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		ONE

		‘Right, on your way, brother. Out.
			I’m not having you in my house. Go on, hop it.’

		‘What for? What do you mean? I
			haven’t done anything.’

		‘I don’t know what you’ve
			done, darling, and cross my heart I don’t want to know. And don’t let me
			guess. Go on. There’s nothing says I got to have one of you in here, okay? Not yet
			there isn’t. Any moment now but not yet. So out.’

		The last half of this was said to a
			retreating back. The landlord of the Princess Beatrice, London SE1, turned to Patrick
			Standish and went on in a tone not much friendlier than before,

		‘It’s getting to be a full-time
			job, you know, keeping them out of here. They think they can go anywhere they like these
			days, as if they were entitled to under the law. No good will come. I suppose we ought
			to think ourselves lucky he didn’t go for his lipstick.’

		Patrick, standing up at the bar with his
			midday White Shield, thought among other things that the young man had shown a lot of
			restraint whatever he was. ‘He didn’t look all that peculiar to me. These
			days everybody has their hair in a bloody – ’

		The landlord, who had pushed up his mouth,
			closed his eyes and started shaking his head at Patrick’s first words, let him go
			no further. ‘It’s not the look, my friend. It’s the whole je ne sais
			quoi. You develop a feel for it this side of the counter in sheer self-preservation. No,
			it’s not the look.’ He paused and moved his eyes sideways. ‘Of course,
			I don’t know, perhaps you, er …’

		At this interesting juncture he moved away
			to serve a little old woman hung with crocheted shawls and long ropes of jewellery.
			Patrick had begun to take to him for his air of total contempt for the world, not only
			as it was and was becoming but as it had no doubt always been. Ignoring
			fashion, he had a totally naked skull, its presumably natural baldness filled out by
			close shaving round the edges. It was rather small in proportion to his broad shoulders
			and massive arms. Extravagant blue tattoos with some minor touches of pink adorned the
			lower parts of those arms, made visible by rolled-up sleeves. Over his very white shirt
			he wore a waistcoat-shaped woollen garment of a tan-and-yellow pattern too awful for the
			thing not to have been specially knitted by somebody close to him, assuming there to be
			any such person. He had been heard to answer to the name of Cyril.

		Patrick considered he had done well to find
			the Princess Beatrice so soon after arriving in the district, or rather to have had it
			there to find: not too large, not too crowded even at night, not noisy but not quiet,
			bar-billiard table. The provision for darts, cribbage and shove-ha’penny he saw as
			a token of virtue in the abstract rather than as for his actual use. His eye was caught
			now by the half-dozen little rectangles of engraved glass attached to the woodwork above
			the counter.

		‘Snob screens,’ Cyril seemed to
			say to him.

		‘What?’

		‘In days gone by, if you didn’t
			fancy being observed in your carousals by the tout le monde, you just swivelled
			the …’ – he turned the pane nearest Patrick outwards on its pivot –
			‘and lo and behold you were shielded from their vulgar gaze. Like the partitions
			there.’ These were of some sort of oak, head-high, dividing the drinking-space
			into three. ‘Lot of tommy-rot really.’

		‘Oh, I don’t know.’

		‘No, you don’t, because you
			haven’t got to keep it all clean, have you? Our beer-pipes here, when I took over
			in ’60 I had to shut for three days to wash the goo out. You’d think the
			brewers could spare a copper to shake the place up.’

		Patrick had soon lost interest in this. His
			glance shifted to the large glass case mounted high on the wall at his side and
			displaying assorted but uniformly horrible-looking corks and bottle-stoppers fancifully
			worked. ‘Isn’t that asking for trouble a bit? I’m sure this is a very
			nice neighbourhood but it’s not exactly Berkeley Square. The sort of chap who
			enjoys a – ’

		‘Oh, you mean somebody driven to
			express a well-developed sense of fun. Believe me I’d like nothing better.’
			Cyril suddenly reached below the counter and laid on it a substantial
			iron tool that tapered to a point at one end. ‘What you see before you is a
			marlinspike, which is c’est-à-dire an implement useful for separating strands of
			rope and also for cooling the ardour of those who get carried away by high spirits.
			Yeah.’ He looked affectionately at the spike for a moment before replacing it.
			‘Well, I’d better be …’

		He had started to move when he turned his
			gaze over Patrick’s shoulder towards the door. ‘Whaw!’ he growled, not
			very quietly. ‘God bless your dear old rosy-cheeked mother, sweetheart. Fooh! I
			could – ’

		‘Before you go any further,’
			said Patrick, ‘that’s my wife that’s just come in.’

		Cyril did a grin that showed no amusement.
				‘Your … wife?’ he asked, putting equal
			stress on both words.

		This brought Patrick definite annoyance. He
			knew he was quite personable enough and impressive enough and vigorous-and-all-that
			enough to be married to someone who looked like Jenny, not out of conceit or wishful
			thinking but as a simple deduction from years of carefully noted experience. And not
			that much older and hardly going bald at all and anyway only at the temples. And he
			considered he needed no reminding how lucky he was to have her even so.

		Jenny came up and she and Patrick kissed as
			they always did on meeting. For this lunch today she wore her best suit of cream linen
			and a navy blouse with the row of cream-coloured pretend-bone beads. She was
			twenty-eight that year and as slim as ever, with very dark colouring that she was sure
			had a bearing on the way strangers quite often told her they thought she was French, or
			sometimes Italian or Spanish, but usually French if it was anything. Patrick himself had
			made that mistake when he first saw her, or had given that impression.

		Evidently the man behind the bar had done
			the same. At any rate he leaned over it and said, ‘Comment allez-vous,
			mademoiselle – oops, excusez-moi, madame.’ He said it without trying to sound
			French at all, but his manner was genial in the extreme and a bit polite-lecherous
			too.

		‘I’m very well, thank you very
			much,’ said Jenny, staring back at him and intensifying her regional accent.

		Turning sideways behind his bar to give
			himself more room, the man swept off an imaginary hat and made her a great bow. ‘And what is madame’s pleasure?’ He had rather heavy
			eyelids and he lowered them in a way that harped on the lecherous end of
			polite-lecherous.

		‘I’d like a small medium sherry,
			please.’ This time the important thing was to get it said clearly and quickly. To
			Jenny the pub was still men’s territory, and to shilly-shally over choosing what
			drink to have in one would have been inconsiderate as well as awkward.

		The man did a speedier bow and went off.

		‘He can’t be like that all the
			time,’ said Jenny.

		‘He’s a cockney, you see,’
			said Patrick. ‘Or would claim to be if challenged. He thinks that sort of
			thing’s expected of him. He also thinks he’s being funny. I mean amusing. At
			least I hope to God that’s what he thinks he’s being.’

