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LEWIS PERCY

‘Lewis Percy traces the path of a young man, a scholar, through years of abnegation into something riskier and warmer… The time-span is long, and used to real effect as people are shown in shifting perspectives, changing their shape and habits and significance… Makes you laugh, through the steady play of wit dealt out by that cool, dry hand of hers… I read Lewis Percy with the most intense enjoyment… How many living novelists can match her for sustained intelligence? Very few’ – Claire Tomalin in the Observer

‘[The] introductory passage… is beautifully devised to make us aware of Lewis’s nature, his twenty-two-year-old ingenuousness, his idealism about women and hesitancy towards them’ – Julian Symons in The Times Literary Supplement

‘What his real-life research teaches him is that human love is necessarily impure, being mixed with self-love and other adulterations, and that he must learn to live beneath his own elevated standards. This is solemn comedy of a high order, lifting at times to grave farce’ – Norman Shrapnel in the Guardian

‘The work is very intelligent, it is full of distinction, and the dying fall of Lewis’s fate – a farewell to a profoundly loved English suburbanity – has a haunting poetry… lingers and stays in the mind with a flavour of the truth of “life itself” ’ – Barbara Everett in the Independent
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Madame Doche, with an air of appreciation no less generous for being regularly at her command, took the camembert from Lewis Percy, prodded it with an expert thumb, pronounced it to be good, and ushered him into the salon. There the regular cast of his private theatre was assembled. What he thought of as the evening’s entertainment, the evening’s instruction, the evening’s reward, was deployed for his pleasure. All he had to do was take his seat.

Sometimes he brought a bag of cherries: something minor but decorative was thought appropriate to his subordinate status. In the salon the women, his fellow lodgers, were eating their irregular refreshments, and as he was the only man he did not feel emboldened to add a note of robustness, although he was nearly always hungry and would have appreciated something more serious than the slices of ham and the couple of apples that he allowed himself. Occasionally Mme Doche took pity on him and served him a plate of the thick gruel-like soup which she made for her employer’s evening meal. The soup had usually to go down after the apples. An equally thick concoction of semolina might precede the ham. Lewis, being young, could accommodate these discrepancies. The pleasure of the evening did not reside in the food, though that was always welcome. The pleasure of the evening for him lay in the warm and uncritical company of the women, all temporary inhabitants, like himself, of the cavernous apartment of Mme Roussel, the eighty-three-year-old widow under whose roof they happened – for a year, for six months, for two years – to find themselves, for that was as long as their assignments in Paris were to last. While Lewis’s contemporaries sighed out their time in meagre student lodgings, Lewis, thanks to a stroke of luck at the Alliance Française and the money his father had left him, found himself in some splendour in the Avenue Kléber. His room was the smallest in the flat, little more than an afterthought to the main accommodation, but the supreme advantage was the conviviality of his fellow migrants. He thought of them as guests, Mme Roussel’s guests, although they paid rather highly for the privilege. Mme Roussel herself, being old and rarely completely dressed, was a benevolent absence. Her quarters, entered only by Mme Doche, were separate, at the end of the corridor. Occasionally, on their way to the bathroom, to which they were allowed strictly regulated access, they could hear her playing patience and talking to herself in a loud and surprisingly coarse voice.

After handing over his camembert or his cherries Lewis would take his place with Mme Doche, Roberta and Cynthia, among the Louis XV chairs with their dingy tapestry seats, frayed, in the unseemly way of tapestry, by years of wear, under the twinkling bulbs of clusters of widely spaced wall lights. The salon was dim, its former splendour no longer even a memory. This faded background served only to bring into further prominence the presence of the women. Use of the salon in the evenings was one of the privileges for which they paid so highly. Having paid highly they then put it to their own use. Cartons of Chesterfield cigarettes were placed carelessly on the marble topped iron legged occasional tables, besides packets of smoked salmon and the matzos favoured by Roberta. Working at UNESCO she had access to far greater luxury than the rest of them and thus took further licence: a greasy paper might float down to the nineteenth-century Savonnerie carpet from the card table which she imported for her evening snack, or a riveted Sèvres saucer play host to the pips of her grapes. Cynthia, a student like Lewis himself, was more fastidious; indeed she was almost too fastidious for Lewis, although he was nearly in love with her. Cynthia, sipping her camomile tea, looked on appalled as Mme Doche sucked out the insides of mussels or tugged on the leaves of artichokes. Mme Doche, being the only one of them who was, so to speak, at home, was also the only one who ate regular meals.

