was everything – the one unit of society, ranged against all other such units striving to usurp each other. What was outside this discipline was irrelevant, menacing, and it was shameful that the regime of the Frosts had generated such a difficulty – a girl who had decided to exist on a few peas, counted out, and an occasional little suggestion of liver.

Dame Shirley had placed in the lavatory distractions such as ferns and photographs of landscapes and facsimiles of Victorian prints under glass, as if to deny the indelicacy of what was done there. But, sitting over the bowl, this entourage of denial concentrated the reluctance of the girl to defecate, to acknowledge that she inhabited a body. She wished for an existence more ethereal, for which euphemisms were not as necessary as for this one of shitting. She was humiliated and upset by the stain and smell of it.

If food produced this ineluctable taint of defecation then it must be denied – just as the grossness of sex must be denied and the procreative instinct obfuscated with hypocritical nicety. Her favourite expression, when confronted by her own carnality was that she was ‘confused.’ Yet, as Curtis had discovered during their courtship her pleasure at his touch was strong and primitive. There was nothing lacking in her libido. The first night they met, at a party, she had dissolved into laughter as she bestrode him, clothed, pleasant sensations of vaguely sexual arousal emanating from her delta of Venus. To be sure, there was something childish in this, as if the urgency of sexual action had been transmuted into what was innocent and controlled. But nonetheless the pleasure and excitement had been there... For the present they lived apart and their two little girls were with her at Dame Shirley’s house. He had never penetrated beyond her innocence, her desire to have all things innocuous and pleasant. It was she who had suggested the separation. And her departure had been a relief to Curtis.
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Sarah met him at the door. Sarah was the propagandist of the family who collaborated with her parents in defence of all its implied tenets. She had been unconvinced by Leah’s illness and agreed with Dame Shirley that her sister had been somehow ungrateful, that Leah had shamefully declined the natural occupations of these parvenus: canvassing for the Tories and attending the dinner parties of Dame Shirley’s allies – above all striving to be invited everywhere and not to miss propitious ‘functions.’ The Frosts had taken a ruthless direction into gentility and nothing could be permitted to deter them from the blind and enthusiastic charge of their social momentum.

Sarah had imitated her mother, as she did in most things, by making an early, Catholic, marriage. Like Dame Shirley, she had enmeshed a docile partner, a managing director who worked in the family firm, and had kept her capture obedient and suppressed. Her husband was rich, becoming richer, and generations of his forbears had lived the way of squires, as Lords Lieutenant, magistrates and people of importance in hunts and rural affairs. Sarah surmised it was important to have such a prop, that one must, from the start get the better of him and make him grow to love his own enslavement. She was still head girl. She sat on the board of a charity and could afford what passed for social responsibility and altruism. Hers was not a love match but she was prepared to forfeit some amenities of private life in return for comfort and for public praise. She regarded her children and her husband as among the least important aspects of her existence.

She had, from the beginning, disapproved of Curtis. ‘Oh, he’s clever,’ she would say, ‘and he’s articulate and so on. But he’s not for us.’ She meant by such a judgement that he was neither rich nor a Catholic. There was a great deal disquieting to her in Curtis’s satirical approach. He valued intellect over money, strength of character over social distinction. The Frosts had failed to gain his approbation because he was able to distinguish form the first their mercenary crassness and their recalcitrant vulgarity. He had been shaken by the discovery that their neat red house was destitute of books or of evidence of any cultural pursuits. There was no music, no sign even of a radio and the household seemed forever wrapped in an integument of formal neatness, in sanctimonious immaculate domesticity. One feared one’s very presence was a disarrangement and one could not relax.

These were politicians, Curtis had noted, practical and relativist, who considered deeply the outward and fashionable advantage of the moment and were solemnly conventional. They regarded his pensiveness, his nonconformity, his lack of social seasoning as decisive weakness. They had taken it upon themselves, using all forms of persuasion, including sarcastic hints and homilies, to keep Leah and Curtis apart. Dame Shirley had once decided to deliver a harangue against Leah’s marriage.

‘He has not convinced me,’ she began, in, what was rare, a hesitant register, ‘not convinced your father that he is...worthy of you.’ Leah, as was frequent in her mother’s disapproving presence, had cheeks in crimson shame. It was a catastrophe to Leah that she should be called upon to resist. But she loved Curtis. She was silent, looking up at the storm, fearfully.