		‘Probably the nudge-nudge stuff is him
			being amusing too. Or he thinks it’s expected of him.’

		‘Yeah. No, of course not. I mean only
			partly. Anyway, you know where you are with a bastard like that.’

		‘Oh, good. A very funny chap came to
			the door just as I was leaving.’

		‘Funnier than this chap?’

		‘No, this was a very funny
			chap. You know, peculiar. Not a nasty piece of work but peculiar.’

		Patrick signalled to Cyril for another White
			Shield. ‘Peculiar,’ he said, remembering his own use of the word a couple of
			minutes before. ‘What, you mean … one of them?’

		‘What? Oh, you mean a … I
			honestly don’t know, I didn’t think of it then. He could have been, I
			imagine. He certainly had a very peculiar manner.’

		‘What did he want?’

		‘Well, that was just it, he
			didn’t seem at all clear what he wanted. He said he’d like to ask me a few
			things if I didn’t mind, he was polite enough, because he’s just moving into
			the end flat, the one at the far end. So I asked him in, and then he couldn’t seem
			to think of anything he wanted to know, and he seemed …’

		Jenny could not express for the moment what
			else her visitor had seemed. Patrick said, ‘Did he mention a wife?’

		‘No. No, nothing about that, I’d
			have remembered. Nor a girl-friend.’

		‘Oh.’ There was an odd little
			silence. ‘Did he give his name?’

		‘Yes, but I forgot it straight away,
			although I remember thinking it couldn’t be right. Anyway he said he’d be
			back. I thought he might be a bit off his head at one point but then he got all right
			again.’

		‘Never mind, perhaps he’ll take
			a turn for the worse next time.’

		When Cyril brought the drinks he asked Jenny
			if she had come to live round there, and was told more or less willingly about the flat
			(the maisonette, actually, said Patrick) in that new block of five over those shops in
			Lower Ground next to that pretty little square of garden on the corner, and told her in
			return that the missis was out shopping at the moment but would be only too delighted to
			give her the benefit of her local knowledge any time, but meanwhile the dry cleaners in
			the block had tried to get away with losing his topcoat for him last winter, the seven
			or eight minutes on the 159 down to the old-style butcher’s in Kennington Lane was
			very much vaut le voyage, and the Irish shop two along from the garage stayed open all
			Sunday for if she ran out of baked beans or fags. In between he asked if she had any
			children and was told no, or according to Patrick not yet. All this and much more was
			exchanged while Cyril unremittingly made, handed out and dealt with the money for four
			rounds of drinks, including three Pimm’s complete with slices of cucumber-peel,
			cocktail cherry and sprig of borage, and served three tasty-looking cold snacks backed
			up with sauce and pickle. He operated the till without looking at where his fingers were
			going, like a concert pianist.

		When this part was over, Cyril’s
			manner changed. He stared at Patrick and took his time about pointing a finger at him
			and wagging it rather harrowingly from the knuckle. His words, when they came, seemed
			inevitable, preordained. ‘Right … now don’t tell
			me … let me guess.’

		Patrick hated letting anybody do that where
			he was concerned, which he was obviously going to be, but he could think of no way of
			preventing it this time without courting Cyril’s marlinspike, so he frowned and
			muttered to himself as if he was adding up expenses in his head.

		After rotating his finger for a space, still
			from the knuckle, and keeping the opposite eye closed, Cyril eventually said,
			‘Erm … advertising!’

		‘What about it?’ said Patrick,
			though he knew, and wondered what occupation he might reasonably have
			hoped his face fitted: test pilot, brain surgeon, tennis seed, major poet – no perhaps
			not that one. But bugger it anyway.

		‘All right … Public
			relations.’

		‘I think if you don’t mind
			– ’

		‘Television then,’ said Cyril in
			a spirit of good-humoured indulgence. ‘On the production side. Oh, okay, I give
			up.’

		But he still waited to hear. With Jenny
			there Patrick had to say, ‘Actually I’m in publishing,’ and say it
			sportingly too.

		‘Publishing.’ There was another
			pause. ‘That’s books, is it? Or not?’

		‘It’s books. And a quarterly
			magazine. And now you mustn’t let us keep you from your regulars.’

		‘Thank you,’ said Jenny.

		‘II n’a pas de quoi,
			chérie.’

		‘And don’t tell me he was just
			trying to be pleasant,’ said Patrick when he and she had sat down in the little
			alcove under the window.

		‘Well, making conversation. Passing
			the time of day.’

		‘If you’re right I must remember
			not to get into a serious discussion with him.’

		‘You said you knew where you were with
			a bastard like that. And why shouldn’t he be interested in what you do for a
			living?’

		‘I wouldn’t have minded that,
			but it wasn’t that. What he was interested in was joshing me along.’

		‘What’s joshing you
			along?’

		‘Pissing on me so I couldn’t hit
			back.’

		‘Oh, Patrick, people aren’t
			thinking about you the whole time. And what would he want to piss on you for?’

		‘I don’t know. Well,
			he … Come on, do you think I look like somebody in advertising?’

		‘I hadn’t really thought about
			it. Now you come to mention it I suppose I do, quite. I mean you do. Dynamic. Thrusting.
			You know, all that. He was paying you a compliment, or trying to.’

		‘You cheeky little bag. And was he
			buggery trying to pay me a compliment. He was buttering you up and being charming to you
			and pissing on me at the same time. Thinking he was being charming. Jesus, perhaps he
			really was. I’ve come across that technique before.’

		‘And used it too, I shouldn’t
			wonder.’

		Patrick looked amused and irritated in exactly
			equal parts and said nothing. She saw he had arranged his hair in a slightly new way to
			disguise his bits of baldness. Given the right approach she was sure she could have
			convinced him that things like that made no difference to her without at the same time
			leading him to believe she took no notice of how he looked. It was difficult. She no
			longer went round saying to herself he was the best-looking man she had ever met, but
			she could not remember having stopped thinking so. By now it was simply impossible to
			judge. Rather like the way she went on thinking he was the most wonderful man in the
			world long after she was quite sure he was not. After years of trying she had never
			managed to put the matter to herself more satisfactorily than that.

		When he spoke again she gave a little start,
			before realising he had only been quiet for about five seconds. It was amazing how much
			could go through a person’s head in that time.

		‘Unless you feel like another of those
			I suggest we move. With Saturday shopping there may be a bit of traffic and I want to be
			there on the dot.’