It was 1959. The windows of the salon had perhaps been closed since 1950, when Mme Roussel, then ‘cette chère Mélanie’, had last played hostess to her busy friends, women like herself of good family and limited interests and outlook. Since then she had declined into vigorous old age, tended by Mme Doche, who was both servant and companion. Mme Doche, however, had never graduated to the position of friend, and that was why she appreciated the company of Roberta and Cynthia, and even of Lewis himself. What prevailed, in that dim salon, in the evenings, was a below-stairs camaraderie, ready money defiantly making weight with the family portraits and the riveted Sevres saucers, Roberta’s salary and Cynthia’s and Lewis’s allowances cocking a snook at the restrained gentility and the inherited fixtures of a long vanished bourgeois French family. Lewis saw their little group as a temporary encampment in alien territory and was continually and pleasurably divided in his loyalties both to the real if dingy chairs and the Bohemian life those chairs were forced to witness. But then he was writing his thesis on the concept of heroism in the nineteenth-century novel and was forced to dwell on higher things, even when he wished to be free of them.

In this contest between the established and the imported it was the women who won him over every time. To them he owed his lasting conviction that women were a congenial and compassionate sex. As they welcomed him, his camembert and his bag of cherries, with apparent enthusiasm, an enthusiasm that seemed to contain a peaceable indulgence for his youth, his obvious lack of sophistication and his enquiring and anticipatory smile, his heart expanded, and he felt himself to be in a company that had in it something maternal, something undemanding, something even slightly pitying. In later life he was to accept this as the very climate of femininity. It was what he had known in his mother’s house, and it never occurred to him to question this. Modest and timid, he looked forward all day to what he thought of as his homecoming. It was not the salon that constituted home. It was the women.

An additional bonus was that after welcoming him they paid him very little attention, but continued to talk among themselves, as he thought women should. The subjects they discussed were nearly always the same: Roberta’s day at the office and what Mme Van de Waele, the Belgian delegate for whom she worked, had said, done, and worn – this last being of interest to Mme Doche – and Cynthia’s ailments, for which Mme Doche, a former nurse, offered advice and remedies. To Lewis all this represented important material, and as it was discussed conscientiously in French he thought it the height of worldliness. While meekly serving himself with a slice of his own camembert on one of Roberta’s matzos, he would in fact be surrendering his daily self, the self that went to the Bibliothèque Nationale and wrestled with the heroes of fiction, to this warm atmosphere of women, who, though largely ignoring him after their initial welcome, were, he felt, kindly disposed, and would muster as a body to protect him if the need arose. Mme Doche, in particular, seemed to him benign: her appreciation of his little contributions never ceased to touch him, and, more important, to make him feel comfortable with his gawky youth, the ankles and wrists that protruded from the sleeves of his tweed jacket and the turn-ups of his grey flannel trousers, the hair that sprang straight up from his forehead and which no amount of water could flatten. Her special softness he put down to the fact that she had a son somewhere: that, and her medical background, gave her a certain importance, a certain authority in the group. She was a large placid blonde woman who had once been a pretty girl and who still had an air of coquetry about her. Yet she too seemed happy with the company of women.

Mme Doche was perhaps fifty, to Roberta’s thirty-nine, and Lewis’s twenty-two: Cynthia was twenty-five and ashamed of the fact. To Lewis Mme Doche was the most obviously maternal presence, although he could see that Roberta had it in her to be a mother, for she had a vivid and short-tempered kindliness mixed with a ruthless practicality that might, he thought, have suited a houseful of sons. Her natural mode of discourse was a series of gossipy pronouncements; she was an expert on everything, or on everything that mattered. With that, confident, disapproving of poor behaviour, frequently let down, yet with lively trusting eyes. Something a little too operatic in Roberta – her dedication to the office and to Mme Van de Waele, her restlessness, her marvellous greedy appetite – alerted Lewis to the fact that she aimed at higher things. She was the only one of them who did not seem to be cast in a mode of acceptance: Lewis did not know how he knew this. Roberta was usually laughing, head flung back, splendid Jewish teeth in evidence. Nevertheless she had an uncertain temper and would fulminate against a colleague who was also a friend and with whom she was nearly always on bad terms, throwing herself into a vigorous performance of an earlier quarrel, her colour rising, her body releasing fresh waves of scent as its heat increased. She could be laughed out of it, or comforted, but she had to have a full hearing: woe betide anyone who tried to take her to task. She was generous and impulsive, wresting Lewis’s plate from him and returning it with a peach or some grapes on it, but she was also outspoken, sometimes brutally so, and was apt to tell Cynthia, who considered herself a martyr to her health and her nerves, that there was nothing wrong with her. This was an obligation upon them all, but Roberta was more caustic. ‘Faites de la gymnastique ou faites-vous baiser,’ she would say, and would rock with laughter at the expression on Cynthia’s face. There was no malice in her. Simply, she had grown up in the school of hard knocks, and, as she put it, had been knocking around ever since. And as far as Lewis could see she was a vagabond, destined never to reach home. Although she seemed old to him he was not surprised that she had never married.