‘We know nothing of him,’ continued the old woman. ‘Neither he nor his family have made a place in the world. These are not...distinguished...not people of the proper...I mean they are not our kind of people. And he seems not to be...a responsible type. You can talk of love now – you may be in love for all I know – but it remains to say that he is not a solid type, not the right kind of... I must tell you that this is serious. We are talking here of marriage, Leah, of something serious. By all means fill yourself with loving and romance and so forth. Do you think I don’t understand you? By all means, while you are young...divert yourself in this way. These are the situations of being a young girl – loving and romance and kisses-’

‘He’s going to be a lawyer.’

‘Yes, he’s a clever young man. But I don’t like the way he talks about the law. He won’t make money. You shake your head but I can tell. He’s not shrewd and canny and greedy the way a good young lawyer should be. I know him. I know him - he is merely toying with the idea of the law. He won’t make a success, my girl. Because, as I observe, this man you love...he lacks a definite social side, a social quality, the ability to get on in life. He lacks something that’s important and he’s too full of himself to understand. He’s clever and theoretical. And he has no money.’

‘He’s very persuasive.’

‘But he won’t stick to it, to the law. He won’t stick to anything. And he won’t stick to you. Not him.’

‘He loves me.’

‘First love never lasts.’

Now Sarah was looking at him with customary reproach. She had conceived an exceptionally low opinion of him by osmosis and she smarted at a certain scorn that he was not effective in concealing. Her sense of the indignity visited on the family by his presence had been intensified by a certain incidence of disrespect shown towards some plastic frogs.
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On the anniversary of his marriage eight years previously Mr Frost had purchased half a dozen green plastic frogs. He had placed them on the dining-room table and all visitors were informed that this was his present to his wife. There appeared to be some humour in the gift, something infantile and, perhaps, dismissive. Or perhaps the frogs on the table had been bought to affect irony and said: ‘I might have bought my wife presents of great price, fine jewels, but we are beyond such things.’ At any rate, the frogs were a puzzle to Curtis; he decided they were ridiculous. He perceived them as no more than a feeble substitution, something tired, quite lacking in true affection and amounting to an insult except amongst crass and tasteless people. And he had grinned.

His scorn was noted by Sarah and she reacted by canvassing for her parents; it was a humble gift, she maintained, of two old people who still love each other. There was nothing thoughtless, lacking in romance or disdainful about the present. It was alarming to Sarah’s sense of duty that an upstart like Curtis could abuse her parents’ atmosphere in this way. Everything had been calculated in the neat red rich house, placed for a particular effect, including these plastic frogs, and to defy this decorum was not to understand, not to participate in the good fight, the worthy enterprise of the family’s advancement. And while Curtis viewed the frogs with his mocking glance, Leah looked at her sister fearfully, perhaps dreading Sarah’s unfavourable report of Curtis or believing she herself was culpable.

Leah was forever moved to suppress her hostility to her mother. She struggled to convince herself that the fat old boss was loveable. She gave the boss all her gratitude for conceiving her and for clothing her and giving her a space to sleep. Leah had persuaded herself that Dame Shirley, through her ‘work’ on councils and committees, had demonstrated that there was a wider philanthropy to be manifested than that of mere attention to her family. Leah’s residual affection was the result of the need to love, even when there was nothing to love and to think the best of everybody, especially when they had no merit; she refused to accept there were sometimes more difficult, more brutal elements in the psyche that could not be mitigated by her sanguine childish acceptance.

Curtis was always reluctant to visit the Frosts, having reached an impasse with Leah but had been informed over the phone that he was particularly required for dinner. He was attending more out of curiosity than in the spirit of performing a duty.

‘I want to have a word with you,’ insinuated Sarah, ‘before dinner.’

She was dressed in her usual way, in the manner of a woman twenty years older eschewing any hint of fashion. She wore a tartan dress and beige stockings. She was far inferior to Leah in beauty, at least in the appraisal of Curtis, but she nonetheless was considered, among her staid and prematurely ageing coterie, as a fine example of Nordic traits. It had to be conceded that, like Dame Shirley, she had turned out a buxom, hearty, stout woman and had once been popular in courtship with a certain class of studious and reserved young men. These admirers were typically maladroit with women, rather plain and often displaying unpleasant traces of religious enthusiasm. But she had overlooked them in favour of her lax and supine husband whom she had married in a great hurry. He was too useful to be let off lightly.

