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1 Love at the Playboy

A big funfair was in full swing in Hyde Park. Volleys of shots from the rifle range echoed down Park Lane and the screams from the Big Dipper made the patients in St George’s Hospital restless.

Simon Mangrove rose from his sunken bath in the penthouse suite of the Hilton Hotel and strode over to the window to look out. A huge Catherine Wheel, each spoke carrying its little box-load of passengers, threw orange and green reflections against the plate glass – and for a moment his face, the image already distorted by the curve of the window, looked back at him with the crude colours of a medieval devil. Somewhere far below the dodgems crashed and reversed with a grating, metallic sound.

Simon Mangrove’s watch announced that it was seven thirty. He pulled off his bathrobe and changed with care into a vicuna suit and a Turnbull & Asser shirt made up for him from specially woven Moroccan cotton. He had decided this evening, his last night before flying back to the States, to visit the Playboy and make a night of it. His wife Rene – the third – would be waiting in New York full of reproaches and he might as well enjoy himself while he could. Why didn’t you call me? Where were you last weekend? He could hear her voice, once so soft and tentative, assume its nagging, whining note. Idly, as he combed his glossy hair and stood back in front of the mirror, Simon Mangrove decided on another divorce.

Park Lane was full of curious people who were examining the funfair from outside and hadn’t quite made up their minds to go in yet. Mangrove glanced at the crowd with an amused air: it seemed strange that grown men and women should obtain pleasure from such childish pursuits. Still, it was the Las Vegas of the poor, he supposed. The very thought of spinning through the air in a smelly little wagon made him feel sick. And the smell of the crowd! They were behaving just like a bunch of children, too, those who were inside the funfair, waving the bright sweet candyfloss like emblems of permanent immaturity. Mangrove quickened his step and arrived under the illuminated bunny of the Playboy Club.

As he reached the step, a deafening sound – it was like the outsize rattles of a legion of giant babies – broke out in the street behind him. There was laughter from the crowd, and a derisive cheer. Four big black cars had drawn up outside the entrance to the funfair and men, bearded and in black gowns, were stepping from the cars and waving the rattles as they went in. Mangrove wondered if they were Arabs. Was this a Trade Fair of some description? He glanced up at the banner over the admission gate and then smiled to himself again.

INTERNATIONAL CONVENTION OF

PSYCHOANALYSIS

The lettering was amateurishly done, as if a child had daubed on the paint. One of the gowned men turned and gave a mock salute to the crowd. More laughter. One of my countrymen, Mangrove thought bitterly. An American. And now the English were getting just as bad.

The weird, caftaned shapes disappeared into the funfair and Mangrove slid through the portals of the Playboy, relieved to see the friendly receptionist and his own image on the closed-circuit TV screen. Here all was as he wanted it – a couple of dry martinis smooth as polished glass, a tasselled menu which offered tonight a swordfish steak with Samoa sauce. He ordered it, leaning back on the banquette to enjoy the tinkling music from the piano.

And here was Baba. Her tail waggled as she brought him his second drink and slid on to the banquette beside him. Baba’s father was a clergyman – or so she said – and Mangrove liked to imagine an austere English vicarage with an exotic flower like Baba growing amongst the dull weeds of matins and vespers and collections for the poor. He gave her an affectionate pat and sipped at his drink.

‘Baba, will you marry me?’ He was almost surprised himself to hear the words come out. But, after all, why not? Baba was friendly and gentle, and obviously very much impressed by Mangrove.

‘Marry you?’ Baba giggled. ‘I thought you were married already, Simon.’

Mangrove burst out laughing. ‘What age are you living in, sweetie?’ Then he assumed a more serious expression. ‘That’s what I like about the English, Baba. So old-fashioned. No’ – as Baba pouted – ‘I really mean this. Rene – that’s my wife – and me, we haven’t been getting along for months now. I shan’t even see her when I arrive in New York. Promise!’

He really did mean it too, he thought with a surge of confidence. A new life with Baba – that was the thing.

‘Would we live in America?’ Baba asked.

But at that point the piano stopped playing and a soft pink light diffused the bar. As the floorshow started up, a waiter arrived with Mangrove’s swordfish steak, and Baba, with a little hushed scream, wriggled out of the banquette.

‘I’m in the show tonight,’ she gasped. ‘And I’m late.’

Her breasts hung for a moment over Mangrove’s plate as she stooped to kiss him. The waiter deposited a little dollop of Samoa sauce by the side of the inanimate swordfish.

‘I’ll be waiting,’ Mangrove promised. ‘Shake it for me and me only, Baba.’


2 Baba Goes for a Ride

Joseph Thirsk, analyst-in-chief of the Regress Centre, boarded the Big Dipper with his crew of a hundred patients. They were all in a state of high excitement, shouting and gripping the sides of the little wagons and screaming in high-pitched voices as the climb to the dizzy summit began. Some of them had regressed beyond childhood and had arrived at the womb; and these Joseph Thirsk kept near him. They sat in coiled, foetal positions and looked out uncomprehendingly at the bright lights of the funfair. Thirsk hoped the shock of the Big Dipper would jolt them into the birth trauma, and watched them carefully in the few sickening moments of suspense before the great swooping fall down the track.

In a booth which bore the legend MEDEA, CLAIRVOYANT AND PALMIST: THE VOICE FROM THE ANCIENT WORLD, a veiled woman shuffled a deck of cards and dusted down the crystal globe. She had a good reputation, and a small queue waited outside for a consultation. But this evening several customers had left irritated and disappointed. Medea had only one message to give to women and men alike. And it wasn’t enough.

‘What does it mean, I’m going to cross the water?’ one woman asked crossly as she pushed her way out of the booth. ‘That’s what they used to say a hundred years ago. And she wouldn’t tell me anything else either.’

‘Ask for your money back,’ suggested one of the strolling analysts, who was examining
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