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About the Book

Robin Davies knows how to look after number one. Raised in a bland suburb of South London in the 1930s, Robin longs for the freedom to do what he wants. When he escapes to study in Oxford, he meets Nancy Bennett, a young woman even less worldly than himself. As Robin stumbles through his rites of passage to adulthood, involving rebellion, self-discovery, sex, war, seduction and the threat of commitment, we come to realise just how far he will go to have his cake and eat it. 
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1

Robin Davies crossed the landing and went into the bathroom, where his father, a stocky dark man in his early fifties, stood at the washbasin shaving. It was exactly half-past seven and, under terms he had himself laid down, Mr Davies should have been just off to finish dressing. But he lingered, left hand in trouser pocket, going over tricky bits again with his razor and looking at his melancholy face in the folding mirror on the window-sill. ‘Morning, old boy,’ he called cheerily enough to his son’s reflection there.

‘Hallo Dad,’ said Robin without much warmth.

‘I shan’t be a moment. You can start on your teeth.’

There was not much room to reach past for his brush and the tin of pink powder, but Robin managed it and was soon cleaning his teeth into the bath. Its taps were at the window end, so to do this he had to stand a little closer to his father than seemed natural. But Mr Davies was in no hurry to leave, slowly washing out his razor while still staring at himself in the glass. After a moment he broke into song in his pleasant light baritone:

This ill-fitting cuirass

Is but a useless mass:

It’s made of steel


And weighs a deal . . .



In time to spare himself a repeat of the first piece of information, Robin interrupted in a louder and harsher voice:

I know for certain

The one I love;

I’m through with flirtin’,


It’s you that I’m thinking of . . .



‘Here, half a minute, old chap, I think that’s very uncalled-for,’ said Mr Davies reasonably.’ There I was, quietly singing away to myself, almost under my breath you might say, and you come butting in half bawling your head off. Did you have to do it or what?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Worried about exams, are you, is that it?’

‘No.’ Robin had seen all along he would have to apologise, but felt no repentance, so he said neutrally, ‘Sorry, Dad.’

‘You don’t sound very sorry to me,’ said his father with more emphasis.

Robin rinsed his toothbrush under the bath-tap and said again, ‘Sorry, Dad.’

‘Well, all right, we’ll agree to call that adequate for this time in the morning, though I must say it doesn’t sound so very different to this pair of ears.’

With an air of great weariness, as though every movement went deeply against the grain, Mr Davies laid out his shaving-kit on the tiles of the window-ledge: razor, current blade, open packet of blades, soap-stick, brush, glass tumbler round the inside of which he would rub blades past their best but with some life left in them. He went on:

‘It’s not much fun, you know, being on the receiving end of one of your attacks of EMP. Dear oh dear, it reminds me so clearly of how your Uncle Peter used to behave when he was a boy.’

EMP, Robin knew well enough, stood for Early Morning Peevishness. He said quickly, ‘I don’t know what I can have meant.’

As hoped, this form of words was taken as an adequate apology, though he could have done without being heartily assured that that was more like it. Anyway, Davies senior now quitted the bathroom with no more than a routine caution against hanging about half the morning.

Having removed traces of his father’s beard from the washbasin, Robin poured into it from an enamel jug the now lukewarm leftover of shaving-water and soaped his hands and face, not forgetting his neck. He was not in fact an only child, but the absence from the household of his married sister and employed, digs-inhabiting brother certainly helped him to understand what it was like to be one. At fourteen years old to sister’s twenty-three and brother’s twenty-one, he supposed himself the child of his parents’ middle age. It was not that he felt unwanted in any way, far from it, so far from it that before now he had thought with longing of what it must be like to be unwanted at least some of the time, like six days a week. He had reckoned that offered the choice he would have agreed to be wanted on Sundays. Now he took a little of his father’s brilliantine and splashed water more generally on his fair hair. Peering round the door, he saw the landing was empty and hurried across to his bedroom. A moment afterwards he heard his father, now on his way downstairs, dispensing further data about the ill-fitting cure-arse.

In the dining-room, Robin scattered sugar, then milk, over his bowl of cornflakes. These had had malt used in their preparation and on most mornings would have caused him some trouble to dispose of, but today a letter from his sister Margery dominated the breakfast-table. It seemed that Margery’s husband Roger had been spoken to encouragingly by his immediate boss. This meant little more to Robin than that one bore known to him and amiable enough had had such-and-such treatment from another, one he had never met but felt fully entitled to regard as worth avoiding if matters should ever come to that pass. Not that the encouraging words that had supposedly passed between the two were the whole story. Far from it. Mrs Davies’s manner, pitched somewhere between that of a messenger of God and a delighted scandalmonger’s, was an unequivocal guarantee that something about That was imminent. He tackled his cornflakes with the concentration of someone about to make an important discovery in that general field.

His mother said, ‘Margery’s been to see that chap again.’

‘What chap?’ asked his father, who seemed to have noticed nothing special.

‘You remember, Tom, the chap she went to see last month.’

‘What? Oh, oh, that chap, of course. How was he? I mean, what did he have to say?’

‘Everything was fine and going along just as it ought to.’

‘All quite normal, in fact.’

‘Everything was fine, said Robin’s mother again, making a face he had no need to see. It and her tone rebuked her husband’s choice of a risky adjective like normal.

‘Oh, good. Has he said anything about when?’ After some seconds of blank silence, Mr Davies went on, ‘That’s to say when . . . when he’s going on his holidays.’

‘Yes, well, he thought about the middle of March.’

‘I see.’

‘But it’s difficult to be precise in the circumstances.’

‘M’m,’ said Mr Davies, clearly giving that one up as a bad job.