‘We have not been... friends,’ Sarah began. A maid came in and brought tea. Without asking him she poured out a cup for Curtis, too preoccupied to be aware of what she was doing. She started to speak without looking at him.

‘You don’t respect me,’ she went on, ‘and I don’t get the point of you. That much is...plain. When Leah married...well she did not have her family’s approval. But let that be as it may...But the union was blessed with children. We came to see it as God’s will.’

‘I see I’ve disappointed you.’ The irony in his words was appreciated only by himself.

‘My mother won’t speak to you,’ continued Sarah, in the same obdurate manner. Curtis’s gaze was drawn to the teak cabinet, where the Frosts were exhibiting a dinner service behind the glass. He began to puzzle over the purpose of this display.

‘They’re never used for eating,’ he pondered. ‘Why display them as a prize or some sort of curiosity? Are they very special plates – or do they have a secret value for these people? Why imprison the plates? They have done no wrong and should be set free.’

‘My mother won’t speak to you. But I can speak...’

He wondered what was the cause of all this prevarication, of what was an attempt at delicacy. He noticed that the plastic frogs had found a place next to the dinner service. There was a pewter mug too from which nobody was permitted to drink and glasses with the motto: ‘Work is the curse of the drinking class.’

‘We have approved of Leah’s decision although it is not usual to people of our faith. But it is to be allowed, considering that you were not married by the Catholic rite.’

‘Leah’s decision?’ He could hear sounds of television in the next room. Mr Frost had taken a day off and was watching the daytime programmes. It struck him anew that he regarded the whole family’s tendency and occupation as inimical, vulgar, empty.

Dame Shirley’s family had come over from the colonies and she liked to boast that her father had been Governor General of New South Wales. It was a sonorous title and it was in her nature to rejoice in such honorifics. In fact, there had been no such elevation or rather it was her uncle who been distinguished – but only to the extent of having become the boss of the state’s labour party. No doubt he had passed on to his niece his capacity to be at the head of certain committees and of acquiring pointless distinctions through political manoeuvre. Dame Shirley had impressed on her daughters a reverence for what she considered her own high birth, although she could be sure of her provenance only back as far as her grandfather who had arrived in the antipodes from Ireland in the twenties. Dame Shirley’s damehood or daming or whatever name one gives to her supposed ennoblement coincided roughly with her grand climacteric, and was achieved by her inveterate bumptiousness and unmerited interference in the politics of her ward. It was expected that soon she would be raised to life peer. No doubt then she would have even greater scope for heading remunerative committees.

Once before, whilst Curtis was still in the habit of attending her dinner parties, she had tested him with her project against commuter fraud. People were not paying their fares. She intimated that she had given this problem her particular attention the whole year previous. Curtis gazed at her blankly, wondering why she had selected him as her audience. She spoke sternly and as if she guessed at his own infractions.

‘There’s a lot of it,’ she had suddenly declared, ‘this fraud on the underground. And we shall put a stop to it with new machines.’ She regarded him with mischievous triumph, expecting admiration.

‘I’ve done a lot of it myself, a lot of fraud,’ he replied, attempting jocularity.

‘What?’ Dame Shirley was aghast. He was irritated. But had he not learned yet that this was no place for jokes? He shrank and became apologetic. There was a withering dourness in the Dame, something remorseless that was affronted by youth and liberty. That coercion, that suppression had made Leah react in occasional impulsiveness verging on wildness - as when she had thrown herself at him at the party having met him only once and suddenly kissed him on the neck.

Mr Frost came in from watching television.

‘Oh, it’s you,’ he said with a pleasant smile. ‘You’re never much here.’

‘We are talking about...what mummy said,’ Sarah warned. She was displeased with the old man; he was usually to be ignored: he had no power amongst them.

‘I suppose I shouldn’t watch so much TV,’ sighed the old man, resisting Sarah’s unpleasant tone. ‘But it’s one of my chief...I won’t open a book. I just can’t relax that way. Not after I’ve spent all my time looking into people’s mouths. I don’t like reading.’ He spoke as if there was something charming about his ignorance.

‘You won’t get me worrying about Dostyovsky.’ He sat down and poured out a cup of tea. There was no more complete picture of mediocrity and contentment. The afternoon sun was dimming now and there were shadows in the room.