		Such a simple thing to say, but something
			cold or bored about the way he said it gave her thoughts a new turn. Their not very long
			conversation was very much the kind they were always having when nothing of much
			importance was going on. Jenny kept finding she was in the middle of enjoying it when
			something one or other of them said, something gone by too fast to be quite taken in,
			would strike her as not right, out of key, off the track, however you put it. She
			remembered how Patrick had looked that time when Elsie Carter, one of her colleagues at
			the school in Hertfordshire, had told them there was one thing at any rate that had to
			be said about them as a married couple: they were obviously such terrific pals. Well, a
			possible way of putting that was that he looked as if he had suddenly realised
			just what must have been wrong with those Portuguese oysters he had eaten for lunch, so
			perhaps he too wondered sometimes about how things really were between them. But then it
			was fair to say that Elsie had never quite taken to Patrick.

		They crossed the wide, bustling street. It
			was a sunny morning in early May and lots of people, like the landlord’s wife from
			the pub, were out shopping, or anyway out. With nothing on their heads and showing off
			their bright clothes they strode along the pavements with incredible
			confidence, altogether different from the eyes-down amble she remembered from home. The
			ones with small children seemed to be half pulling them along, leaning over to talk to
			them in a brisk way. Jenny was always being asked how she liked living south of the
			river, and was usually hearing how that part was going up in the world these days before
			she had had time to say it was fine with her, and rather like north of the river, and
			after only a couple of years in the town she still had a great deal to notice and find
			and compare.

		North of the river was where they were going
			to have lunch, or rather brunch, going to have it more specifically at Simon
			Giles’s new house in Hampstead. Simon was the managing director of Hammond &
			Sutcliffe Ltd where Patrick worked.

		When telling Jenny of the invitation on the
			Monday, Patrick had not seemed easy in his mind. ‘I don’t like the sound of
			it. Apparently there are going to be a lot of bleeding poets there. Where am I supposed
			to fit in with a shower like that? He must want something. You haven’t been there
			yet, have you?’

		‘Only to the place in
			Pimlico.’

		‘M’m. You see, he’s not
			exactly one for pushing the boat out. And I don’t trust this
			brunch.’

		‘Just breakfast-cum-lunch, isn’t
			it?’

		‘Well, in theory. But then
			twelve-thirty. It’s supposed to be eleven-thirty or even eleven. That’s how
			they approach it in the States, I gather.’

		‘Oh. Any news of that trip, by the
			way?’

		‘No. I think that trip’s going
			to be what we call a notional benefit, something they tell you when you start off you
			might get and then phase out before it happens. A con, in other words. I should never
			have mentioned it to you.’

		‘Never mind, we’ll go one
			day.’

		‘Oh, you bet. First things first.
			Twelve-thirty. It’s worrying.’

		‘Why, what can he do?’

		‘It’s not what he can do,
			it’s what he can’t do, I mean what he needn’t do. Shit, what
			he’ll think he needn’t do. What he won’t do.’

		‘Well, he’s got to feed us,
			hasn’t he? And give us drinks?’

		‘Don’t you be too bloody sure,
			my girl.’

		Patrick returned to the subject when Jenny
			and he got into the Mini and started to drive up towards Waterloo
			Bridge. He looked at his watch.

		‘Yes, we should be able to make it
			just about on the dot.’

		‘You told me it was provincial to turn
			up at somebody’s house on the dot.’

		‘No doubt I did. Circumstances alter
			cases. This house has got Simon Giles in it, chuckling with anticipatory glee as he
			makes ready to short-change his guests. I mean to see we get whatever’s
			going.’

		‘Won’t a do like today be on the
			firm?’

		‘That’s not the point.
			It’s all money that comes under his control and here’s a chance to control
			some out of other people’s reach. Not long ago he gave a bottle-party at his
			place, an antiquated institution anyway these days, you might have thought, but one with
			a great sentimental attraction for your man Giles. It seems he put away a bottle, put
			away in a cupboard a bottle of goodish claret brought by some cunt, sorry darling, by
			some booby he’d decided it was too good for the likes of. Quite openly,
			apparently.’

		‘I’ve heard you say he spends
			money like mad on authors and publicity and things like that.’

		‘Oh yes, but according to him
			that’s good, sign of a good publisher to throw money about with three arms and
			never mind the results.’

		‘He’s thrown a bit of it your
			way, buster.’

		‘True. Up to a point. Some of the
			things he does are all right. Actually I quite like him, but it’s no use
			pretending he isn’t very creepy about cash. I suppose he can’t help it.
			Giles. Going a bit far, picking such a resoundingly mangelwurzelly name. Wonder what it
			used to be. Goldstein, do you think?’

		‘You know, Patrick, sometimes you
			sound just like my father.’

		‘Oh, Christ, No, sorry, little one,
			sorry, I didn’t mean it to sound like that. Yes, he used to see them everywhere,
			didn’t he, lurking under false names. Didn’t you tell me he thought I might
			be Patrick Schtundisch? Mind you I think he was having us on half the time.’

		‘Well, he didn’t mean any harm,
			that’s for sure.’

		‘Of course he didn’t. Any more
			than I do. Now while I remember, you’re to remember, if by any chance you do get
			offered a drink up there, grab it whether you want it or not. I’ll find a use for it, I promise you. I’m going to need all the help I
			can get to face these bloody poets.’

		They were crossing Waterloo Bridge now. The
			sun was on the water and there was a tremendous amount to see in every direction. Jenny
			felt her spirits lift at the sheer thought of being driven by her husband to what was at
			any rate some sort of party in such beautiful weather, then felt them fall again some of
			the way at the more factual kind of thought of that same husband keeping his eye out for
			a bit of stuff to pick up there. Whenever he found himself among women in any numbers it
			was as if something came over him.

		On the far side of the bridge Patrick
			stopped the car at a pedestrian crossing. Only one pedestrian crossed, a pretty blonde
			girl in an extremely short skirt who turned her head and smiled at him in more than
			simple gratitude. Jenny felt, or without turning her own head saw, him fail to react in
			any way to any of it. In the past, and the pretty recent past too, he would have sort of
			come to attention, more than that, jerked and twitched like a man in a comedy film, and
			usually half-shouted things to himself as well. Then all of a sudden he had stopped
			completely. It was none of her doing, because she had not said a word or even done any
			looks, thinking it was self-centred to complain about that kind of thing, and no use
			anyway. So perhaps it was actually out of consideration for her that he had stopped.
			With him you never knew.

	
		
			[image: Penguin walking logo]
		

		TWO

		Simon Giles’s new house was an old
			house at the same time, one built of stone, not brick, opposite a rather older-looking
			church near the top of the hill up from Swiss Cottage. It had quite a lot of front
			garden to which nobody had done anything for many years except keep the grass and weeds
			down to knee height or so. These varied from straw colour to a rich dark green that
			brought swampy areas to mind. Just off the path, where some flagstones were almost whole
			but others in small pieces, there was a collapsed pile of disintegrating mauve-bound
			books printed in an alphabet unfamiliar to Jenny. Patrick saw her looking about and
			explained that whenever anyone really important came along, like a successful author on
			another firm’s list or an American publisher, Simon would take the person to a
			restaurant. Only authors he had already got – sometimes – and colleagues – less often –
			came here.