‘The circumstances being that this is going to be Margery’s first baby and the boy who sits next but one to me in my maths set’s sister had her first baby in the Easter break, and it was three weeks late and according to her doctor first babies are quite often late but not always, you bloody old fool,’ said Robin inside his head. Having followed the conversation without difficulty, unlike his father, he could think of plenty of other things he felt like saying, and out loud too, such as that he could cease imitating a prodigy of ignorance and a monster of incuriosity if his parents would agree either to treat him like an average boy of nearly fifteen or, if that was too much to face, to operate a self-imposed ban on all references to That, however indirect and well hidden and whether deliberate or accidental. No one could have wanted more fervently than he did to bawl slowly and immediately, on the spot, right away, now, a demand to be told what the hell was being talked about. The fact that he refrained from doing so witnessed not at all to any desire on his part to refrain from embarrassing his parents. It was due entirely to his reluctance to be told, as his father would assuredly tell him, to be a good chap and not poke his nose into matters that were none of his business. Well, possibly he did feel a small desire not to embarrass his mother.

Perhaps Mr Davies guessed or deduced what turn his son’s thoughts were taking, because as they were getting up from breakfast he said to him sharply, ‘Have you done your bigs this morning, Robin?’

‘I went last night, Dad.’ This was true, but Robin tried to make it sound like a lie. He took the question as a shrewd reminder of his only-just-out-of-nappies status.

‘Give your mother a hand with clearing the table.’

Half an hour later, Robin was standing on one of the Up platforms of the railway junction. His father stood at his side. That was where his father had continuously been while they walked from the house to the corner, down the hill, into the side entrance of the local station, up the slope and on to the platform there, while they waited for their connection and while they rode to the junction. And that was where he would be, or as close as he could get, all the way to the terminus and along to and down the stairs to the exit, only parting company on the pavement outside, a bare hundred yards from the school steps. Why? His father had very little to say to him at these times, almost nothing to justify lifting his eyes from the columns of the Morning Post. Probably some instinct had told him to go on keeping his son under surveillance as long as he could within reason, without also telling him what his son might be nefariously getting up to in the street in broad daylight, on a crowded train, etc., if left to his own devices. Once or twice Mr Davies had seemed to try to explain himself.

‘Has it ever struck you as funny that I go up with you on the train in the mornings? After all, you’re getting to be a big boy now.’

‘M’m, not really.’

‘It may sound odd to you, but I’m glad of your company. I don’t see anything of you during the day, and by the time I get back from the office you’re usually deep in your homework. Of course, if you’d rather go off with your pals I should quite understand and you’ve only to say the word.’

If the word had been shit or fuck, Robin would have found it no more impossible to say to his father, even when, as now, his schoolmates Wade and Hurrell were to be seen waiting for the very same train as themselves some yards down the platform. Wade grinned and waved to Robin and Hurrell touched his cap to Mr Davies.

‘They look nice enough chaps, those chums of yours.’

‘Yes, they’re very decent,’ said Robin at once.

‘Perhaps one of these days,’ said his father, managing to introduce a wistful note, ‘I may be allowed to meet them.’ Robin was quite glad that their approaching train was still some distance off at this point, too far for pushing the old fellow under its wheels to be a practical proposition. When it finally stopped, his father got a touch of intrepidity into the way he set about boarding it.

In the third-class compartment Robin had to sit right next to him, but as against that he had by him some genuine homework, a chapter of Robinson on the Peloponnesian War. Next year he would be doing Roman history, which was generally agreed to be far worse than Greek, all about corn laws, so he settled down to the Athenian disaster in Sicily with redoubled eagerness.

At his side, Mr Davies made an occasional sound of dissatisfaction with what he was reading, but forbore from actual conversation with his son. At the same time he made it plain enough to whom it might or might not concern that they were travelling as a party of two, if not simple lunatic-and-keeper then medium-grade mental deficient with trusty or other attendant. When they separated outside the terminus, he said good-bye with a smile radiating absolute confidence in his son’s ability to complete the journey unaccompanied without serious mishap.

Robin soon caught up with Hurrell and Wade. Hurrell was in the form a year ahead of Robin, Wade in one of the same year but on the Modern side. Like Robin, both wore the navy-blue school cap and tie with a white shirt and black shoes; unlike him in his black jacket and grey trousers they were in grey flannel suits, this being the summer term. Like Wade, Robin carried his books in a leather satchel; Hurrell, in token of his superior status, affected an attaché-case. Considering how little they had to do with one another in school, the three got on very easily together.

Wade’s opening remark perhaps stretched matters a bit. ‘How’s the pater this morning, Davies?’

‘Thank you for your interest. The pater, as you choose to style him, is no worse than usual.’

‘No doubt when you see a chance you’ll be getting down on your knees to thank your Creator for that. Is he, that’s your dad, not the Creator, is he still sticking to his non-story on why he travels with you every day?’

‘As far as is known.’

‘He looks a nice old boy,’ said Wade. ‘Do you seriously maintain he goes to all these lengths simply to humiliate his young son before the uncaring multitude?’ Before the last word was fairly out of his mouth a long loud ripping noise followed it, to be described for convenience as a belch and as usual taking precedence over whatever was being talked about.

‘Thank you again,’ said Robin. He said no more while the three finished passing the imposing offices of a firm of industrial chemists and being overtaken by a greatly disliked prefect of the school who, with a grown-up air of having much on his mind, ran urgently up its front steps. ‘As regards to my parent’s behaviour, it repays study.’

‘You certainly give it plenty,’ said Hurrell. He was a gloomy-looking boy, an impressive fast bowler for one not yet turned sixteen.

‘That’s to keep it from driving me mad.’

‘Don’t take it too seriously,’ said Wade.

‘You haven’t got to put up with it. Look, I don’t really think he does things like sticking to me like a leech in the mornings just to embarrass me, though if you were in my shoes you’d wonder sometimes, it’s just, it’s more he doesn’t go to enough trouble not to. Like taking five seconds off to think about it.’

Wade grinned. ‘How you do go on, to be sure.’

‘Hey, I like that, it was you brought the subject up.’

Hurrell said to Robin, ‘Some people are supposed to go through life looking for their father. You’ve found yours already, haven’t you?’