‘I suppose it’s an Australian thing,’ continued Mr Frost. ‘We’re not like you. We’re plain people. Outdoor people. We won’t call a shovel an entrenching tool.

Curtis smiled back at him; he liked the old man. Mr Frost glanced at Sarah and put down his cup of tea.

‘We don’t see much of you,’ he muttered and then shambled away.

‘Are you still teaching?’ asked Sarah.

‘Yes.’

‘What are you teaching?’

‘Latin and English.’ He immediately regretted that he had answered frankly about his new work when it would have been preferable perhaps to conceal everything. He had an enthusiasm for his teaching and was therefore vulnerable. They were barbarians, after all, who regarded him, having abandoned his profession, as something like a defrocked priest.

‘I’ve never got the point of it – Latin. And why teach English? Unless it’s to foreigners.’ He was silent, resenting her.

‘But there’s not much money in it,’ she resumed, gratified by her mastery. ‘There’s no future in it.’

‘I thought Leah would be here.’

‘We need to speak of the divorce.’

‘What?’

His mouth dropped open a little, he was aware of it. He was so taken aback that for a minute he was unable to speak. Then anger overruled his surprise and he had the urge to slap her.

‘What divorce?’ he said at last.

‘You’ve lived apart nearly a year...Leah is still a young woman and she can marry again. Haven’t you thought of that? Of course, that’s not the custom amongst we Catholics but, as I said, you weren’t married by the Catholic rite. And so, by a certain way of looking at things, you’re not really man and wife.

Eventually he said: ‘I think that’s none of your business.’

‘That’s one way of looking at it...Leah didn’t want to speak of it to you. She can’t. But I can speak.’

Perhaps the family suffered from a particular form of collective madness, he reflected, a mental disorder that everyone seemed to have accepted and which only offended him. People will normalise the most fractured of demeanours, the strangest twists of attitude, provided these are coupled with a sufficiently confident imposition. It was only required that there be a generalised exterior rationalisation to distract others from this latent insanity.

‘We have been speaking of divorce for months,’ Sarah informed him. ‘There has been a massive breakdown in relations.’

‘If any one has the excuse for a divorce,’ he returned, with an effort to repress his desire to be abusive, ‘it is me. I’m the one who’s been deserted. She took the children and left me. But as for her – she has no excuse.’

‘I can think of half a dozen. Failure to provide adequate financial support for one thing. At any rate, you must admit things can’t go on this way.’

‘What gives you the right to come between husband and wife?’

‘Leah herself has given me that right-’

‘Yes, she come to you. That is her unfortunate habit. You take advantage of her confusion. So that she accepts advice she doesn’t want. The real reason that we are living apart is because she can’t emancipate herself from her confusion, from you all, from your kindly interference. She must choose between us – she must choose her own family: her children and her husband-’

‘Oh, I see you’re in the mood to say rude things-’

‘I haven’t yet begun to say rude things.’

Sarah rose up from her seat and lifted up the tray of tea things, looking at Curtis wrathfully. For a moment he imagined she intended to throw down at him what was on the tray. She put it back on the table and strode out of the room. He drove back to Islington; nowadays he lodged at home.
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‘I’m afraid they continue to be all quite mad,’ he observed to his father. His father was the only person nowadays, apart from his friend Leo, with whom he attempted to be frank. The old man had opposed his marriage. Perhaps Mr Curtis had seen deeply into the psyche of his son. At any rate, it was a truth grudgingly accepted by the younger man that his father had seen the shortcomings of a career in the law. He had been right -Curtis was not a good lawyer – and always referred to this activity as ‘pettifogging.’ It was a resonant description, a word Curtis forever associated with his despairing attempt to fit into his career. The constrictive labour of such a traditional profession and the need to be sacrificially consistent, to feel exactly the same every day in endless routine – that was ‘pettifogging.’ He had been forced to search out dreary precedents, draw up dreary writs and make his negligible contribution to the overall indigestion of the law.

Mr Curtis had undertaken many occupations, had been discontented with each of them. He had been a book keeper in a small firm that manufactured pipes. He had sold stone cladding, a sort of disfigurement to a facade, which he had sold equably on false pretences, claiming it made an addition to a house’s value. He had hawked encyclopaedias, with the equally false assertion that such books could expand mental capacity and stimulate intelligence. He had been a window cleaner and, for a short period had worked in a factory that turned out knives and forks. It made no difference to him how he earned his living.