And Roberta’s outspokenness always gave him the chance to comfort Cynthia, who was the only one of the women he cared to think about privately, individually, later in bed at night. Pretty Cynthia, her mouth down-drooping in discouragement at what fate had served up to her: a room in an apartment instead of an apartment of her own, and Lewis, a boy younger than herself, and therefore inferior, instead of the protective and adoring consort her fantasies had led her to expect. To Lewis Cynthia appeared radiant with promise, yet Cynthia herself seemed to think that she was destined for an early grave. Blooming, she gave herself over to headaches, cramps, sore throats, stiff necks, and mild stomach upsets. It was hazardous to ask her how she felt. What she felt, as opposed to how she felt, was disappointment, a forewarning that she might turn into Roberta, without Roberta’s robust temperament to sustain her. Placed in this apartment by an agitated mother, given an allowance and registered at the Sorbonne, Cynthia’s days were an easy but unsatisfactory mixture of lectures and cultural visits, these last regularly interrupted by a moment of malaise which would secure her escape. She would usually lie down in the afternoon and reappear, washed and changed, for the evening’s conversation. This regimen was supposed to prepare her for life ahead, a life without apparent direction, protected by money, already vaguely but hugely let down, taken in, short-changed.

Despite her small tight beautiful face, there was something plaintive and valetudinarian about Cynthia, her dove-like ramblings usually serving as an introduction to tales of illness, her own and other people’s, mingled with self-questionings about what she was supposed to be doing. She had persuaded her anxious parents to let her come to Paris to study French civilisation, since she had shown no signs of wanting to do anything else, and her French accent was already pretty. Her mildly punishing appearance, her fussy self-protective walk, implied a whole world of dignified matronhood. Yet it seemed, incredibly enough, that this was not to be – or not yet, not while she was a girl. Her age and status seemed uncertain. Lewis eyed her with respect, as if she were already a woman, although she was only three years older than himself. She seemed to have access to a mature disappointment. Once her mother had come over to see how she was getting on. Lewis had caught sight of them from the bus, shopping in the Faubourg Saint-Honoré. They looked resigned and helpless, stranded by receding waves of menfolk on whom they trained their batteries of silent accusation. The resentment Cynthia felt had no conscious focus yet could be sensed about her like an aura. It was this aura that prompted Roberta’s brutal recommendations. She would eventually marry, Lewis thought. Some confident and elderly business man would come along, view her as a prize, and be hooked; she would sit at the foot of his dining table in St John’s Wood, playing with the pearls he had given her and vaguely wondering what had gone wrong with her life. Although none of this had happened – or showed signs of happening – it was clear that Cynthia possessed a kind of invalid sex-appeal, which would beguile the sort of man who was half-appalled by women, half-afraid of them. She used her fabled delicacy as an instrument of persuasion. She would become a woman whom men were reluctant to cross. Lewis saw this as a most valuable lesson in what he hoped would become his lifetime’s quest: the study of, and love for, women. All information was valuable. In this way he would arrive at a higher understanding.

At this stage in his life, and even later, especially later, in the light of memory, Lewis saw women in general, and these women in particular, as a beneficent institution. Their attitude towards himself he divined as merciful, which was precisely what he desired it to be. As to his attitude towards them, it was, given his extreme youth, still unformed, but he looked to his little group, the first representatives of the species he had been given to study at close quarters, with a mixture of love, respect, and innocent enquiry. He seemed to think that all knowledge would come to him in this context. The only son of a widowed mother, tasting independence from her anxious care for the first time, he was grateful, in the midst of the bewilderingly adult city, to be taken in hand and to be thus returned to that silent passive dreaming adolescence which he had so recently left. His days were a mixture of great thoughts and trivial routine. He would rise early, strip-wash himself at the basin in his room, make himself a cup of coffee (use of kitchen allowed at specified hours) and emerge quietly into the grey morning. He loved this time, which made him feel at one with all the workers in the world, although he was only going to the Bibliothèque Nationale to begin his long day’s reading. Grasping his new briefcase, his mother’s present, and trying to ignore his eternally unassuaged hunger, he would stride out, down the long straight route to the Palais-Royal, where he would allow himself another cup of coffee and a croissant, and a morning paper – Le Figaro: he knew he was not old enough for Le Monde – which he would, in moments of boredom, read surreptitiously at his desk, giving his fullest attention to the announcements of births, marriages, and deaths. He particularly liked the deaths, the long string of relatives’ names, all joining in the immense douleur attendant on the decease of their wife, mother, grandmother, aunt, great-aunt, and sister-in-law. Such richness! Such a matrix, he thought, longing to sink into the arms of just such a welter of women, feeling lonely for a while with his lack of worldliness, his ignorance of his own entitlements, and always the thought of his mother at home, even lonelier without him.