The three went in by the side gate of the school and were soon dispersed among the crowds of boys making for the assembly hall on the first floor. On the landing of the stone stair there was a large tablet commemorating those ex-pupils, masters and staff who had been killed in the Great War. Here wreaths were laid for Armistice Day and a bugler in OTC uniform sounded the Last Post. The tablets in the hall itself bore the names of pupils who had attained academic distinction. Idealised stained-glass depictions of Homer, Sophocles, Plato and Aristotle stood at the end behind the platform. A heavy brass lectern was situated on the platform itself and it was from here that the headmaster, with the second master next to him and the senior assistant masters ranged on either side, started reading announcements to the school. Today these concerned the dates of examinations, the weekly gramophone recital, the League of Nations Union. When they were over, the Head nodded as always to the senior Jewish boy, who led from the hall the others of his faith, the Roman Catholics and the Dissenters. Bringing up the rear and a little apart, again as usual, went a boy in Science V named Easton. Throughout the school Easton was known for an unbeliever, or perhaps more truly as the unique possessor of a father who had successfully petitioned the Board of Governors for his son to be excused attendance at school prayers on grounds of conscience.

When the swing door had closed behind the departing Easton, those still present looked at the floor while the Head recited in his fine but rather monotonous voice the General Confession from the Book of Common Prayer:


Almighty and most merciful Father; We have erred, and strayed from thy ways like lost sheep. We have followed too much the devices and desires of our own hearts. We have offended against thy holy laws. We have left undone those things which we ought to have done; And we have done those things which we ought not to have done; And there is no health in us. But thou, O Lord, have mercy upon us, miserable offenders. Spare thou them, O God, which confess their faults. Restore thou them that are penitent; According to thy promises declared unto mankind in Christ Jesu our Lord. And grant, O most merciful Father, for his sake; That we may hereafter live a godly, righteous, and sober life, To the glory of thy holy Name. Amen.

Our Father, which art in heaven . . .



Robin could not remember ever having seen any of this written down, not even the contents of the Lord’s Prayer, though they were familiar enough to him from countless repetitions within his hearing. He was not sure that it was indeed health whose absence was confessed, not that the point had much interested him at any time. He had a blurred memory of a visit or visits to church in his childhood, but nothing more recent. His parents visited no place of worship and neither of them had made any sort of suggestion that he should do so himself. During the first phrases of the Confession his attention wandered from the unremarkable events of the day so far to what he expected to be the no more remarkable ones of the rest of a day in the summer term; he certainly devoted no thought to whatever might have been meant by the words the Head was saying, or been taken for granted in them. With the beginning of the Lord’s Prayer, many or most of those present added their soft mumble, but not Robin. If induced to explain why not, he would most likely have talked vaguely about seeing no reason why he should do something just because it was expected of him. Nevertheless he was refusing or denying something and knew it. And then he kept his head and eyes lowered and envied Easton not at all.

‘Amen,’ said the Head and almost everyone else at the end of the prayer. For three seconds, five, there was virtually complete silence, not much of it, in Robin’s estimation, the result of any real feeling. In the company of Embleton, his desk-mate, he joined the general steady movement out of the hall and along the corridors. He supposed that for a crowd of boys aged from eight to eighteen, for the moment not under the direct eye of authority, they looked docile enough, even perhaps verging on the well behaved. In this and in other ways they were quite unlike the boys in his favourite kind of school story. These fictional boys either behaved like men of forty or carried on like comic lunatics or were wasters, scapegraces, bounders. Such characters smoked Turkish cigarettes, drank brandy and soda, ate duck and green peas, played poker for money and betted on the horses when they were not balancing pails of water over the door of the masters’ common-room or setting fire to the Head’s trousers on Speech Day. Sometimes they stole. Robin enjoyed such stories as he enjoyed tales of pirates or the Wild West, and had little time for stuff about licking the House cricket XI into shape, outwitting rotters and slackers, etc. But he was very well pleased with his own real school and tended to follow its rules and customs instinctively. You knew where you were at a place like this.

Embleton had shared Robin’s desk since the beginning of that school year, not from choice nor from compulsion, but because a boy with a surname beginning with E was likely to find himself sitting next to another with one beginning with D when it was taken for granted that a class sat alphabetically. Robin saw nothing unexpected in the fact that this system had presented him with the companionship of somebody he would have had some difficulty in specifying, let alone seeking out. For Embleton was not only handsome in a dark, solid, unpretty way but gave an impression of being equal to any likely challenge, well within his depth at rugger or chess or Latin but also free of any anxiety about what he wanted to do with his life, whether he had it in him to do it, and other puzzles Robin would have had to struggle to find words for. At the same time there were large parts of Embleton he obviously meant to keep to himself. These were not the things people first noticed about him and Robin sometimes wondered if they were really there at all. He was certain only of liking him and being afraid of him and finding, when unsure of what he thought himself about a Fats Waller record or a Charles Morgan novel, that finding out Embleton’s opinion simplified matters greatly.

While the class waited for Mr Oakley to come and start teaching them about the fateful night battle on the plateau of Epipolae, Robin said to Embleton:

‘Why do these Hollywood film stars keep getting divorced all the time?’

‘Well, Americans are much more free and easy about divorce than we are.’

‘But do these women keep falling in love with a new man every couple of years? Or do they all keep making the same mistake and trying to put it right? Or do they just want to get more and more money?’

‘I think they just want a new man to, you know, go to bed with.’

‘But why can’t they just go to bed with him when they feel randy and go back to their husband when they’ve had enough? Why do they have to get divorced all the time?’

Embleton showed signs of impatience. ‘You’ve got to remember they’re very stuffy and puritanical over there. Everybody’s got to abide by the rules.’

‘But a moment ago you were saying—’

At that point Mr Oakley arrived and Robin had to concentrate on what he proceeded to tell the class about how the presence of Theban troops on both sides caused first misunderstanding and then panic among the Athenian forces, how this led to the loss of Epipolae, how the besiegers of Syracuse soon became the besieged, how defeat in Sicily helped to bring about the fall of Athens, and how the history of the world might have been changed by the events of a few seconds in a remote corner. Robin fought to get it all down in his notes. He turned to Embleton again when the departing Mr Oakley was barely through the door.

‘You said Americans were a free and easy lot about divorces and a minute later you were telling me they were a puritanical lot that always played by the rules. How can the—’

‘Sorry,’ said Embleton. ‘The rules say you can only go to bed with someone you’re married to, then it’s all right. They don’t say anything about how many husbands or wives you may have had before.’