He was both miserly and careless about money, which he used mostly to purchase his only luxury apart from cigarettes – books. His greatest interest was in languages and he was often to be found, a cigarette alight, working through a grammar of German or Russian or Arabic. He valued the process of learning in itself, liked conjugations and declensions, and yet had no great appreciation of the artistic effects of literature. He bought volumes that he had no intention of ever opening and indeed he had so many that there would never have been scope to read them all. And for the most part he read the same books over and over, the works of authors he had been introduced to in his boyhood.

Curtis entered the living-room where his father was seated with a copy of ‘Hammer’s German Grammar’. The old man raised his eyes which were large, grey and almost without eyebrows, which gave him the appearance of a startled bird.

‘Did you speak to her?’ he asked.

‘I didn’t speak to Leah. I spoke to Sarah.’

‘Is Leah coming back?’

‘I don’t know. She wasn’t there.’

‘Maybe you’re better off without her.’ The statement was made after a judicious pause during which Mr Curtis peered at his son sympathetically. Conscious that he had been too harsh he tempered his remark. ‘For the present. Better off without her for the present.’

Apparently, Mr Curtis considered the matter closed for, after lighting another cigarette, he returned peaceably to his reading. He was not particularly interested in Leah or in women in general whom he regarded as mysterious, irrelevant and a complication. What mattered to him more was Dr Hammer’s rules on gender in German nouns.

An hour later he looked up from his book

‘Of course, they have no culture,’ he said.

It was unpleasant to Curtis to be reminded that his wife was an ignoramus – sweet-natured, humble and affectionate but an ignoramus. He loved her but he had come to realise that now he found her boring. In their first courtship he had been exalted by her admiration for him. He liked to listen to himself turning phrases in her presence. He took pride in her beauty. It had been a novel experience to apprehend that beauty, which had only been perceived by him on his friend Leo’s suggestion. Up until that point he had bypassed such aesthetic judgements and had consciously only noticed her submissive sympathetic character and the way she felt to touch. Yes, she was beautiful – and that should have solved everything.

‘Isn’t culture all a question of degree?’ he said. ‘Aren’t we all more or less cultured?’ He had the urge to defend his wife. The old man put aside Hammer and lit another cigarette.

‘I mean, these things are all relative,’ declared Curtis.

‘They are ashamed of us,’ observed the old man with sagacity. ‘They think Leah married beneath her.’

Curtis was silent. His father’s opinions weighed heavily with him.

‘That old hag wanted nothing more than marrying of her daughter to a duke, a viscount or an earl. Instead she got you. We’re a ragged pair, you and I. The old sow thinks she stumbled into muck.’

‘I didn’t marry Leah’s family.’

‘Well, that’s a romantic notion, I suppose.’ Mr Curtis shrugged his shoulders.

‘I still love Leah.

‘Why did she run away from you? Why did she take your children away?... Fine connections. Yes, we’re slumming it with them. We were the ones marrying beneath us. A group of heartless social climbers. Bastards. In fact, they are stupid people, low people.’

‘Sarah says they want us to divorce.’

‘What has that to do with the head girl?’ Sarah was too ridiculous to Mr Curtis to have acquired a name.

‘Yes – it’s regrettable,’ said the young man, after a pause. He made a general movement with his right hand, a gesture implying hopelessness and his sense of there being no escape. He had been caught up in his wife’s predicament and had become subject to a sort of tentative inertia. He could not move – there was no way out. After all, he loved his wife.

‘I want to do...what’s honourable,’ said Curtis. The old man shook his head.

‘The fact is,’ said Mr Curtis, ‘you married a woman with a mental illness.’

Mr Curtis resumed his reading and it appeared his interest in his son’s difficulties was at an end. Curtis watched his father for a while. He was expecting further oracular pronouncement but his father was quite absorbed in his book, regarding it with his familiar open look of a startled bird. Curtis envied his peaceful detachment. He accepted much that was faulty in his father, knowing him instinctively – so that it was impossible for him to form a reasoned judgement on the old man’s character. He customarily had little idea of what was in his father’s thoughts but believed fundamentally that he would not advise against his son’s interests. He imagined still somehow that he was the major factor in his father’s meditations and was held in a bond of filial loyalty that had been confirmed by the ambushes of marriage. Indeed, he was loyal to them both, to Leah and to Mr Curtis.
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Chapter Seven
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Curtis was not gregarious like his best friend Leo. He could not employ the blasé repetitiousness of his friend, who never tired of saying precisely the same thing to each new acquaintance. Leo was the main connection now remaining to him of old ways of comradeship and youthful emulation. Curtis had been careless in jettisoning other connections of friendship, considering that his marriage was sufficient.