		Jenny asked herself what anyone really
			important would have made of the hall of the house. With a coat-cupboard and an
			umbrella-stand and wellingtons in it this was still a hall, but a sale room job lot of
			tattered old armchairs made it into a sort of sitting-room as well. She spotted a large
			painting of grey squares on pale yellow and turned away. In her teens she would have
			said she was quite keen on pictures, but since then she had completely gone off them.
			Between this one and the umbrella-stand a dozen youngish and middle-aged people were
			standing or sitting about with glasses in their hands and looking as if they were
			waiting for a whistle to blow. One of them was a tall man of about sixty with a pink
			face, a great cloud of white hair and large blue eyes fixed on a point near the
			ceiling.

		‘That must be a poet,’ said
			Jenny.

		‘I agree it ought to be by rights,’
			said Patrick. ‘I’ve seen it before but I can’t place it. Anyway it
			isn’t one of ours. Don’t worry, we’ll get to it.’

		Simon came up to them with a small girl in
			huge glasses at his side. He had a brown beaky face and a long mop of dark hair hanging
			over his forehead that, with his dark-brown velvet jacket, made Jenny think of a
			Victorian actor. When he had a moment he gave her a big left-right hug-and-kiss like a
			more modern actor. After that he looked at her intently with one eye, the other being
			off somewhere in the way it had, and at half speed asked how she was – now she had had
			both her legs off, he made it sound. Despite the eye it would have been a really good
			performance if he had dropped it less completely and suddenly and soon. He said in his
			half-crown voice,

		‘Vera is one of our new
			poets.’

		The girl with the large glasses, who had a
			rather wide but quite thin mouth, switched round on Jenny and gave her every scrap of
			her attention, which cheered her up a lot because she was not used to it except from
			men.

		‘How do you do?’

		‘We’re bringing out her first
			book in October and it’s not just an ordinary first book,’ said Simon and
			turned away to ask Patrick a question.

		‘Which poets do you like best?’
			asked Jenny, who had been working on this ever since hearing that poets were to be
			present.

		‘The name is Ve-ra Se-lig,’ said
			the girl and spelt it. ‘I don’t really like any poets.’

		‘Sorry, I meant which poets do you
			like reading.’

		‘I don’t really like reading
			anything. I don’t think reading is an experience.’

		‘But what about people reading you?
			Isn’t that an experience?’ Jenny felt horrible as she used the word.

		‘I don’t really care about
			people reading me, I’m a writer,’ said Vera Selig, still looking closely at
			Jenny but now in a slightly different way. ‘Excuse me, I missed who you work
			for.’

		‘I don’t work for anybody, I
			just – ’

		‘Are you anything to do with books or
			journalism or broadcasting?’

		‘I’m afraid not. I’m just
			Patrick’s wife.’

		At this news the poetess’s attention
			vanished as suddenly as Simon’s, but then was miraculously restored just long
			enough to last while she asked Jenny if she had a a car here and was
			told no, it was Patrick who did the –

		‘So this is the famous Patrick’s
			wife on stage at long last,’ said a man who had come up on Jenny’s other
			side. He said it without parting his teeth, the bottom row of which he kept permanently
			on view although it was not quite complete. He must have been nearly fifty but was got
			up for a nature ramble. While he just stood smiling and blinking at her and not saying
			anything more she told him that that was right, that was who she was, and felt
			absolutely brilliant while she was speaking, as she had felt a great many times since
			coming to London. Well, and here she was.

		After a pause of what seemed some minutes
			the man jerked his head and said with a laugh, ‘I’m terribly sorry,
			I’m J.L.R. Sebastian. I just didn’t realise.’

		That anyone in the place could be so thick
			as not to know who I am, sure. It was already clear to Jenny that this must be another
			writer, though perhaps not a poet. She said nothing, but J.L.R. Sebastian kept the ball
			rolling by sticking out his hand to shake hers, or rather to hold on to hers, and saying
			in a quieter, higher-pitched voice than before and with his eyes shut,

		‘So you’re nothing to do with
			books or anything like that. May I ask what you are to do with, Mrs Standish?’

		‘I teach in a hospital, so I suppose I
			am a bit to do with books.’

		‘Oh, how splendid. Tell me,
			what’s your, what’s your field?’

		‘I haven’t really got one. I
			just go in in the mornings in the week and teach the long-stay children, some of the
			younger ones. I used to teach in a proper – ’

		‘Oh, how splendid,’ he said
			again, but this time he meant a different sort of splendid. He had let her have her hand
			back by now and had opened his eyes, which stayed fixed on her but not necessarily on
			her face. ‘That must be very rewarding. Do tell me, I expect some of the kids are
			pretty bright, aren’t they?’

		She went on about one or two of them while
			J.L.R. Sebastian looked as if he was quite enjoying the sound of her voice, more than
			she was, anyway.

		‘How fascinating. And all this happens
			in the mornings,’ he said, giving Jenny the shock of her life by having taken in
			this detail. ‘I gather from Simon that you and Patrick have moved
			into that new block in Lower Ground.’

		‘It’s called – ’

		‘Perhaps you haven’t come across
			it yet, but there’s a marvellous reference library just round the corner from you.
			It’s very useful for me in what I’m trying to lick into shape just now. But
			you know, it sounds ridiculous but I simply can’t seem to find anywhere round
			about there where I can get a cup of tea, not anywhere decent, simply anywhere at all.
			And well, after two or three hours on the go, with all that dust there, you sort of feel
			you could do with a mug of char. So I was just wondering,’ said J.L.R. Sebastian,
			starting to laugh slightly again, ‘I mean if you happened to be putting your
			kettle on about half-past four or quarter to five say Monday I’d be delighted to
			join you.’

		At least it had not been a dish of tay, as
			she funnily enough remembered a pipe-smoking schoolmaster up home offering her years
			ago. The way this chap moved his head to and fro as he spoke was good, as if he would
			have been delighted to tell everybody about the char project only nobody happened to be
			listening just then. This was like old times for her all right. Since then she had not
			got any better at a lot of things, but she had at knowing what to say to characters who
			wanted to come and have tea with her.

		‘Whenever I’m free in the
			afternoons …’

		‘Of course this stuff from the 1920s
			and ’30s I’m working on, most of it’s never even been looked at
			since,’ he said, piling on the persuasion.