‘What are you talking about? People like my parents would be very firm, bloody firm on people sticking to the person they were married to. And they’re against, well, going the whole hog with anyone before they’re married, which has always struck me as too much to live up to and jolly dreary too.’

‘You’re talking about a different set of rules, Davies, you owl. All that’s to do with sin.’

‘What is the difference, Embleton?’

‘Eh? Sin’s against religion, crime’s against the law.’

‘So what?’

‘It’s against the law to go to bed with anyone but your wife in California, which is where Hollywood is.’

‘It can’t be.’

‘You’ll find it is.’

That was one of old Emble’s ways of declaring an argument closed. He had perhaps shifted his ground somewhere in it, but before Robin could cast his mind back, Mr Pearson had turned up for Latin unseen. Boys went up to him in turn at his desk to have their last week’s efforts briefly gone over; the rest of the time they translated another of his selections from the much-hated book they used for this purpose. It was a random selection, presumably on the reasoning that predictability would constitute an invitation to look up the hard words illegally ahead of time, which might have been good enough as reasoning but underestimated schoolboy innocence and laziness.

Robin had as usual pretended to think he had done badly with last week’s unseen but again as usual had done pretty well, having been marked at beta-alpha in a rather tough week. Today’s piece was an almost insultingly easy couple of paragraphs of Caesar and he finished it with ten minutes in hand. He was not quite secretly glad to see that Embleton took a little longer.

When the papers were collected it was time for break. The bell rang and in no time the tall bare corridors and identical stone staircases were full of boys in movement. Robin went to the tuckshop on the ground floor and from habit got into a queue of boys of about the same size as himself. From it he had a good view of the celebrated Milnes of the Economics Sixth, a sub-prefect of small intellectual distinction but known as a fast and violent wing forward and an enviably debauched character who, it was said, had once shown one of the tuckshop girls a french letter and made her cry. It was also said or believed that his use of french letters by no means stopped short at showing them to girls, which was felt, by Robin for one, to cast an unfavourable or at least ironical light on his father’s national fame as a broadcasting sage. At the moment Milnes the younger was wearing what Robin took to be a well cut grey suit, and rather flaunting an outsize ring on his middle finger while he sipped at a glass of milk. No doubt he carried a french letter at all times in case he should happen to run into one of his many girls. Robin felt not so much envy as acceptance, a resigned feeling that Milnes was following a mysterious path that he himself might never find however hard he looked. When his turn came at the counter he paid a penny for a kind of chocolate bar called a milky lunch and hurried out of the shop, along the cloisters and into the main part of the playground. Here he was about to join a scattered group who were kicking an old tennis-ball about when he was hailed by a boy in his form called MacBryde. He stopped and turned and saw it was too late to run away.

Not that Robin would ever have done so in fact, but it was undeniable that MacBryde was a goof, a chump, a stodge. At anything of a distance he looked quite normal, even rather impressive with his upright way of holding himself. It was only when he drew closer that you took in such things as the large loose knot of his school tie, always a bad sign, his juvenile waist-belt, horizontally striped, with gilded snake-buckle, and his highly polished shoes. These must have got into such a state either by his own hand, which would have been bad enough, or by his mother’s or father’s, which in different ways would have been worse still. Then a little later you noticed that the upright bearing went with a gruesome habit in conversation. He would turn himself bodily to face each new speaker in turn after the lapse of what seemed like three-quarters of a hour or so, but in all probability was no more than some seconds. He somehow managed to bring off this effect even when, as now, there was only one of you.

‘Where are you rushing off to, Davies?’ he eventually asked in his unexpectedly high voice.

‘I’m not rushing off anywhere. Not at the moment.’

‘Oh, I thought you were rushing off somewhere. Tell me, Davies, will you be going to the branch meeting of the League of Nations Union after school?’ Others of the smallish company that might have brought the matter up at all would probably have called it the LNU meeting, but then that would have taken less time to say. ‘It’s being held there,’ added MacBryde, no doubt referring to the neighbouring premises of the girls’ school that shared nothing much besides its badge and part of its name with the much older boys’ grammar school. Uncharacteristically, he left it at that for now.

‘Will you be going anyway?’ asked Robin to gain time.

MacBryde brought himself to bear on this question with the deliberation of a dreadnought’s primary armament. Then a smile lit up his face and he spoke almost animatedly. ‘What about you?’ he said. ‘I asked first.’

‘I haven’t made up my mind.’ At that moment the tennis-ball came bounding directly towards him. His movements given precision by having no time to think, Robin kicked at it with both feet in the air, got it at just the right spot on the instep and sent it unimprovably into the top left-hand corner of the goal chalked on part of a nearby wall. Those within sight raised a caricatured roar of appreciation. On impulse Robin said to MacBryde, ‘I suppose I might as well. We could stroll round there after school.’

At intervals during the rest of the morning and the earlier part of the afternoon Robin scrutinised this decision of his, from time to time assuring himself untruly that he could always change his mind up to the last minute. Fear of boredom and embarrassment finally succumbed to mingled curiosity and lust, and when lessons ended for the day he was ready to tell himself with more truth that it would at least look shitty if he let silly old MacBryde down. But just then fate intervened in the person of a boy named Chalmers of Classical IVB. Chalmers looked and sounded all right, but he was godly, something that could never have been held against MacBryde with all his faults. Like a fool, not paying due heed to the Crusader badge in Chalmers’s lapel, ignoring Embleton’s advice, Robin had refrained from instantly telling Chalmers to sod off at his first mention of the Deity, and the Crusader still made fitful attempts, as today, to persuade him to come along to one of the weekly afterschool gatherings of his club or sect. Robin was too tickled at the idea of sheltering from a God-botherer behind a goof to take this surely golden opportunity for delivering a brief but definitive sod-off speech. Anyway, at a quarter to four he and MacBryde were making their way towards the girls’ school in question.