Both he and Leo were in the habit of acquiring purely temporary friendships but differed in the import of these associations. For Curtis they were negligible; for Leo such commencements had value in themselves, being a chance to express his personality anew and, paradoxically, repeat himself. He delighted in making charges into the sensitive psychic strongholds of his targets, getting to know with casual assurance intimate material for gossip.

Leo was awaiting Curtis in the little restaurant at the Trike theatre.

‘They’ll see you a little later,’ he said to Curtis as he was shaking his hand. It was a question of a job.

Leo was an incorrigible liberal and he was proud of that rather hackneyed trait. He had long previously accepted he was nothing but a type. He was a follower of all egalitarian movements; he was a feminist, against pornography and the white elites, atheistic and bearded. He was wearing his hair long now because he had heard a rumour that it was coming into fashion. He wore cinnamon coloured gauzy slacks that descended halfway up his calves.

Leo had once, for the space of three months, been an earnest student at a not very distinguished university, studying English. For three months he had emerged from his native lethargy and applied himself to Byron and Keats. But this zeal was fugitive and more and more, as the weather happened to become quite mild, he had turned to tennis and to women. Soon he could hardly sum up the patience for a hurried essay and was no more to be seen at lectures. Such was the effect of education upon him. What concerned him was sport and the sport of sex. He lived entirely through bodily sensation; he took drugs and changed his girlfriends constantly. Nowadays he was with Agnes, a terrifying woman who terrified even him with her neurosis. He considered himself very content.

‘I’m known here,’ said Leo.

‘What is the job?’

‘You’ll be working behind the bar. General things. And as an usher. It’s easy work in the evenings. Twenty pounds a night cash in hand.’

Curtis had the notion that Leo discussed Leah and himself with Agnes a good deal. Leo and Agnes had no children. Curtis conjectured, with reason, that this emptiness inclined them to be mostly concerned with considerations outside their marriage. He had observed how irresponsible gossip made Leo feel powerful and at the centre. Leo loved to dominate a gathering with sensational news and stories about absent friends. And Curtis reckoned that, to judge from Leo’s lack of discretion in the case of these other friends, the difficulties of his marriage to Leah were widely known. And yet Curtis had the urge still to use him as a confessor.

‘I’ve been a little worried about you,’ claimed Leo, as if the welfare of his friend was one of his chief preoccupations. ‘You can’t go on like this.’

‘Yes. It’s a sticky business.’

‘You should have it out with her. You should make it clear that you won’t put up with it. Running back to mamma. Is she still not eating?’

‘I don’t know. She always keeps it a secret.

‘It’s worrying...not normal.’

‘They’ve suggested a divorce.’

‘Never. A divorce?’

Leo took a draught of beer. This was a choice piece of news and his cold sharp blue eyes showed great interest. He had always festering in him a covert resentment of those he suspected were happier than himself. Curtis, he knew, loved his wife and he had children whilst his own arrnagement provided no more than friendship and convenience. Leo had never felt this ‘love’. He had a notion it was a ruse, the invention of soft fanciful people. Such people were inclined, in his view, to imaginative excesses and were merely diverting themselves with a fashionable deceit. He was opposed to this idea and where he saw love attempted to inhibit it or even stamp it out. Therefore this information, that the rupture between Leah and his friend might become permanent was pleasant to him. But he kept his satisfaction concealed. He shook his head.

‘A divorce?’ he repeated.

‘They don’t think I’m suitable material.’

‘I see.’

‘They’ve never liked me.’

‘Yes.’

‘They turned away from me decisively once I gave up the law. But I can’t tell you what a relief it was. When I threw out all my old files and textbooks. For the first few months I did nothing expect reread all my favourite authors. There seemed to be a divorce, you see between a life of intelligence and interest, a cultural awareness, and my old life. They’re a stupid bunch, the lawyers. They know nothing except the cleverness of the law...So I was happy to give up my place in chambers. I knew I wouldn’t be going back there. I was being choked. I couldn’t help feeling what we were doing was pointless.

