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  Chapter One


  To begin with, Richard Hedon had not wanted to go to the Ottershaws party. He had gone only because Anne Damerel had wanted it so badly. He distrusted this kind of
  reunion after so many years. Far too many years, he had thought. It was fifteen since Richard, Jerome Ottershaw and Anne Tenbury, as she had been then, had been students together at University
  College, and if Jerome had really wanted to see Richard during that time, he had known the name of the bookshop, Joseph Hedon and Sons, in Farcet Street, where Richard had worked all that time. The
  telephone number was in the book. Jerome had needed only to ring up.


  In the old days Richard and Jerome had been reasonably close friends. But when Jerome, a biochemist, had gone as an assistant lecturer to Bristol University, they had drifted apart. Both of them
  also, in the old days, had been a little in love with Anne and she with each of them. She had not yet met Peter Damerel and had been capable of being fecklessly in love with any reasonably
  attractive man whom she happened to be with. A quality in her that could not have altered more. Once Peter had come into her life, and even after he had gone out of it, finally and for ever, into a
  hospital from which he had never emerged, Anne had never shown more than a casual interest in any other man. She lived with her two children and her mother in a small house in Barnet, and kept the
  family, with the help of her own and her mothers pensions, by doing a part-time job for a literary agency. In her work she mixed constantly with men, and at thirty-seven was as good-looking
  as she had ever been, and surely, Richard thought, might have married again. Yet he knew that he was the only man with whom she went out more than very occasionally, and almost the only one who was
  ever asked to the house in Barnet. Mainly, he believed, this was because he had known Peter very well. But also Anne had a tendency to cling with tenacious loyalty to anything that went back to the
  old days, and it was because of this loyalty, Richard was sure, that she had thrown herself with such uncharacteristic enthusiasm into her renewed friendship with Jerome Ottershaw.


  She had recently met him by chance, with his wife Jeannie, and had been determined, ever since it happened, to draw Richard back with her into the magic circle of the past. So in the end, to
  please her, he had agreed to go to the party that the Ottershaws were giving, had picked Anne up at her office, taken her to dinner in Dean Street, then gone on with her to the Ottershaws
  flat in Westminster.


  They found Jerome standing just inside the door of a large sitting-room, welcoming his guests. Jerome had changed a great deal since Richard had seen him last. Richard himself had not changed
  much. At thirty-seven he would have been immediately recognizable to anyone who had known him at twenty-two. He was the kind of man whose appearance alters very little between boyhood and middle
  age, except that at twelve he had looked exceptionally mature, and now, with forty not far off, looked boyish. He was of medium height, was thin and stooped a little, as he always had, with a look
  of being in something of a hurry to reach, head down, some unspecified goal ahead of him. A look that was quite misleading. Richard generally took his time to arrive at any important decision, and
  even after he thought that he had achieved this, was given to second thoughts and third thoughts. He had curly brown hair that flopped forward over his forehead, and a thin face that had developed
  lines early because of its mobility. He did not look exactly untidy or neglected, yet he generally wore whatever came to hand and once it was on forgot about it. It had been almost by chance,
  involving some spilled soup on his cord trousers, that he arrived at the Ottershaws party in his one and only dark suit.


  Face to face with Jerome, Richard was glad that that was how things had happened. Jerome had an excellent tailor. He needed one, for he had become distinctly plump with the passage of time. Once
  he had been lean, pale and intense. Now he was rosy, bland and very well-covered. He was a tall man and his good clothes gave him an air of dignity and success. He was, after his fashion, very
  successful. He was a Deputy Scientific Adviser in the Council of Productivity and Science, which meant that he was not quite at the top in his world, but near it, and he was wealthy too. His wife
  Jeannie was the only daughter of a soft-drinks manufacturer in the Midlands, so their standard of living was not limited by Jeromes Civil Service salary.