Robin knew the address of this girls’ school because he knew things like that, not because he had been there before. As they approached, he felt contentedly that it was an inferior place away from traffic and the river, more like a block of flats or offices than his notion of a school, it turned out, with a low wall and railings between it and the pavement behind which rose-bushes grew. Oh well, he thought, rose-bushes and glossy serrated leaves went with real girls, an order of being he had experienced almost nothing of except in the plural and at a distance. A member of it, a rather fat person in grey flannel that included a hat with an encircling emblematic ribbon, passed Robin and MacBryde on the steps up to the entrance. She gave them a glance of very limited curiosity and was gone.

The entrance hall switched the thoughts to hospitals as much by its inorganic smell as by anything to be seen. Here the two boys were soon accosted by a bald-headed man in a serge suit, no doubt some form of porter, though visibly of inferior standing to the liveried officials at their own school. The bald man, who must have been taken in by MacBryde’s consequential manner, quite readily and politely directed them to what he called a library room just round a corner from where they stood, and they went to it.

After less than a minute inside this very citadel of girls, Robin had had sight, fleeting as it was in most cases, of several dozen of them, in fact had had time to switch his policy twice, from pretending no one was there to ‘behaving naturally’, with frank interest, no-bones-about-it curiosity, etc., and back again. Half a dozen further girls were already in the library room, sitting among the rows of chairs arranged for the meeting, looking at books on the shelves. Those who took any notice of the boys’ entry paid about as much attention as one customer at an ironmonger’s might give the arrival of a couple more. While he pretended to consider where to sit, Robin asked himself what he had expected. That all the girls in the place should rush at him, tearing off their clothes as they came? Regretfully no. Such things took place only in America.

When another boy or male person arrived, some dim, barely recognised senior from the thin wastes of Science or Mathematics Sixth, sanity and boredom were restored. There really was going to be a talk about the rise to power of the National Socialist government in Germany and he was on the spot with plenty to spare. The sudden loud braying utterance of MacBryde, whose presence he had quite forgotten, to the effect that they might as well sit down, came too late to restore any sense of higher reality. Not for the first or even the hundredth time, the thought suggested itself to Robin that very likely babies were indeed found under gooseberry bushes, or that the stork’s part in their production had been gravely underestimated, or that under certain conditions it was the doctor who brought them in his little black bag. What else?

The seats mostly filled up with boys, girls, and schoolmasters, schoolmistresses, other adults whose identity was not worth the trouble or the humiliation of trying to guess. Some senior female in a chair facing the audience introduced another one as a famous writer just back from Berlin, somebody everyone was lucky to have with them that afternoon. Whether this would turn out to be strictly true or not, there was a good deal of applause. The famous writer stood up and very soon was talking of Munich and von Papen, Brownshirts and Ludendorff, Reichstag and Hindenburg. Robin, who had joined in the applause for something to do, knew almost nothing of Adolf Hitler and his Nazis except that he and they were giving the German Communists a bad time, which was obviously much to be welcomed. Hence he was mildly surprised to gather, from what the famous writer was saying, that it was more complicated than that and that the Communists had a case, to do with some election on 5th March 1933. As well as being mildly surprising, this was mildly irritating. If the famous writer had been about fifty years younger, Robin might have dismissed such obvious perversity as only to be expected from a bloody woman. As it was, he took a mental note or two to use in a grown-up style of report to Embleton, then abandoned the project as too much like hard work and not what he had come here for.

What he had come here for was spread out all round him, easier to look over now that general attention was fixed elsewhere. He had soon eliminated some candidates on grounds of taste, others as inaccessible to view in the absence of mirrors, periscopes and kindred novelties. It took him a little longer to make a final selection from his short-list of three. The winner was about his age, he decided, but with a thin face that might have made her look older. The visible portion of the rest of her was not thin, but it was not fat either. He dutifully tried to conjure up the invisible portions that he nevertheless knew on excellent authority were to be found under the grey gym-tunic and light peach-coloured blouse, but found himself unable to fuse the imagined with the real. He felt among other things like a recruit improving his knowledge of the enemy by watching a film of him performing barrack duties. Perhaps the girl sensed Robin’s interest, because at no particular moment he saw her head start to turn in his direction. Instantly he faced his front, easing his neck inside his shirt-collar for no reason he could think of.

He had read somewhere that, because of relative speeds of metabolism or something, time seemed to elapse more quickly for the old than for the young. Over the passage of the next substantial fraction of eternity he wondered a few hundred times if perhaps he had stumbled across a genuine advantage of age over youth. But all things come to an end, bad as well as good, and in the result he felt little more advanced in years when the previously unbelievable happened and the famous writer asked for questions and got some and answered them and was done and finally received thanks. Robin’s legs brought him to his feet when required as if nothing had happened.

The room emptied slowly. He had to wait his turn to join the stream making for the door. He found he had done so at exactly the same moment as the girl he had looked at. Then he found he was standing side by side with her at a temporary standstill. She was quite tall, nearly as tall as he. If she had had a friend with her, no such person was to be seen just then. She turned her head towards him and this time he could not have turned his away. She had nice eyes, he noticed, though he failed to take in their colour.

‘I thought that was never going to end,’ she said in a semi-classy voice.

‘It did rather go on and on.’

‘I expect it did us all a power of good.’

‘I expect so.’

The girl drew a skein of straight brown hair back towards her ear and put a couple of books under her arm. In the other hand she carried a black felt hat with the ribbon of her school round it. ‘I haven’t seen you before, have I?’ she asked. ‘What’s your name?’

He told her and before he could stop himself added the needless information that he attended the boys’ grammar school round the corner. ‘I’m in Classical IVA,’ he finished helplessly, feeling his cheeks flushing and, it seemed, quite incapable of asking the return question.

‘Oh yes. Tell me . . .’

After less than half a minute’s deadlock, small but swift and inescapable events got going again. There was scattered movement; somebody stepped between Robin and the girl; he called over to her that he would see her again; MacBryde appeared and claimed him; they were leaving the room. In the corridor Robin looked to and fro but without much intention: it was clear to him that he could not have ridded himself of MacBryde. The girl was gone.

Turning his top half towards his companion, sometimes dangerously far, MacBryde went on about the talk and the speaker until they had reached the outdoors, and about the speaker and her talk thereafter. More than once he explained that an old friend of his father’s was closely involved with the trade development in Germany as some sort of diplomat. By the time they parted outside the Underground station, it had become clear to Robin that he had been on the point of going off with one of the girls who had been at the meeting when bloody old thick MacBryde had butted in and of course mucked the whole thing up. That at least was going to be the version Embleton would hear the next day.