‘My lawbooks became just rows of print that were dancing before my eyes. And I became a sort of heretic. I didn’t believe in it any more. I was happy to have fewer and fewer clients. I just sat staring out at the lawn all day. So, my colleagues began to whisper. They wondered if I was going mad. But I wasn’t going mad – I was just clearing a space inside my head, knowing for the first time in years a certain peace...The law is so perfect for stupidity. One studies and studies and ends up by actually knowing nothing. There’s no satisfaction. The best and cleverest people all wound up to express – nothing. Well, it was alright for them... But I was sunk. And it was so demanding. You have to be a lawyer all the time, to your fingertips. It’s impossible to stop thinking about your cases, worrying about new details and new tricks that occur to you. But the problem was I had no ambition.

‘Now I’m satisfied because I have time to myself. I want to do something that I consider valuable...Leah’s family won’t stand for it. They think I’m a sorry specimen. But I’ve wasted so much...of life. I’ve spent so much of life in anticipation – of what? I’m still young and I want to be something more... more than a husband and a father and someone with a place in the queue for wages.’

‘What else is there?’ asked Leo.

‘There must be more. More than just fitting in. More than steaming like a pudding.’

‘We all want to be free, mate. But, short of being born to money, there’s no way to get that freedom. You have to give yourself up to drudgery. Even your teaching is just drudgery. The important thing, whatever one does for money, is one’s private life. That’s what matters – a bit of sex, a bit of craic, a bit of sport. One has the duty to make things pleasant for oneself. That’s all that’s possible – to make things pleasant for oneself. A bit of sex, a bit of drink, something interesting to eat. That’s the only real satisfaction. But that wouldn’t appeal to you. I think you have no high opinion of...the social virtues. So, of course your life is fucking boring.’

‘Not now. My life is not boring now.’

‘You think you’ve simplified things but that’s untrue. And now you’re going to divorce - ’

‘I’m not having any divorce.’

‘Oh?’

‘I love my wife.’
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Chapter Eight
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The next afternoon Curtis was with one of his few pupils. He was trying to get a little boy to understand a sentence. The parents watched him as he sat by the boy, a book of Dickens open before him. It was as if they expected an immediate transformation.

‘A sentence,’ he instructed the boy, ‘has, typically, a subject an object and a verb. Do you understand what that is?’ There was no sign of understanding.

‘The subject does, the verb describes what the subject is doing and the object is what the subject does it to...Is that at all clear?’

He did not know what he could do to counter the stupidity of the boy. He drank tea and listened to the boy read from Dickens. The husband had left the room but the wife sat on as if she had paid for the privilege of watching. At the end of an hour, when the session was over, she asked Curtis if Mrs Rogers was coming back. Mrs Rogers was usually the tutor. He told her he did not know and she looked crestfallen.

At last he managed to obtain an interview a few days later with his wife. Leah had been away with some unspecified political friends of the Frosts and he had been told she was ‘recuperating.’ He took this to mean, with their usual obfuscation, that they were hiding her from him. He had never managed, he reflected, to extract her from the internal politics of the family, even after he and his wife had gone to live with old Mr Curtis. Leah, he realised sadly, was far more a daughter than a wife.

This time it was Joanna, the youngest sister, who met him at the door. She resembled Leah a great deal and was also anxious, flustered, intimidated. But Leah had once escaped to be with him whereas Joanna had never been emancipated and remained at home. Joanna looked worried and she had the habit of facing down towards the space at her feet as one addressed her. The manner of her speech conveyed irritation, defeat and suffering.

‘Where are the children?’ he asked Leah twenty minutes later.

He had been reflecting that this was the penalty of marrying one’s first love: to have only the remains of stunted emotion with a wife who was nowadays unknown. She was unknown but somehow quite predictable. Yet while it was true that he somewhat despised Leah for her conventional opinions he also admired her. Her ignorance and philistinism he still could attribute to simplicity. Still, his mind was always returning these days to an incident that had preceded his marriage by some years. It occurred after he had cast her off.