It was with a sigh, with a slight lowering of vitality, that he made his way towards the library. Scholarship seemed hedged about with such restraints, such restrictions on the living body. Already his long days of reading were beginning to give him headaches, although he enjoyed his work and could not envisage a future without it. It was just that, at present, he was unsatisfied by his days under the green-shaded lamps. While loving the thick silence that hung like a miasma over the noble room, he was too aware of the incipient mania around him to feel entirely comfortable. Inside every scholar lurked a potential fanatic. From any mild instinctive protest he might have formulated his writers delivered him. They were too epic not to be taken seriously, and too magnanimous. He felt that they had a particular message for him, and that he would learn a particular wisdom from them. This would be his final education, stored up for use in the years ahead. Sometimes he was bewildered by the amount of learning that was coming at him from every quarter, and sometimes it was with a further sigh that he contemplated the burden of his days. Sometimes he wanted to leave the library and run for his life.

What kept him in his seat was a peculiar ideal, all the more remarkable for having been glimpsed so early and at such a young age. What he wanted was not his accumulation of notes but an absence of notes, a holocaust of notes: what he wanted was transparency. He was aware that scholarship – the acquisition of knowledge – brought with it a terrible anxiety. How much was enough? How much more was there? Was there any end to it? If one did not possess enough knowledge how could one be sure of possessing more? And if one called a halt to the process how could one not die of shame? Thus with his love for his books went a certain obscure desire to have done with them, or rather not to have to be an officious midwife to small thoughts about great masterpieces. Let Stendhal, Balzac, Zola speak for themselves! That, after all, was what they were there for. He had even thought, in the days before he had timidly assumed the apparatus of the professional scholar, that one’s whole purpose with regard to the arts should be confined to seeing the world as the painter saw it, and reading the world through the books of the masters. Humility, a reasonable respect, were all that was required. He saw himself as having left this stage, even as having forsaken it in the interests of growing up, not knowing exactly what was required of him in the long run. In the short run he had to write and present his thesis, to gain the degree that would put him on the lowest rung of the academic ladder. He had to justify his choice to his mother, to his censorious cousin Andrew, his only other relative, and in euphoric moments – not difficult to come by in this city – he thought it might be a fine thing to expound on great works for the benefit of the eager minds of the young. For he did not doubt that they would be eager. He saw himself quite clearly, in a classroom, holding forth, and was pleased enough with the prospect. Yet at the same time he burned with grateful understanding as Julien Sorel, in his prison cell, pleaded for his ideal life and articulated the great dilemma. ‘Laissez-moi ma vie idéale… ’ Over and above the life of contingencies was the life of the spirit, the life that many would never know. Real life, dull life, would imprison them, foreclose on their possibilities. Lewis was willing to bet that many people, of every age, woke up in the morning, surveyed the circumstances of the day, and formulated the same instinctive protest. Thus, while initiating his future profession, Lewis already looked ahead to the agreeable prison cell for which he was destined.

At twelve noon, in the interests of his lungs and his stomach, he went out, walked around the stony garden of the Palais-Royal, and bought himself a sandwich in the rue des Petits-Champs. No coffee: that would come later, at the end of the working day. Once the morning was passed, he had little difficulty with the afternoon. In the afternoon, as the light faded, and the atmosphere grew thicker, as the lamps snapped on one by one, a sort of exaltation took hold of him; by four-thirty he thought no other life possible. It was as if his thoughts came more easily in the barely illuminated gloom of the dying day: the mornings were too harsh with rational life to enable him to endure his subdued existence. Also, his thoughts quickened not only with the insights of his trade but with the prospect of his imminent release. He thus rode two horses on which he might gallop in different directions, but was not yet at the point of having to commit himself to either one of them. The high vaulted room seemed to be scholarship itself, putting a finger to its lips, urging silence, but his youthful body demanded movement. After such austerity he desired gratification, simple sustenance, the prospect of adventure. He wanted noise, spectacle, a more than impersonal beauty. Yet in the street it was hard for him to shake off the peculiar thrall of his day, the palpable silence that kept him wrapped in his thoughts, unprepared for, perhaps unequal to, the challenge of real life.