Hurrell and Wade would have gone back by an earlier train, so Robin cheered up his journey home by buying a copy of The Humorist. Its contents did not so much make him laugh as reassure him that there was a whole world beyond his experience and most of his imagining, but one he would be certain to inherit merely by waiting for time to pass, however long it took or seemed to take. What was puzzling or frightening or simply vacant now would become manageable and commonplace.

Robin walked up the hill towards home in bright early-evening sunshine and let himself into the house with the latchkey he had taken from under its stone on the narrow flower-bed below the front window. Enjoying the silence all around him, he went through to the kitchen at the back. Here on the white enamel-topped table there stood a dinner-plate with another lid inverted over it. Robin’s eyes widened in theatrical surprise and wonder. Moving cautiously, one crouching stride at a time, he approached the table. When in range he halted, lunged abruptly with his arms, gripped the upper plate by its circumference, stood stock-still for a moment, then snatched off the covering plate and with extended arms raised it above his head, meanwhile doing his best to imitate the sound of a cheering multitude. Finally he put the plate aside, raised his right hand to quell the applause and proudly extended his left to indicate to his audience the now revealed six well buttered slices of brown bread and marmalade, cut in two diagonally, his mother had prepared.

There was also a note from her on the table, in pencil on the sheet of the light-azure paper she liked to write her letters on. Am at Joy Carpenter’s for cards, it read; back by six – have a nice tea. As usual, two crosses followed but no signature. While he waited for the kettle to boil he took a handful of larger and smaller tableknives from the drawer, lined them up along the dresser and set each of them spinning on the raised ring between handle and blade. At one time, he remembered, he had really pretended they were the propellers of aeroplanes. Long ago. Since then he had gone through a phase of seeing how many he could keep turning at once. These days he just did it, to pass the time, small amounts of time.

The kettle boiled. He made tea in the little chocolate-brown pot and turned off the gas. Soon he had everything he needed laid out at his place at the dining-table, including a copy of the Aeneid opened at the passage to be construed the following day. The clock on the mantelpiece reminded him that there were still some minutes of the BBC Dance Orchestra to be caught on the National Programme, enough for him not to be deterred from turning on the wireless-set by the trouble this took. Accordingly he went and lay face down on the carpet while he fished under the sideboard for the plug at the end of its flex . . . got it, found the power-point in the wall. . . . Robin’s father was not the man to go as far as forbidding the use of the wireless when he was not there, but neither was he the man to allow this to happen whenever any Tom, Dick or Harry took it into his head to try it. And it was remarkable how little difference there turned out to be in practice between something being forbidden and its being merely very difficult.

A puny electromagnetic squealing and nothing else became audible when the receiver had warmed up. This was unusual, and it made Robin feel slightly flattered to think that perhaps a detuning process had suggested itself to his father as the next step in his campaign to make unsupervised listening to the wireless too much bloody trouble. But a few seconds’ twiddling of the knobs produced first some remarkably human wails, then the sound of what was called a comedy number ending. Robin did his best to settle down with bread and marmalade, a chap singing a song with violins, tea and macte nova virtute, puer.

By the time he had finished eating, the band had struck up its end-of-relay tune and had been faded out. Six o’clock. Robin started to rise from the table, meaning to look out of the french window, but sat back again. The most interesting thing to be seen from there would have been the man next door digging his garden. Robin sat on. By now he had decided to tell Embleton tomorrow that MacBryde had been a bit of use for once in his life by unintentionally rescuing him from the clutches of a very plain girl who had been trying to pick him up. Well, it was not so far from the truth.

With the wireless turned off, the silence of the house no longer pleased him. It seemed to him that there was nothing in the world he wanted to do that lay within his power to do. Bar the old exception. Robin had no sooner thought of it than he began to ask himself pressingly why he had not thought of it the moment he found himself alone in the house. His mother had written that she would be back by six, but she was never back from one of her whist afternoons less than a half an hour late. Plenty of time.

He went upstairs and locked the bathroom door after him. It would not have been his first choice of venue if the lock on his bedroom door had had a key to it, but somehow it never had. He promised himself he would take a long time over the next bit, and then suddenly found he had taken as little time as possible. A couple of minutes later it occurred to him almost as suddenly that to say he had been rescued from a very plain girl was actually far from the truth. The truth was that his own cowardice and incompetence, fuelled by vanity, had led him to turn down the chance of a lifetime with a girl who, if not exactly beautiful, was a bloody sight closer to it than somebody like him deserved, somebody who had last kissed a girl when he was ten years old at her tenth birthday party and made her run out of the room calling for her mother. He would never be able to tell anybody any of that.

‘I only saw her for a few seconds,’ said Robin, ‘but as far as I could make out she was pretty good. If only I’d had a bit longer to get my ideas in order I know I could have thought of something, but I had bloody MacBryde on one side waffling about his uncle at our embassy in Berlin, and somebody’s aunt taking up a lot of room on the other, so I just. . .’

Embleton made whistling noises and fanned his face with spread fingers, ‘What a shemozzle,’ he said. ‘No wonder you fluffed your lines.’

‘I don’t mind telling you I felt a bit of a twerp, you know, coming a complete mucker like that.’

Now Embleton shook his head in the manner of one who knew. ‘Don’t,’ he said emphatically. ‘That’s how they want you to feel, you silly ass.’

‘What who want?’

‘Oh Lord, they, the powers that be, park-keepers, schoolmasters, cinema commissionaires, that sort of person, guards on the railway. People who want to stop you having a good time.’ Embleton’s dark eyes seemed to flash. It was hard to be sure how serious he was being. ‘You must have come across plenty of people like that.’