He had regarded the courtship as over: she had refused to sleep with him. He was in great turmoil, having been forced to leave her. But what else was there to do? He craved the adventure of sex. What was he to do? If the only way to sleep with Leah was to marry then to go on with her was quite impossible. All his school friends seemed to be participating in an orgy, taking up with girls for sex. He alone appeared caught in a ceremonious love affair, conducted with suitably puritanical decorum. Once, as an experiment, his hand had strayed to her behind and she had pointedly removed it. But she took an innocently sexual view of him. She liked his touch. And so, he had been led to believe she would succumb to him, to the great adventure. But she had not succumbed. And the pleasure she took in her physical contact with him was part of her guilty ‘confusion.’ She wished to ignore the urging of the pleasure she took in touching him and in this she was disingenuous.

It transpired about a year after he had given her up that he was travelling to Regent’s Park; it was near where she lived. He was standing on an elevator, looking down at his feet, and when it had taken him halfway up he chanced to raise his eyes and saw Leah some way above him. He wondered for a moment whether the sight of him was welcome to her. He had wronged her, in a way. He remembered how pleasant it had been to touch her. He remembered how pleasant it had been to place his arm about her waist, to hold her hand returning the pressure of his own with a firm dry grip. It was suddenly impossible for him to recede, to refuse to try the experiment of loving her again. But he knew that to go ahead was mistaken. He knew this as she glared down at him with her angry look. Again, not to act was wrong. It was urgent that he reclaim her. People say one cannot go back. But here was an opportunity to restore the rarest thing, first love. He approached her and they reached the summit of the escalator together.

‘I’ve regretted it. I’ve often thought of you.’ They were walking towards the park.

‘Yes?’ She looked at him gravely. She was not much thinner; her figure contradicted her anorexia very well. He took her hand. They continued their courtship.

He held off from introducing his father to the Frosts until the wedding. Because his father was both a peasant and a patrician. There was no place for him at a dinner party of the Frosts. He had no taste for refined cooking and dressed shabbily. But at the wedding Dame Shirley approached, ready to bamboozle with talk of her committees, local politics, her charities. The old man had sensed her disposition from the beginning – he considered that Curtis himself might be constrained to listen but he himself was unconcerned. He looked at the Dame with a wry comic expression. He had decided she was an ignorant woman.

‘I was talking to Lord Brockton,’ expatiated the Dame, ‘who heads up the committee. He and I go back to the old government when he put through another measure against noise pollution. You know Lord Brockton? He used to work in treasury matters. When the Labour people got back he resigned his seat and took over my charity and that’s how we came to be allied. We raised a good deal of money. The charity was called ‘Animal Resources.’ And it was good for me because through him I got to know the minister...’

Mr Curtis smiled at her, nodded his head and then gave her a contemptuous look. He feasted on potatoes as he listened. Next he devoured boiled eggs as if they were the choicest banquet. Dame Shirley wondered if he were not a little mad. But this did not wilt her dull fanaticism and she went on with her talk of politics.

‘Do you know Australia?’ she asked at length.

‘Australia?’

‘My father was the Governor General of New South Wales.’

‘I knew there was a South Wales.’

‘We had a homestead of half a million acres.’

‘I myself have a homestead. It’s not that big.’

The Dame now suspected he was mocking her but she continued.

‘The family originally came from Ireland. The McGoverns. We came from Mayo.’

‘I thought so. You have a wild Irish look to you, you and your daughters.’

‘My family has always been active in politics. There’s no problem, in my opinion, in public affairs that cannot be solved by the right method and a little common sense. I have passed on that to each of my girls. And to be good Catholics.’

‘I am not a good Catholic.’ At that moment Sarah Frost had approached them and informed her mother that Joanna had just ended her engagement.

‘Joanna and Brian have been fighting,’ Sarah had informed her mother.

‘What will you do about sex?’ Mr Curtis had asked his son a month before the wedding. Curtis was surprised by the question, which he nonetheless took to be no more than a tincture of his father’s eccentricity. Curtis replied that he had given no thought to sex. This was untrue: he had thought of it a good deal. Frustration had accumulated in him the previous three years which he doubted could be alleviated by any woman.

‘These people do not tolerate contraception,’ said his father.

This was a central question. But Curtis believed he could persuade Leah to become pragmatic. However, Leah was obstinate and after their second child, although they had agreed to have no more children for the time being, would not use contraception. Therefore he was always afraid during intercourse. Neither of them could be relaxed enough to enjoy it. And he had come to see she was simply a representative of womanhood and his curiosity about sex was still restless and unbounded. This dissatisfaction ran counter to his love for her.
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