		‘… I go over to the Borough and
			read to an old lady who’s nearly blind. It’s only a small thing to me but it
			means a lot to her.’

		‘Oh marvellous,’ he said
			disgustedly.

		‘It’s an awkward journey any way
			you tackle it …’

		‘Don’t you ever – ’

		‘… so Patrick comes down on his
			way from work and picks me up …’

		‘If he should find he can’t
			– ’

		‘… regular as clockwork.
			It’s interesting, she likes the old books, Dickens and Jane Austen, does my old
			lady. She’s properly fed up with these modern writers, I can tell you. No real characters to get to know and no story to follow, she says. And then
			all this sex.’

		Not much more was needed after that. Patrick
			came out of the dining-room, which had a depressing dark-pink-and-green stained-glass
			panel in its door, carrying two drinks that were most likely Bloody Marys. After holding
			them up side by side he offered her the smaller, glancing round as he did so in a
			disgruntled kind of way.

		‘Make the most of this,’ he
			said. ‘It’s all you’re going to get.’

		‘Have you seen Barbara about?’
			Jenny meant Barbara Giles, the hostess, whom she thought she ought to let know she had
			turned up.

		‘Somewhere, I don’t know.
			She’ll be along. Who are these people, for Christ’s sake? They can’t
			all be poets, surely.’

		Jenny tried her drink, which she had
			suspected might be a pretty stiff one but which turned out to be perfectly all right. At
			once Patrick seized her by the arm.

		‘Look! Look, over there. Yes, there.
			No, there.’

		All her eye fell on was a rather
			good-looking woman not dressed to annoy anybody and carrying chest-high a plate of food
			with a fork on it and vapour rising. ‘What is it?’

		‘Mark it well.’ He looked at his
			watch again. ‘It’s twelve-forty-five and the bloody kedgeree is being doled
			out. There, there’s another one, see? Simplicity itself. Brunch. Brunch minus the
			first hour, the one with just drinks in it, and minus too no doubt wine, beer, brandy,
			you name it and we’re not going to get it. I told you so. Didn’t I tell you
			so?’

		‘Have a cigarette, love.’

		‘I don’t want one. Have you got
			one?’

		‘I’ve stopped keeping a
			packet.’

		‘It’s all right, I’ve got
			to learn. But wouldn’t you fuffuffuffuffuff, sorry darling, wouldn’t you
			bloody well know, eh? What have we done to deserve it?’

		She handed him the rest of her drink.
			‘Go on, I don’t want any more.’

		‘Are you sure? I don’t deserve
			you. But that shouldn’t mean …’

		His voice went off for a moment when he saw
			Barbara Giles coming out of the kitchen. Jenny saw her too. She was wearing about the
			usual number and kinds of clothes, but the only one at all noticeable
			was a rainbow-striped blouse in some half-shiny material with the top button undone.

		Breasts had brought Jenny a peck of trouble
			over the years. With Patrick it was fair to say that they turned the scale. He seemed
			able to stand up quite well to things like bottoms and faces, and she had heard him say
			more than once that he could take legs or leave them alone, which was rather sad, and
			tactless of him too, because her own were meant to be pretty good, one of her best
			features. But breasts were in a league of their own, they were not all that counted by
			any means, but they did sort of upgrade the whole package into the danger area. Knowing
			as much about them as she did, she might have been expected, after a couple of previous
			meetings, to have marked down Barbara Giles’s. And the rest of her was presumably
			no more than up to standard, even if you happened to fancy that kind of thin-faced
			indignant-expression blonde type. And yet, with all her experience, it was as if she had
			been setting eyes on them, this pair of breasts, for the first time.

		Perhaps it had been the same for Patrick,
			but there was no telling, because he had long ago given up actually letting on how he
			felt about any breasts whatever. He just smiled and waved and Barbara crossed the hall
			and joined them. She greeted Jenny without suspicious friendliness or much of any other
			kind either. After a minute she said in her field-marshal’s-daughter accent,

		‘Tell me, Patrick, while I’ve
			got you, about this super new flat of yours, which we thought the other night
			you’d made look absolutely marvellous, clever old you,’ meaning just clever
			old him and no mistake, ‘this, this block it’s part of,
			didn’t you say, I thought you were saying it wasn’t full yet, there were
			still a couple of, what are they, flats I suppose that were still going, or was
			it Simon got the impression from what you were saying?’

		Simon had drifted up during this and stood
			there agreeing with the general drift of it and giving off a slight hot smell.

		‘Well yes,’ said Patrick
			reliably, ‘I think there are two, aren’t there, darling? Next door to us,
			and …’

		‘The one at the end,’ said
			Jenny. ‘The end of that passage. It’s a bit bigger than the others, they
			showed us. It goes the whole width.’

		‘Oh yes, there’s a little extra
			room at the side you could use as, well, as a study.’

		The Gileses turned on each other with what
			looked like utter horror but turned out to be fingers-crossed satisfaction-so-far.
			‘Sounds just what we …’ they said. ‘Sounds exactly what
			we …’

		‘But you’ve only just moved in
			here,’ said Patrick.

		‘We’re not going to be needing
			here now,’ said Simon. ‘Too big for us now, here.’

		Barbara was shaking her head impatiently.
			‘We got into here before we’d found this gorgeous little gamekeeper’s
			bothy that we were so incredibly lucky to hear about and wouldn’t have if
			our friends in Preston Candover hadn’t by the merest chance happened to
			see …’

		There was one who had never had any aunties,
			Jenny thought to herself, to lay it down fair and square that you said your say and shut
			up for the next person’s turn and no palaver. She thought several other things to
			herself while Barbara went on about of course the place was going to need a lot doing to
			it, though by a stroke of luck the roof had been repaired the previous year, and the
			others, herself included, listened seriously and nodded and looked thoughtful, and all
			the time he and she were up to no good, still at the planning stage but up to no good,
			and if anybody had tried to tell her she was letting her imagination run away with her,
			well, all she could say was it had run away further than that in the past and still come
			a poorish second to what actually took place. And if anybody similar had laughed at the
			idea that a married man of thirty-six would be fool enough to get involved with a
			married woman in the same block, then they obviously either had a great sense of humour
			or had never heard about the headmaster’s secretary and the prefects’ room
			in the new building at the Hertfordshire school this married man had taught at until
			1965, two years before.

		‘It can be a bit noisy early on but
			it’s surprising how much difference just that one floor up from the street
			makes,’ he was saying now, sounding as if he was being specially normal so as to
			fool enemy agents listening through hidden microphones. ‘But we seem to have got
			used to it, don’t we, darling?’

		‘Hardly notice it now,’ said
			Jenny.