Looking back on this conversation of the day after the LNU meeting, Robin thought to himself that he had done more than come across a couple of such, then decided he was being unfair to his mother. A moment later he conceded that, on the whole and taking a long view, he might have been being slightly unfair to his father as well. It was easier, or less difficult, to make that concession, as now, on a Saturday morning, the only one in the seven that contained no school and no father. The school, for some complicated reason to do with Jews, was shut; Mr Davies’s office, like many another office, was open, and until 12.30 (in summer, 1.00 in winter) he would be in it, helping to buy or sell or originate insurance. Sometimes, his family knew, he would not be strictly in it, just close by it in a teashop getting down to a good chat with his pals about stocks and shares as well as insurance. One of Robin’s definitions of being grown up was that it started when you started looking forward to chats about things of that kind.

It was a beautiful morning. In his bedroom getting ready to go out, Robin played his portable gramophone, using a loud steel needle as always when Mr Davies was out of the house and putting on the turntable a record known to be especially displeasing to him. The piece was in the style of a folk-song for violin with accompaniment, performed by a musician of international repute once described by Mr Davies as that gipsy fiddler fellow. It lasted for the time it took Robin to choose one of his non-school ties and put it on in front of his dressing-table mirror. As he pinched and pulled at the knot, he examined a question hitherto unexplored: why his father had ever bought him a gramophone for his birthday in the first place when he must surely have expected not to care for the sounds apt to emerge from it. Wrong: he could not have expected it, unless perhaps he had been looking for a new means of harassing his son. Rather an expensive means. And no normal man would think like that. But then no normal man would have expected his son’s musical taste to be agreeable to him. ‘I know,’ said Robin aloud, ‘I’ll understand when I’m older.’ He set the gramophone going again with an accordion band playing The Bluebells of Scotland.

What Robin liked about Saturday mornings was not only no school and no father, or at least no corporeal father, it was the time when for a couple of hours he was his own boss. He could call in at the shop that sold bikes and bike-lamps and stuff and where the not very friendly man nevertheless allowed him to look over the stock of model aeroplanes and gliders, call in at the gramophone shop, where the very friendly and quite pretty girl – aged at least eighteen, but still – let him play a record or two without expecting him to buy one, change his book at the 2d-a-volume-a-week library, and keep his eye open throughout for girls both possible and impossible. For that short space of time his father’s policy of round-the-clock chaperonage was in abeyance. His mother abetted his evasion by letting it be thought he had spent the time with her or in her charge. Now and again she gently required him to spend an hour or so with her at the coffee shop where she met her pals. That was set to happen today.

Although he might have said to himself he would rather die than admit it, he was not sorry when one of these occasions came round. In his thoughts he might have pleaded that some of the pals must have suitable daughters to whom this was a possible route. It had signally failed to be any such thing as yet, but you never knew. It had never occurred to him that his mother might enjoy his company and the chance to show off a son of hers who was doing well at a highly esteemed school. But under duress he might have admitted he enjoyed his mother’s company.

They walked together down the road at the end of which, five mornings a week, Robin turned left with his father towards the station. The thought of that imparted pleasure to turning right today with his mother. Soon they passed a sweetshop he had once longed to enter but knew now to be much too grand for the likes of him, selling as it did chocolates and chocolate and stuff like sugared almonds rather than aniseed balls or those marvellous little round yellow packets of sherbet with the liquorice tube. After waiting a moment or two they crossed the main road near the almost-new public lavatory, a facility Robin’s father had forbidden him to use on the surely dubious grounds that you were liable to pick up nasty infections in such places. Three boys of about Robin’s age were skylarking in and around the Men entrance, one of them being a vampire and the other two his terrified quarry. On catching sight of Robin all three of them elaborately pulled themselves up and went quiet and put on goody-goody expressions.

A little later, as they stood at the bus-stop outside the greengrocer’s, Robin said to his mother, ‘Mum, I’ve been meaning to ask you something.’

‘I’m listening, dear.’

‘Mum, I was thinking, I don’t seem to have many friends. I’ve got plenty at school but I don’t seem to have many round here.’

‘Well, of course it isn’t easy for a boy in your position, with your brother and sister so much older and your school miles away like it is. I remember your father telling you before you started going there what you’d be in for.’

‘I understand that.’ Robin considered saying he could not remember seeing much in the way of company outside school in the days when the school he went to was within walking distance, but decided it would do no good. Instead he went on, ‘But I . . . Sometimes I think he doesn’t really want me to have friends much.’

‘Robin, please don’t talk such tommy rot. Of course your father wants you to have friends, what nonsense.’

‘But he won’t leave it to me to choose them. He wants to choose them himself.’

‘Oh dear. Isn’t it natural and right that a father should, well, keep an eye on his son’s companions?’

‘Yes, but not that sort of eye. Sorry, Mum, but he sort of makes up his mind they’re not suitable before he’s had a chance to see if they’re suitable or not. And in any case . . .’

Robin had started to get quite worked up, but his mother disarmed him with sympathy and concern. ‘I know, dear, I know what you mean, he can be a bit of a one for laying down the law, it’s just his way. Now listen, I’ve got a suggestion to make.’

‘Oh, goodo.’ It was hard not to sound impatient now their bus was in sight, coming up the hill towards them not more than a hundred yards off.

‘It’s your job to find somebody you like, but when you have we’ll invite him over to tea and I’ll make it all right with your father.’

‘Oh, Mum, that would be super.’

‘Mind you, I’ll expect you to pick somebody reasonable, not some awful common creature.’

So they were back where they started, thought Robin morosely as he and his mother climbed on to the bus, but he forgot his grievance in enjoying the excellent sunlit field of view from where they were soon installed, in the left-hand front seat. The bus moved on past the little old cinema and the big new cinema, the public library where he sometimes went, his first school and his second school where he was glad to think he would never have to go again. On the pavements people moved to and fro on their obscure errands. The sight of them filled him with impatience to be grown up. He savoured the thought of that distant state until, inevitably, he remembered from several occasions his father telling him to enjoy his boyhood and its freedom from care, responsibility, money worries, etc., for all too soon those happy days of youth would be no more. That memory took Robin straight back to his grievance, but again he soon forgot it, this time because his mother furtively squeezed his hand, meaning what she could not very well have put into words, that she sympathised with what he had been saying and would not go back on her promise. He was not the sort of boy to admit to loving his mother but quite often, like now, he experienced a surge of liking for her, not hard to feel for such a cheerful, nice-looking woman, nice-looking both in the sense of looking a nice old thing and quite pretty too, not so very old in fact, mid-forties perhaps, and with her mostly auburn hair and bright brown eyes declared attractive by that rigorous tribunal, an ad hoc selection of his schoolmates (who had had a look at her at speech days and other such functions). Now, the moment their stop came in sight she stood up to leave the bus. It was her disposition to leave plenty of time for everything.