  Jeannie was at the other end of the room when Anne and Richard were shown into it by the Spanish maid, but Jeromes bellow, as soon as he saw Richard, brought Jeannie burrowing her way
  through her guests towards them. She was a small, fine-boned woman, perhaps ten years younger than Jerome, yet already with grey hair, which she wore with distinction, drawn sleekly off her
  bird-like face and piled high on her head in an elaborate explosion of curls. She wore long swinging jade ear-rings, a flame-coloured trouser suit and golden sandals.


  Jerome let go of Richards shoulder, which he had been kneading heavily, to put an arm round Jeannie.


  Here he is, darling, Jerome boomed in her ear. Anne finally got him here. She says she was afraid, right up to the last moment, that hed duck out. Richard, how in
  hell have we managed not to run into each other all these years? Londons such a village, youd think wed have had to come across each other some time. You havent been
  avoiding me, have you?


  Now is that likely? Jeannie said. For such a small, brittle-looking woman, her voice was unexpectedly rich and deep. It should have gone with a big bosom and voluptuous curves.
  Hes simply forgotten about you, thats all. People do forget, you know. I expect the only faces he can really attach the right names to are the ones that belong to those queer
  customers who actually buy books from him.


  Jeannie was almost right. In recent times Richard had been settling more and more contentedly into the narrow world of the old bookshop, which he owned in partnership with his brother, and had
  increasingly tended to ignore what went on outside it, while his feeling for those curious characters who came to prowl about in the shop, some of them staying for an hour and leaving with a couple
  of paperbacks, and others appearing swiftly, like gods, out of nowhere, staying ten minutes and spending five hundred pounds, had become not far off affection.


  Oh, books, books, Jerome Ottershaw said. You always had your future mapped out, didnt you, Richard? You always knew exactly where you were going.


  And so did you, darling, Jeannie said. Up and up, gathering all sorts of interesting things on the way, one of them being your rich and loving wife.


  Is being a DSA in the CPS so very high up? Jerome asked. Is it the sort of thing you expected of me in the old days, Richard? A man who hasnt seen the inside of a lab
  of his own for ten years. Would you ever have prophesied that?


  Now that you ask me, I suppose not, Richard said.


  I was dedicated in those days, you know, Jerome said. Blooming well dedicated. Or committedthats the word everyone likes nowadays, isnt it? What a
  laugh. Old Jerome Ottershaw committed. Its enough to make you split your sides. And the real joke about it all is that it took a whole five years to dawn on me that all the dedication in the
  world cant make up for being no bloody good at your job. Ha ha!


  He did not sound in the least bitter about it, but on the whole rather pleased with himself.


  Jeannie laughed too and said, Darling, the real joke is that youre still dedicated, and to a job at which you happen to be very good indeed.


  Administration, Jerome said. Dont you know that in the intellectually exalted sphere in which I mingle thats almost a dirty word? Being good at it
  doesnt excuse ones existence when ones got to stand between some damned fool who wants to grow beans at the bottom of the sea, as I literally had to the other day, and the
  limitless flow of the countrys money. You work for yourself, dont you, Richard, and almost by yourself? God, what I wouldnt give for a life like that! . . . Oh, Jacqueline,
  Adrian . . . He turned from Richard to greet some more new arrivals. How lovely to see you . . . Richard, we must have a good talk later. And lunch one day soon . . . Jacqueline, that
  dress is a miracle . . .


  Richard, a glass in his hand by now, found himself propelled on into the roomful of strangers.


  Anne, the only person in it whom he knew, was yards away, talking to a man who looked bewildered, dignified and foreign. Probably she was trying out one of her languages on him. She could speak
  several, for she and Peter had travelled a good deal. He had been in the Foreign Service and Anne had never been content to batter her way through life with nothing but English.


  Richard stood by himself, hemmed in by elbows, with the noise, which seemed to have risen noticeably in pitch even during the time that he had been in the room, making him want to flee. Loud
  noises gave him a feeling of physical discomfort and utterly confused him. He sipped his drink. It had come out of a large jug and was pale green, with lumps of fruit and cucumber floating about in
  it, and felt suspiciously less innocuous than it looked or tasted. A girl on a sofa in a far corner of the room who had gone for vin ros had shown her good sense, he thought. She was
  an arresting-looking girl. She had golden-brown hair and almost amber-coloured eyes, and was apparently ignoring everything around her. Her stillness, her silence in the din were like a beckoning
  hand to Richard. He began to make his way towards her.