After five or ten minutes he was an ordinary young man again, looking forward to his walk home, his purchase of the cheese that was his passport, his entrance fee to that other world where there was still so much to learn, looking forward even to the privacy of his own thoughts, after listening to the conversation of the women. He was easily, naïvely, simply pleased. The silence pursued him down the ravine of the rue de Richelieu, as if the environs of the library partook of the various silences imposed inside the building, but in the Place du Palais-Royal all was animation. Noise, air, light! He stepped onto this territory as if he were crossing a frontier, and from then on the pleasure was of a different order. He travelled up from the depths to the life of the senses, was happy to know that so many lives were open to him. He took what he thought of as the rich man’s route home, passing through great thoroughfares alive with crowds, until he reached the Place de l’Alma, where he sat and allowed himself a cup of coffee. He was always tempted to drink another, to linger and watch passers-by, to increase his anticipation of the evening’s further pleasures, mild though they were by the world’s standards, but the thought of his widowed mother, drawing the curtains at home in the house in unfashionable Parsons Green, and chafing her permanently cold hands, kept his lips firmly shut, as if one more cup of coffee, drunk in a sybaritic frame of mind, would lower her temperature still further. He missed her: they were too close, and both knew it. Nevertheless the thought of his mother was not unlike the thought of the library waiting for him the following morning, and all the mornings after that, something on which, in this moment of reprieve, he did not wish to dwell.

Conscious now of the dark, of the cold, and of the thin soles of his shoes, worn out with all the walking he imposed upon himself, he proceeded to his next ascertainable treat: buying his food. He bought little, but rehearsed for the day when he would buy much, much more, ‘pressed down, shaken together, running over’, he thought, remembering that surprising phrase from his Bible of days gone by. Tonight he would present Mme Doche with some superior coffee; that second cup, which he had virtuously denied himself, could not quite be written off. He made his way to the little shop in the rue de Longchamp, where they always gave him a kind greeting, although his purchases were so small. Sometimes, when he was feeling energetic, he would go further afield, curious about the lives of others at this domestic hour. He did not like to go home too early. He had no key: he relied on Mme Doche to let him in, and instinct told him to wait until she had given Mme Roussel her evening meal and was no longer to be seen in the guise of a servant. He liked her to have taken off her overall, so that he need not feel uncomfortable for her. Her position, he knew, was slightly ambiguous. He was solemn in his recognition of such niceties of behaviour, often lurking behind the door of his room when he heard the step of one of the women on her way to or from the bathroom. He hated it for them not to be seen as they would wish to be seen, and was too much on their side to be careless of their appearance or their modesty. They were all modest: their rooms were cells, unvisited. Lewis’s tiny room was put at the service of his ablutions and the writing up of his notes, being unequal to any other function except that of sleep. It was also the scene of prolonged calculations as to whether his socks and his shirts would last until the end of the week, when he could send them home to be laundered by his mother. He was aware of the existence of laundries in Paris, but he rather liked the feeling of being constrained by poverty: besides, when the parcel came back, it came back freighted with small delicacies, and smelling of his mother’s lavender soap. His youth worried him occasionally, his juvenility more so. He was chaste, and recognized this as a drawback, but did not yet feel the need to overcome it. High ideals, coupled with the need for female protection, had made him a model son, and he did not eagerly anticipate the day when both positions would have to be abandoned.

The writing up of the notes occupied those evenings when the salon arrangements had unaccountably broken down, when Mme Doche took her day off, or Roberta stayed out to play bridge, and Cynthia went to bed early. Then the laborious transcribing into ink of what had already been written that day in pencil brought forth once more his idealism, as he tasted the joy of making connections between images placed like dropped clues, or rounding off a speech that had behind it the force of the author’s desire. It was only when he raised his eyes to the thick dull stuff of the heavy brown curtains that he had intimations of subversive thoughts. Then the sound of voices in the street below, or the excited ticking of his watch in the ensuing silence, might make him lay down his pen. On such occasions he allowed himself an extra apple from his budget, although by now he longed for something else.

His parsimony was voluntary. He had some money from his father, but he also had his dead father’s injunction to take care of his mother. Actually, he had never heard his father say this, but it seemed to be implicit in the fact that his father was dead. So timorous was his mother that Lewis supposed them to be living on a knife edge. Thus this year in Paris was a risk for both of them, although he did not understand fully just how much of a risk it was. He only knew that in the short time at his disposal he had to lay the foundations for a future career. He also knew that in enjoying himself he must not injure his mother. She, poor woman, had little enough to enjoy on her own in Parsons Green, and sometimes he thought of her looking sadly into the dying fire, making her preparations for going to bed, which she did very early, not with a voluptuous sense of self-preservation, like Cynthia, but in despair at the length of the day.