		‘The whole thing’s
			unquestionably absolutely exactly what we’re looking for,’ said Barbara. She
			for her part sounded just like someone thinking they were lulling
			someone else into a sense of false security.

		‘What about communal outgoings?’
			asked Simon.

		This meant nothing precise to Jenny, but she
			grasped soon enough that it was to do with extra money Simon was guessing he might have
			to pay, and felt fond of Patrick for being as usual slow on the uptake in this area.
			‘What?’ he said. ‘The what?’

		‘I’m sure that’s not going
			to be a problem,’ said Barbara.

		‘No snags that I can see,’ said
			Patrick.

		Even Simon, who had not got the advantage of
			being able to hear all those massed violins that were so plain to Jenny, started to turn
			his head at the way they said that, but stopped halfway with one of his eyes on her and
			the other not, and said to her, ‘Oh, have you met Iain Gowrie Guthrie?’

		‘Is that a poet?’ asked
			Jenny.

		‘Rather a well-known one,
			actually,’ said Barbara.

		‘In certain circles,’ said
			Patrick.

		Simon put his hand on Jenny’s arm.
			‘Come and meet him,’ he said.

		Iain Gowrie Guthrie was not the tall
			white-haired spiritual-looking man but another in the same group. This one was also
			about sixty with a full head of entirely black hair that hung to his shoulders and a
			beard that, though carefully trimmed, almost reached his chest. It was hard luck on him
			that he had been caught up with, so to speak, by everybody starting to have long hair
			and a beard, but he was still an impressive figure, or would have been with another foot
			or so of stature. He raised his eyebrows when Jenny was introduced but did not address
			her.

		She felt tongue-tied, especially when Simon
			immediately went away, but soon saw that was not going to matter.

		‘As I was saying,’ said Iain
			Gowrie Guthrie, seemingly to everybody within hearing, ‘there’s only one
			requirement I make of a poet, and it’s a very simple one. Unfortunately it also
			appears to be an insuperably difficult one. Let’s just run through them, shall
			we?’

		He started reciting a list of names of what
			would have had to be poets, in fact as it went on Jenny was nearly sure she recognised a
			couple of them. On hearing Iain Gowrie Guthrie’s name and taking in his appearance
			she had immediately resigned herself to not being able to make out a word he said, but
			his voice was at least an octave higher than she had expected and he
			spoke in a kind of flattened cockney accent she could cope with. Now and then during the
			list he looked at her, but not in a way that meant he was going to ask her for her
			opinion about anything.

		When one or two of the names had come round
			for the second time the spiritual-looking man asked what about so-and-so, and Jenny
			thought she knew that one too, but Iain Gowrie Guthrie stared at him in heartfelt
			puzzlement and concern, as if he had mentioned a professional cricketer by mistake, as
			perhaps he had. An argument developed on whether so-and-so should or should not be
			mentioned round about now. That suited Jenny quite well as far as it went, but she soon
			began to be afraid that they would never get to hear what the insuperably difficult
			requirement was that Iain G-G made of a poet or, worse, that they had somehow heard
			about it already and like a fool she had managed to miss it. But then suddenly it was
			all right.

		‘What none of them is evidently
			capable of doing,’ he said, ‘is writing a poem. Not one single poem between
			the whole boiling. And to my mind that disqualifies them from the title of poet. Every
			last one.’

		‘Oh I see,’ said a young or
			fairly young man Jenny had not noticed before.

		‘I’m glad you do, laddie, and I
			hope you’ll agree with me that when two people are in the same line of work like
			the profession of letters it’s much more suitable for them to suppress any
			malicious and vindictive feelings they may have in favour of such generous and
			good-natured impulses as they perhaps possess.’

		‘If you’re talking about that
			piece I wrote in the – ’

		‘Life’s too short for the
			harbouring of animosity.’

		‘The thing folded in about 1954, so it
			must be at least – ’

		‘I can’t see that spite serves
			any useful purpose. Do you agree with me?’

		The youngish man looked round the six or
			seven faces. It was clear that nobody thought that spite served a useful purpose.
			‘Yes,’ he said with a certain amount of gloom, ‘I agree with you,
			yes,’ and he snatched at the startled girl next to him and hurried her away.

		‘Ah, well, nice to have cleared that
			up,’ said the poet genially, accepting without word or look of
			thanks a plate of food Simon handed him. ‘Never does, you know, to let these small
			fry think they’ve got away with something.’

		‘Hallo, Iain, how are you,
			sport?’ said a man of about the same age as he joined the group. He spoke quite
			warmly and shook hands with both hands. ‘Well now …’

		‘Hallo, Bruce, I was a bit
			disappointed you couldn’t manage to find some more favourable things to say about
			my last collection after all the laudatory notices I’ve given your novels over the
			years, starting with that book of short stories before the war. I had rather hoped you
			could trot out a compliment or two even if it went against the grain, just for old
			times’ sake as you might say.’

		‘After comparing it favourably with
			Yeats’s Last Poems I could hardly have – ’

		‘And by the way, old son,
			Kendrick’s translations of Li Po have no standing at all any more. See you around,
			Brucie.’

		Jenny heard most of this while she started
			eating from the plate also brought by Simon. At first sight there was nothing on it but
			small heaps of rice in a pale gravy with green scraps here and there. Very likely
			risotto, she thought for a moment, but then she turned some of it over with her fork and
			came across a shred of haddock and something that might have been a piece of egg-white,
			which made it kedgeree instead. Well, how about that? She looked up in time to see Bruce
			moving off in a slow zig-zag and Iain Gowrie Guthrie coming closer. He had turned genial
			again and seemed to think she deserved something for having been part of his audience
			over the last minutes.

		‘Very nice fellow, old Bruce,’
			he said, chewing what was clearly rice, for grains of it were falling from his lips or
			lodging in his beard as he spoke. ‘One of the best. He hasn’t changed to
			speak of since we were lads together at school in Melbourne.’

		‘Oh yes, Melbourne. And the two of you
			have kept in touch all along.’

		‘No, not a bit of it, we haven’t
			laid eyes on each other since we came down from Oxford in 1931.’

		‘You mean just now was the first time
			you’ve met for thirty, thirty-six years?’

		‘Christ, it does sound a lot,
			doesn’t it? Funny how people come and go. You see, Bruce has been stuck up in
			Glasgow teaching English for I don’t know how long. Beats me what good he thinks he’s done himself up there. Of course, he got a pretty lousy
			degree, old Bruce did.’

		From her couple of inches’ greater
			height Jenny had an excellent view of the dandruff on the poet’s head, looking
			whiter than dandruff generally did because of the extreme blackness of his hair, and
			hence more conspicuous. After picking some fragments of grit out of her mouth, she said,
			‘Are you based in London?’