  But it was some time before he found himself sitting beside her. His move in her direction was impeded several times by people whom the fruit and cucumber and whatever these were afloat in had
  made extremely friendly and expansive, and who all seemed to be eager to describe to him the journeys on which they were just about to set out, or from which they had just returned, journeys to
  Japan, to Jamaica, to East Africa, always at the expense of some government department, or Unesco, or other public body. It all sounded very glamorous and costly. By the time that he reached the
  sofa and subsided on to it he felt ashamed to mention the fact that he himself had not been considering anything more ambitious than a fortnight on the west coast of Scotland.


  The woman on the sofa was slender and long-legged, and was wearing a plain, long-sleeved, cream-coloured dress with a gold chain belt.


  Neither she nor Richard spoke immediately, though they exchanged tentative smiles. It was as if they already felt that they shared something, if perhaps only the sofa. It was an early-Victorian
  sofa, though with springing modern enough, under the red damask covering, to make it comfortable.


  After a moment she said, You came with Anne Damerel.


  Yes, he said. You know her, do you?


  A little. She hesitated and with her gaze on his face becoming suddenly strangely piercing, added, My names Hazel Clyro.


  It was as if she were watching to see if the name meant anything to him.


  Very faintly it set a bell jangling in Richards mind. Was she some minor celebrity, he wondered, avidly eager for some sign that he had heard of her? Unluckily he had no idea what had set
  the bell ringing.


  Clyro is an unusual name, he remarked.


  He was a most usual man, she answered.


  Richard noticed the past tense, as he had already noticed the wedding-ring on her finger.


  She went on, You havent told me who you are.


  My names Richard Hedon.


  Are you a scientist?


  No. I sell books.


  Its just that most of the people in this room are scientists. Scientists, or near-scientists, and their wives and mistresses. Friends of Jeromes. Are you a friend of
  Jeromes?


  I used to be a good while ago. We were students together.


  When you were young. Thats funny, dyou know, I cant imagine Jerome young. What was he like?


  Wellhe was a lot thinner.


  She laughed. So he didnt start life with a middle-aged spread. Not that that doesnt surprise me to some extent. Im sure he was a very chubby baby.


  And he was a biochemist.


  What were you?


  I did English Literature.


  Then how did your tracks cross?


  I think it was in something called the Critical Society.


  That sounds very imposing. What did you criticize?


  Do you know, I cant really remember, Richard said. Religion, of course, and war, and art in its various forms, and the laws on homosexuality and abortion, as they
  were then, and things like that.


  No politics?


  I dont seem to remember.


  Politics dont interest you?


  Oh, I cast my vote when I get the opportunity.


  In those days youd have been too young to have a vote to cast.


  Yes, thats true. He looked at her lounging form, relaxed and remote. Dont tell me youre one of the people who think its practically indecent if
  one isnt passionately interested in politics?


  Oh, anything but! Her voice sharpened oddly. I want people to see one another just as people, and not always be on one side of some fence or the other.


  Isnt that what were supposed to be able to do in our good old democracy? he said.


  Oh, you mean Conservative and Socialist leaders lunching together at the Athenaeum.


  And their lowly followers meeting for a pint in the local pub.


  And their wives joining to get up jumble sales to collect money for refugees from one sort of oppression or another.


  And people just putting up with one another somehow. Why not?


  She laughed. You dont know how burningly I agree with you. Only, you see, my husband . . . Oh, he isnt here, she added, as Richard started to look round the room.
  He hasnt been around for a long time. Paul Clyro. Again her gaze fastened intently on Richards face, as if she were watching for some reaction to the name.