From thoughts like these, with their dimension of scruple, he was delivered only by the evenings in the salon, which were the equivalent, to him, of the wage-earner’s homecoming, the warrior’s repose. Already he perceived what he took to be a natural order: female company at the close of a day dedicated to masculine patterns of endeavour. He had no desire to go out, was, in any case, secretly saving as much money as possible in order to buy his mother a stupendous present, a dressing-gown he had seen in the Trois Quartiers store, where he sometimes lingered on his way home from the library. This personal economy he espoused as a justification for all the times he spent not actively thinking of his mother, living her life with her, accompanying her at every moment of the day, as he sometimes thought he should: by dint of some form of self-denial he was granted permission to relax his vigilance, to sink passively into the world of the salon, where the women were kind, paid him no attention, and did not require him for any form of support.

When he had lingered long enough in the cold bright streets, and watched the city firing itself up for the evening, he turned finally in the direction of the Avenue Kléber, longing now only for the sound of Mme Doche’s steps in the hall to answer his ring at the bell, longing to hear her invariable greeting, so mannerly, so benevolent: ‘Eh bien, Louis, vous avez passé une bonne journée? Oh, du café, comme c’est gentil. Je vais faire chauffer de l’eau. Entrez, mon petit, nous sommes tous là.’ And he would be safe; the evening could begin.
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On his return to London Lewis was briefly amazed by the quality of the light, which seemed to him poor, as if the day could not work up enough energy to throw off the darkness of dawn. Used as he was to the fine greyish mist that cloaked Paris on the worst days of bad weather, he had frequently to rub his eyes in this land of what seemed to him ruminative half-shadow. He supposed that he needed glasses. Gradually, imperceptibly, he became accustomed to London’s muted tones, and to the wistful noise of a car passing along a street sunk in the slumber of mid-afternoon. For a few weeks he wandered about his neighbourhood, registering new facts or facts which he had forgotten. He was struck by the modest cheerfulness of the people, whose main efforts seemed to go into keeping the business of life ticking over. ‘Mustn’t grumble,’ they said, when asked how they did. ‘Can’t complain’, as if to complain were to be caught out in an unpatriotic, an un-English activity, an activity that might let the side down. He supposed that the war cast a longer shadow here than in France. And daily life itself was modest, although it was stretched over a larger area: he noticed that new petrol stations were going up on every corner, as if to fuel the heavy lorries that rumbled just out of sight of his mother’s house. The lorries themselves were unusual in the city, but, he reminded himself, he was no longer in the Avenue Kléber, a few minutes from the Etoile, but in a suburb, a bus ride away from the centre of things. He felt a certain nostalgia for his previous way of life, yet soon fell into a mood that was indulgent, passive, in tune with his mother’s peaceful house, and the dark afternoons, and the uneventful evenings. After a while he hardly missed his former companions. Sitting with his mother in front of the fire, enjoying the comforts of home, and aware of how much he had forgone in the way of comfort in Paris, he congratulated himself on having completed an adventure, some part of him suspecting that he might never stray so far again.

He had brought home the dressing-gown and his mother had been properly appreciative. He noticed that she looked tired, and thinner, but then, he thought, so did everybody else. The bones of her face seemed to press against his as he kissed her, and her hands were a little feverish: he put it all down to the fact that she had missed him, and felt a momentary pang of guilt. Strangely, she did not want to hear much about his great adventure, looked vague when he suggested taking her to Paris to meet his new friends. She cooked him delicious meals, but always said that she had already eaten when he expressed a desire for her to keep him company. Being an only son, he was used to his mother waiting on him, and nothing in this arrangement struck him as unusual.

The unchanging nature of his home life he accepted with a rueful smile: it went, he thought, with the poor light, and the sad sound of a car passing on a wet road. He told himself that when he had finished his thesis he would strike out again, although he knew that his mother would want him to settle down as quickly as possible. Part of him, the peaceable part, the part that had always been attuned to his mother’s widowhood, and her fidelity, and her undemanding nature – perhaps in particular the latter – led him to accept the idea of a life that was not all excitement and gusto, but rather given over to what was expected of him, to meditation, and to repose. He had a vision of himself in later years, shopping in the Wandsworth Bridge Road, greeting a neighbour, and replying to his enquiry, ‘Mustn’t grumble. Can’t complain.’

Was this to be borne? In moments of energy, at the beginning of the day, or especially if the pall of cloud ever lifted, he knew that such a life was appropriate to middle age, but not to youth. He felt the same ambivalence when he sat down at his desk in the British Museum, wanting to run, to shout, yet realizing that he was at home and had already taken on the protective colouring of the place. He was, he thought, destined to become a ruminant, a haunter of libraries, and maybe also to live out his life in quiet streets, to look after his mother, as had always been intended, and thus to do his duty as a man. As a man, but not as a hero, not like the heroes it was his present duty to examine. Such heroes had lovers, and he had none. He supposed that lovers would come along in due course, but for the moment his body was quiescent. And perhaps something in his mind was also quiescent, accepting the dim routines, sinking comfortably into blamelessness, where he felt he belonged. His mother had set a pattern which it was easy for him to follow.