		‘What, with sunny Italy just down the
			road? I should say not. What would I be doing in London with a flat in Rome and a
			farmhouse in Tuscany? No, I’m just over for the launch. Know Tuscany, do
			you?’

		‘No, I’ve never been,’
			said Jenny, who had been wondering unhurriedly about Mrs Gowrie Guthrie, if she existed,
			for some time and now speeded up.

		He helped her out on that straight away by
			saying, ‘I’m on my own there now. It’s very beautiful round where I
			am,’ he went on, ‘all vineyards and, you know, trees. The garden’s
			full of, full of flowers. Late September and October’s really the best time.
			You’ve got your own flat there with a separate entrance, come and go as you
			please. Feel like a trip? Forty minutes taxi-ride from the airport.’

		Jenny had been approached in purposely
			hopeless ways before, though they had usually been more straightforward ways too like
			asking her if she you-know-what or trying to tear her dress off. So she thanked lain G-G
			nicely and explained she had a very full programme and caught the look of relief behind
			the beard. And people went on about the female mind being hard to understand.

		‘Perhaps next year,’ he said
			quickly. ‘Excuse me a minute,’ and he hurried across the room and accosted
			by the door an old man who had been about to leave and now immediately began to look
			much keener on the idea.

		‘Complaining about a bad review he
			gave him in March 1940,’ said the spiritual-looking man, who had listened to
			everything. Next to him stood a middle-aged female, doubtless his wife, with grizzled
			plaits and a long upper lip like that of King George VI. The rest of the half-dozen had
			drifted away.

		‘He’s an Australian, you
			see,’ said the wife.

		‘True, and small men shouldn’t
			wear beards.’

		‘Small men shouldn’t do
			anything.’

		‘Yes, I suppose ultimately one has to
			come round to that.’

		‘Is he really a famous poet?’
			asked Jenny.

		‘Oh yes,’ said the man.
			‘Well, as poets go, that is. Very successful, too. Not quite as successful as he
			is at getting money off every foundation and committee and university under the sun, but
			then. Oh, and I should like you to know, just so there’s no misunderstanding, my
			dear, that I’m not a poet myself and neither is my darling wife.’

		‘Oh.’ Jenny realised she had
			rather set her heart on him being a poet, and a proper one.

		‘I’m an accountant, which is
			rather the sort of thing you have to be these days if you actually happen to like
			poetry. I’ll say one good word for the works of … Iain Gowrie
			Guthrie.’ He sighed and groaned a little, as if he knew he should comment on this
			name but for the moment could not face the task. ‘They may have nowhere to go but
			at least they’re dressed up. If you’ve read much contemporary poetry, or
			tried to, you’ll see the force of that. Well, it’s been most pleasant
			talking to you. And now, I think, darling … lunch.’

		Jenny turned towards where Patrick and
			Barbara had been standing, but they were not there any more, nor anywhere in the room.
			Two glasses that had held tomato-juice stood by themselves on a low table next to a
			chipped blue china bowl of disintegrating daisies. Oh, not in that minute, she thought.
			Surely not.
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		THREE

		‘Was old Hairy-Phizog as bad as they
			say?’

		‘He was pretty bad.’

		‘You clutched at me as if he’d
			been coming for you with his didgeridoo in his hand, I was quite worried for a
			moment.’

		‘He was rather awful. Have you read
			any of his poetry? It must be really terribly bad, isn’t it?’

		‘Well actually it isn’t as
			frightful as you might imagine, not quite. I agree it ought to be. At least it
			doesn’t go on about feeling fed up in Islington or Fulham. Of course he’s a
			man, you’ve got to allow for that.’

		‘A man like that couldn’t write
			a word that’s any good at all.’

		‘He has got under your skin. The
			trouble with you, my girl, is you’re a romantic. You think you have to be a decent
			bloke to write well.’ Patrick slowed the Mini in front of a changing light to
			accelerate cleverly through on the green. ‘Not so. I should have thought
			you’d have got used to that principle by now.’

		‘I have. I just don’t like being
			disappointed by people. In people.’

		‘Are you all right, love?’

		‘I’m fine,’ said Jenny,
			turning quickly away from the passenger window. ‘Is that girl’s poetry any
			good, you know, the one with the glasses?’

		‘Vera’s. Christ no. It
			doesn’t come any more perseveringly no-good than hers. I don’t know how she
			does it – she must go over it word by bloody word, ready to pounce on any evidence of
			thought or observation or feeling for words that might have crept in while her back was
			turned. Do you realise,’ he went on, ‘can you believe, that
			when we first met I was teaching schoolboys Latin verse, poems written by Roman men in
			the Latin language? I sometimes wonder whether any of that’s there any more. Well,
			what would you, the bloody world’s moved on without consulting us, as Horace had
			it.’

		There was a minor traffic block ahead of
			them. Patrick pulled up behind a small inferior-looking van that had halted a couple of
			yards short of giving him room to turn right. He leant across Jenny, lowered her window
			and called, ‘I say, I wonder if I could just ask you to move forward enough
			to …’ Almost as soon as he began speaking the van responded.
			‘… get clear of your ass, you stupid fish-faced twit? Thank you very
			much.’

		As he accelerated a little noisily up the
			side-street, he said, ‘You see, that Latin stuff, even now you can tell the fellow
			had to know a lot of words and a bit about how to put them together. His idea of giving
			you a bad time is to send you to sleep. He doesn’t make you want to ring him up
			and ask him who he thinks he is and what the hell he thinks he’s playing at, or go
			round to where he lives and give him a kicking. Well no, I mean you feel, you do feel
			quite cross with him for taking up your time and especially for thinking he’s
				a poet, which after all is still something to be. Get back to your bamboo
			island, you bloody savage.’

		That was a driver trying to pull out in
			front of them, quite dangerously it had to be said, but only to people going as fast as
			they were. Patrick had still not completely finished with the poetry. After a false
			start or two he went on, ‘Actually it’s more than that. Somebody like Vera
			isn’t just no good herself, she makes everything else in life seem duller and more
			commonplace and trivial. All right, but we publish her. And others.’

		Jenny said, ‘Are all the others as bad
			as that, as Vera?’

		‘All the Hammond & Sutcliffe new
			poets are. Mind you, there’s nobody who’s any better who hasn’t
			already got a publisher.’

		‘What’s special about this lot,
			then?’

		‘Well, we’ve got a black African
			millionaire Communist politician, and Vera’s a female, and you can bet one of
			them’s a queer, and that’s three out of the first six, so you can see
			there’s nothing special really. They’ll all lose money, but no more than
			anyone else. Oh yes, everyone knows that, Simon better than anybody.’