That morning at the Dainty Shop revealed no relevant girls, not even a spoken reference, let alone a physical manifestation. Actually it produced something worse than just no girls in the shape of an invitation to go round to Joy Carpenter’s ‘for say an hour’ that evening.

‘Are you sure you want us, on a Saturday?’ asked Robin’s mother.

‘Oh yes,’ said Mrs Carpenter, and went on to explain, perhaps unnecessarily, that something else had fallen through at the last minute.

‘Do you mind if we bring Robin with us? He’ll be all alone otherwise.’

Mrs Carpenter stared at him for a few seconds. ‘Oh, he doesn’t want to come to us, it’ll be all grown-ups. Terribly dull for him.’

‘No, honestly, I’d love to come,’ said Robin, reflecting that there was nothing like a stiff dose of the truth for bringing out the lies.

Mr Davies, at any rate, had no doubts about the plan when it was put to him on his return home. He was a little later than usual and already in genial mood, which suggested he had put away a couple of quick glasses of beer with his pals while discussing stocks and shares with them. The prospect of a free evening out might have cheered him up further.

‘We might pop in for one at the Swan on our way there,’ he said. ‘Fizzy lemonade for you, youngster, if you’re good. I doubt if there’ll be anything more exciting than a cup of cocoa where we’re going.’

He was leading the way to the dining-room for lunch when the telephone rang, not a frequent event in this household. The instrument stood on the sill of the little stained-glass window to one side of the hall. Mr Davies approached it frowning, not at all inclined to think well of the unexpected caller. He took off the receiver in gingerly fashion. The hairs on the backs of his hands were noticeable.

‘Hallo, yes? I’m sorry, I wasn’t able to catch your . . . Who? One moment, please.’ Elaborately covering the receiver, Mr Davies fixed his gaze on Robin. ‘Some . . . somebody seems to want to speak to you,’ he hissed.

Robin approached the telephone with a show of nonchalance. He very soon heard a voice he recognised.

‘Oh, Davies, it’s Wade here. I was just finishing my homework when I wondered if you’d like to come over to tea this afternoon? Hurrell’s coming and threatening to bring his sister, so I thought . . . Here’s the address.’ It was short and easy to remember. ‘Facing the common. What shall we say, about four? Very good, if I don’t hear from you I’ll take it that’s okay. Bye.’

Robin put the receiver back on its hook and turned away to see his parents facing him side by side. Their expressions seemed to combine curiosity and vexation. ‘Who was that?’ demanded his father, as if the caller had accused him of something serious, like stealing a stock or a share.

‘Wade, that school chum of mine we see every—’

‘Never heard of him.’

‘We see him every morning on the train into town, the one with glasses. He asked me to—’

‘Through no fault of my own I’ve never managed to make Master Wade’s acquaintance. Anyway, what did he want?’

‘He asked me over to tea this afternoon. That other chap—’

‘This afternoon. What did you say?’

‘I said that would be fine. You heard me, Dad.’

‘Oh, so that would be fine, would it?’

‘Well, I thought . . .’

Mr Davies sighed deeply. ‘I can see we’ll have to discuss this.’

Mrs Davies, who had been looking from one to the other as they spoke, now concentrated on her husband. ‘Can we do it over lunch? I’m starving.’

‘I’m sorry, my love.’ Mr Davies quite tractably went along into the dining-room and took his place at the table, but flung up a detaining hand when his wife seemed about to go out, very likely in order to bring in food from the kitchen. ‘What’s in store for us?’ he enquired.

‘Oh nothing, Tom. Just a bit of ham and salad.’

‘Very suitable for the time of year, my love, and it means you can afford to sit down for a moment, there being nothing to go off the boil, as it were. Now, Robin old boy, this shouldn’t take us more than a few seconds to sort out, given a bit of good will. Er, you, er, as I understand, accepted an invitation from Joy, from Mrs Carpenter that is, to go round to her place this evening in the company of your parents, I believe that’s correct?’

Robin, heroically as he saw it, confined himself to saying, ‘Yes.’

‘And now you tell me you’ve accepted another invitation to go out to tea with this friend of yours, this Cade or Spade or Shade or whatever he’s called.’

‘Wade. So I have.’

Mr Davies raised his head sharply at what he might have seen as a signal of defiance. Then, as if a bright light had suddenly been shone into his eyes from near at hand, he covered them with his fingers and, his face working, seemed over the next half-minute or so to stroke them back to a normal state. He said, ‘You see . . . the point is . . . the sad fact is . . . you have a previous engagement. Perhaps it slipped your mind in the excitement.’

‘Oh, but that’s not till this evening, as you said. A quarter to eight or eight o’clock, which means leaving here about half-past seven. I’ll be back from Wade’s by half-past six at the latest, probably earlier.’

His son had hardly begun this speech when Mr Davies started shaking his head in wide, slow swings. When it was his turn again he said, the remnants of his Cardigan accent showing, ‘I’m sorry, old boy. You can’t do both. I’m sorry.’

Robin sat at the dining-table, small and square-topped without its leaf, in his usual place, back to the window, father on right, mother on left. He had foreseen the entire course of the conversation from the moment he had put the telephone down, including details like the slipped-mind suggestion. His father’s invoking of a phantom law of nature, one seeming to deny the possibility of a person’s presence in different places at different times, was just the sort of thing he could never quite get Wade or Hurrell to believe. Foreseeing what was to follow not much less closely than what had already passed, he nevertheless said, ‘Why not? There’s long enough in between for me to polish all the silver if I feel like it.’

‘Don’t try to be flippant with me, my lad. When you forget your duty it falls to me to remind you of it.’

‘Duty? What duty?’ Robin knew
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