While waiting for the next instalment of his life to take place, he devoted himself to his mother’s care, and also to her expectations. She asked for so little! Every sortie he proposed – to the theatre, the cinema – she declined, urging him to go by himself or to take a friend. He thought she might be fearful of leaving home, of noise and crowds and unfamiliar streets, all of which he began to crave, and he promised himself that he would soon find a way of doing something to remedy this. Fortunately she was a great reader, and went to the Public Library two or three times a week. He took to accompanying her, and this became a custom; indeed it was the only fixed point in their lives. He was not unhappy, walking with her slowly to the bus stop, by the sodden Common; not unhappy, just waiting.

He could not see what was required of him, other than to ensure that nothing would change. He assumed that this was what she wanted. She said little, and he had no access to her thoughts, nor she to his. They were so used to each other that even conversation seemed unnecessary. Coming home after an absence, he could see that she was a separate person, a fact of which he had previously been almost unaware. She in her turn treated him with her usual solicitude but seemed abstracted, intent on an inner debate of which he could capture no echoes. She was the same, yet not the same; something was different. This something was never explained and Lewis therefore found it easy to ignore. That his mother appeared a stranger he attributed to his own recent preoccupations: she had grown older while he had been away. Smiling at him, she urged him to go out, saying that she was perfectly happy as she was. But he stayed at home, anxious not to leave her, and half sedated by the general mood of the house, which was sober and well-behaved. After a time he thought that she must be all right; he could relax his vigilance. She in her turn professed to be quite well, a fact which he had always taken for granted. Awareness of change he was therefore able to dismiss from his mind. If consulted his mother would have denied that any change had taken place.

Grace Percy, at sixty-two, looked older than her age. She was aware of having been relatively old when Lewis was born, and occasionally she thought that the event must have worn her out. She had to stop occasionally to catch her breath, did not care to be out too long, felt exhausted after cooking his evening meal. Her own she was usually too tired to eat. She was always thankful when it was time to go to bed, for by late evening she could feel the colour draining from her face. She was glad of Lewis’s arm when she wanted to change her books; without it, she thought, she might not have had the heart for such an excursion. Sometimes she wondered if she were up to the effort of having him in the house again. She loved him beyond measure, had endured the lonely nights purely in order that he might be free and might return to her because he wanted to, and for no other reason. She could not envisage what his life had been without her, was only thankful that he did not in any way seem damaged by absence from her care. All this, and her adoration of him, she kept hidden, knowing that she must not add to his burden. But sometimes, looking out of the window onto the wet street, she had grieved.

He noticed that she was more absent-minded than usual and thought that perhaps she needed cheering up. His resource in such matters was to buy her a present. He thought long and hard about this and finally settled on a radio. She could listen to it in the kitchen while she was cooking his dinner. He was out all day and began to long for a more lively atmosphere at home, where silence of one sort or another generally prevailed. Six weeks had passed since his return, and now that he had digested the fact that he was back he began to feel as if his unused energies might rise up and overwhelm him. The headaches he had associated with the Bibliotheque Nationale returned, and he went to have his eyes tested. His new glasses, bringing everything sharply into focus, also brought a certain dissatisfaction: what he had previously seen as a benign haze was now revealed as fatally lacking in animation. He bought the radio, but took it up to his bedroom, to dispel the quiet of his studious hours. When he went out in the morning he was careful to return it to its official position on the dresser in the kitchen.

His appearance now began to give him cause for concern. His new National Health glasses, with their pink rims, made him, he thought, look foolish. With the hair that obstinately raised itself in luxuriant waves and his rather large ears, he had an owlish and solemn air, very far removed from the dandyism that he thought desirable. He was not handsome, he knew, not one of those men who attract a woman’s glance. Now that he had his glasses he could see all this more clearly, and it made him edgy. He decided to put up with his appearance for as long as it took him to finish his thesis: after that it might prove to be a handicap. He began to think in terms of going abroad again, to a hot country: a tan was always an asset, much prized in this rainy climate. He thought he might teach English somewhere, perhaps take the examinations for the Foreign Service. Without telling his mother he wrote to the British Council. Anywhere would do. He saw himself representing England, coming back a larger, more impressive shape, with a piercing gaze and an aura of experience. His mother would miss him, but she had proved to him that she would survive. And maybe this country was better suited to her way of life than to his.