		‘Perhaps he thinks they’re good.
			Worth losing money on.’

		‘Oh, he doesn’t think
			they’re good any more than he thinks they’re bad. Poetry’s dodgy at
			the best of times, and here are six new poets with nothing to be said for them
			commercially or artistically, so whoever publishes them must be a man of vision. Stands
			to reason.’

		‘Who’s going to think
			that?’

		‘Well exactly, love. The answer is
			other publishers. Are going to think that. Impressing them, that’s the
			object of the entire exercise.’

		‘Just with the poetry, you mean. Not
			the whole firm, surely.’

		‘Sometimes I wonder,’ said
			Patrick, very thoughtfully and seriously for a man driving a car. ‘Anyway,
			I’ve got my own nice little corner and he leaves me alone in it. For the
			moment.’

		‘You do still want to go on working
			there,’ Jenny told him.

		‘Well.’ After more
			thoughtfulness and seriousness he made a great business of managing to put all that on
			one side. ‘Today was a shocker if you like. One bottle of vodka between
			twenty-three. I think Simon sets aside an hour on Sunday evenings to work out what he
			won’t be spending his money on the following week.’

		‘His unshopping list. Saturday lunch:
			enough extra haddock to make a decent kedgeree, say ten shillings round here; enough
			extra eggs for ditto, three shillings; fresh flowers for sitting-room, three and six.
			Total unspent, 16/6. Worms from the garden for supper.’

		This sort of thing kept them going till they
			were back in Lower Ground, coming into it through the end where the street market was
			held on Saturdays. The greengrocers and confectioners, the Polish fishmonger who sold
			marvellous cheap crabs and mussels, the butcher and poulterer, a cockney with a strange
			name, who often had game-birds on offer as well as domestic fowl, hares as well as
			rabbits, at almost suspiciously low prices – these had packed up and left by this time,
			or were leaving. Others held on perhaps for the after-pub trade, stalls hung with rugs,
			curtains, tablecloths where only dowdily dressed people stopped to look, places for
			second-hand books and old books, silver and pewter, stamps, old coins that nobody at all
			seemed to look at. Two men in dark coats with shovels and long brooms were sweeping up
			the rubbish and loading it into big rush baskets. Patrick put the Mini away in the handy
			bulge of a lane to a builder’s yard over whose gates, so he had
			heard in the Princess Beatrice, amorous couples of various ages could be seen climbing
			after dark at weekends, and not necessarily on warm nights.

		He and Jenny mounted the flight of concrete
			steps beside the off-licence and reached the covered walk along the backs of the
			maisonettes. Below, limited by a hoarding of some apparent age, ran a strip of
			unluxuriant greenery on which the tenants could theoretically take the air. So far no
			refuse was to be seen here, but this happy state of things was not expected to last,
			once it got about that all there was to stop people throwing any old stuff down was
			their own sense of responsibility.

		Patrick opened the door of 1B and as usual
			was pleasantly surprised by the amount of light coming through the window that stretched
			all the way across the front of the sitting-room. To his left a riserless stair
			ascended, to his right a kitchen held a gas cooker and enough space for two to eat in
			comfort any time, four with a little management. Out of here a black cat emerged, name
			of Frankie after some bygone entertainer, so black that at any distance his nose and
			mouth disappeared. When he saw Jenny start to move in his direction he turned and ran
			back whence he had come. From the sitting-room Patrick heard something being spooned
			into Frankie’s saucer, followed – not preceded – by the sound of water tumbling
			into the kettle for the promised cup of coffee.

		The light from the window was given back to
			advantage by the pale blue distemper applied to the walls by Jenny. It was she too who,
			from markets and auctions, had assembled the round Victorian table, the three Victorian
			occasional chairs (a fourth was still actively sought), and the small button-back
			chesterfield and two comfortable armchairs which, being good with her tape-measure,
			scissors and needle, she had herself covered in rose-patterned chintz. The large nicely
			done print of ‘The Fighting Téméraire’ over the tiled fireplace had
			been chosen by her, passed by Patrick as becoming sufficiently trendy to offset any
			implied patriotism. He had contributed the up-to-the-ceiling bookshelves, installed them
			anyway under strong pressure to replace the builders’-planks-between-bricks that,
			it seemed, had been all right in their old Highbury house, even rather bluff and
			no-nonsensical according to him. But he had not had the least hand in covering the
			rather scratched table-top with a pretty cotton cloth, nor in putting
			there a bowl of fruit and, inevitably, a glass vase of fresh flowers.

		Patrick spread his forearms along the
			window-sill and looked down on the stretch of Lower Ground, unlike the other end mostly
			inactive in the afternoon sun. A deep rustic voice came from Jenny’s wireless in
			the kitchen, followed by music of unabashed amiability. He felt content, or more
			accurately, a good deal further from either vexation or panic than usual. The quick
			clinch and largely token feel-up with Barbara on the landing back there had been good
			for establishing continuity and rousing as a foretaste. It could also be described as
			the action of a reckless and unattractive halfwit in both the short and the long run,
			but this time, one more time, he had got away with it, got away clear, as had been shown
			by Jenny’s surge of affection on his reappearance, a positive bloody grab. He had
			enjoyed their chat on the way home in the car, so much so that for long periods he had
			forgotten to appreciate its usefulness in promoting marital harmony – Christ, he must
			have been reading a Hammond & Sutcliffe catalogue. At that thought he pulled himself
			together and went out to the kitchen to help with the coffee tray.

		After all these years, eight to be precise,
			he could tell from the way Jenny settled herself a couple of minutes later, across the
			fireplace from him, that something was coming up, something non-sensitive though, he
			thought. He tried to look generically receptive.

		‘That Australian chap with the three
			names,’ she said, ‘has he got a name for being a terrific womaniser, do you
			know?’

		‘I don’t think any more than you
			might expect. What actually happened there, love? He’s upset you, hasn’t
			he?’

		‘It’s funny, I carried it off
			all right at the time, but then I sort of saw myself as he must have seen me.’

		‘What? Come on, tell me what
			happened.’

		‘It was nothing really. He asked me to
			go and stay with him at his place in Italy, and I said I wouldn’t, and that was
			that, and I thought he didn’t really mean it, but then I thought perhaps he did
			after all, and he wasn’t trying to throw a pass in the ordinary way, he
			didn’t make a great thing of it at all and there were other people there who could
			hear. What he was doing was checking if I was free for the time he said. Last

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	OPS/images/logo_brand_mono.jpg





OPS/images/cover.jpg
Kin Jsiey
‘*~-~Am£|;s g

Diffiguiies
witihGirl§

a\






OPS/images/PCHI_1.jpg





OPS/images/logo_brand.jpg