In due course, his inactive life, and the added weight of his glasses, made him uncharacteristically short-tempered. He was sometimes impatient with his mother: she merely looked away sadly. One evening, as he came into the kitchen, she turned with a start from a curiously crouched position over the table; in turning, her hand swept the radio to the floor. ‘Oh, really, Mother,’ he cried, exasperated. She looked at him, her face full of fear. ‘It’s all right,’ he said awkwardly, appalled at her expression. ‘It’s still going.’ The radio lay at their feet, emitting a minuscule metallic sound. He replaced it carefully on the dresser, turned a few knobs: it gave forth nothing but residual static. ‘I’ll have to get it repaired,’ he told her, but he was still annoyed. Foolishly, she kept it on. It was no further use to him and he went up to his bedroom without it. When he came down later for his supper it was still giving out its tiny scratchy sound. He switched it off, furiously, telling himself that she had never really appreciated it.

Bad temper made him hungry. Going late at night, long after her bedtime, in search of a glass of milk, he opened the refrigerator and found inside it a plate of stewed steak and spinach. The knife and fork were still on the plate, crossed, as if this meal might be taken up later, when circumstances were more favourable. This must have been her lunch, he thought, since he himself had had the same thing for dinner. Then why had she not eaten it? The incident with the radio could not have upset her: at lunchtime it had not yet happened. He felt disquiet, then more anger, as if she were playing an unfair trick on him, binding him with chains of obligation and pity just when he had devised a programme for his future. He scraped the congealed food into the dustbin, washed the plate, and put it away. Slowly he argued himself into a more robust frame of mind. There was no cause for alarm: she had merely not felt hungry. This was practically incomprehensible to him but he supposed it might happen if one were old. He went miserably and angrily to bed, unable to distinguish between his misery and his anger, but careful to let the anger predominate.

Nevertheless a certain uneasiness remained and he resolved to spend more time with her. Perhaps she was still lonely without him, although his days at the British Museum were hardly a treat or a recreation. His attitude to his work these days was grim, as if it were forcing him into various uncomfortable or untenable positions. He longed for it to be over. Yet it was going well, and his tutor was pleased with him. Much to his surprise, the writing presented him with few problems. It was as if he were programmed to do this thing, in defiance of his natural biology. He came to dread that moment of altered concentration before he actually put pen to paper; he felt an anguish at the prospect of that moment endlessly repeating itself. But when he was writing he forgot himself entirely, raising his head in surprise when it was time for the library to close. At the beginning of the day he found himself longing for a humble job, any job, doing something manageable in the convivial surroundings of an office. By the end of the day he had succumbed once again to the mystery of what he was actually doing, the aligning of words in an apparently logical argument. His recent French interlude fell away from him as he tackled his English sentences. Yet writing, which came easily, also underlined his indeterminate status. Was he to continue to do this? His age had proved to be no handicap: rather the reverse. The life of action, which he could not quite visualize, remained out of reach. He had the disagreeable sensation of signing away his future. Having found that he could do this work he seemed to have sealed his fate. This idea unsettled him profoundly.

His unexpected ability, or so it seemed to him, and the gratification on his professor’s face, satisfied his pride but not his judgment. His judgment told him that such competence was at odds with his experience, or rather his lack of experience. He saw himself as an old man in a young man’s body. And the body remained very young, subject to the dissatisfactions of its unused state, subject also to the loneliness that had pervaded his adolescence. He thought, perhaps too frequently, of the years he had spent growing up at his mother’s side, with no father to take the weight of their survival off his hands. He thought of the unspoken consensus, largely emanating from his cousin Andrew, the civil servant, but present too in his mother’s mind, that he must be the man of the family, must ensure the continuity of their little household. This was not how heroes behaved. Heroes left home early, made good, fell in love and died, or, at a pinch, sent for their mothers later. He did not see why he should be denied this opportunity, although the details remained obstinately nebulous.

‘Have you thought of the future, Lewis?’ asked his tutor, a benevolent man on the verge of retirement. ‘I think you might consider some further work; you have managed very well, very well indeed. Of course, I shall be leaving in June. I shan’t be able to supervise you any longer. But I doubt if you will need any more supervision; you should be able to see things through on your own. Feel free to consult me at any time.’

To Lewis, June was remote, a sunny upland almost out of sight of this winter landscape. And Professor Armitage, who had always been kind, and whose reference had secured him his scholarship, would, he thought, be there for as long as he needed him. After June, in the revivifying sunshine, he, Lewis, would be free to leave. He saw the whole enterprise reaching a natural conclusion, and this emboldened him. With this end in sight he resolved to be nicer to his mother.

But how to please her, this modest timorous woman who never went out
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