  He was beginning to feel more positively that at some time it had meant something to him. And if only Paul Clyro had been, say, some early nineteenth-century writer of no account, who had been
  forgotten by nearly everybody, Richard would probably have been able to recall immediately the names of every one of his obscure works, and to quote what price, in good condition, they would fetch
  on the present-day market. But since he was merely a contemporary, Richards memory of him had faded.


  Is he . . .? he began, then faltered.


  Dead? she said flatly. How should I know? There must be people alive who do, but why should you expect that of a mere wife? Tell me some more about this Critical Society.
  Was Jerome a very outstanding member of it?


  He was Chairman, as a matter of fact.


  Which is just right, isnt it? You know, he often talks as if he really suffers because he cant get back to work in a laboratory. He portrays all the agonies of frustration.
  But I believe people generally end up doing what they were meant to do from the first, and Im sure Jerome got more kick even in those days out of being Chairman of your Society than out of
  his biochemistry.


  Richard thought that this might well be true. Yet at the time nothing of the kind had ever crossed his mind. Jerome was four years older than he was. He had been a postgraduate student when
  Richard had been in his first year. The age gap had seemed enormous, and the interest in him taken by the mature-seeming, enthusiastic young man that Jerome had then been, had been an exciting,
  stimulating compliment. Richard had been only too ready to take Jerome at his own valuation.


  But you mustnt take any notice of me when I talk about him like that, Hazel Clyro went on. Ive always found it difficult to take him completely seriously. But
  hes a good man, you know, a very kind one. He and Jeannie were both immensely kind to me whenwhen I needed it badly. And so they have been ever since. Im afraid they find me
  unrewarding material to work on. I simply cant be their sort of person. But still, Im grateful. Most truly grateful. If they hadnt helped me, Im not sure what I
  mightnt have done.


  Did your husband leave you? Richard asked.


  Thats a way of putting it.


  What other ways of putting it are there?


  But before Hazel Clyro could answer, Jerome loomed above them out of the crowd and deposited himself on the arm of the sofa beside Hazel.


  He put a hand into her hair and ruffled it gently. There was something affectionately protective in the gesture, as if he were giving reassurance to a nervous child.


  So youve met Richard, he said. I wonder how youll suit each other. What happens when two awkwardly solitary characters meet? Do you recognize a kindred spirit
  and enjoy it, or cant you bear the sight of one another?


  Weve been surviving it quite well so far, Hazel Clyro said. Weve been talking about you, Jerome. About what you were like when you were young.


  Id like to join in, he said. Theres nothing like a good old bout of nostalgia. But theres Jeannie signalling frantically Ive got to go and do
  something about the drinks. She enjoys these affairs, you know. Shes one of the very few people I know who honestly do. Theyre such quaint tribal rituals, arent
  they?


  He went away across the room to his wife.


  Other people interrupted Hazel and Richard after that, but from time to time during the evening they found themselves together again and she went on asking him questions about Jerome and also
  about Anne. The relationship that had existed between the three of them when they were young seemed to intrigue her. She talked very little about herself. She worked as a secretary in a big firm of
  heating engineers, and seemed neither to like nor dislike the job, which to Richard sounded extremely dull. It gave her enough to live on, she said, and that seemed to be all that mattered to her.
  Richard could discover no obvious enthusiasm in her, but only a glancing, ironic interest in the people round her.


  She spoke occasionally of her husband, but the moment that she had done so, she spoke hurriedly of something else. It was almost like a game, a deliberate teasing of Richard. By now he felt sure
  that the name Paul Clyro was familiar, though he still could not think when he had heard it. Later, Richard thought, he would ask Anne about him. He supposed that she would know.


  Thinking of Anne, it occurred to him that it was time to ask her if she wanted to go home yet. The crowd in the room was beginning to thin. As it did so, he began to be aware of the room itself.
  The furniture in it was early Victorian, the pictures were explosively abstract, the floor was covered from wall to wall in deep olive-green carpet. It was pleasant in its way, yet all looked
  somehow very recently arranged, like a room in an exhibition, and not as if the Ottershaws had committed themselves to living with it for long. It was very hot, although all the windows were open
  to the summer night.


  Annes inky dark head was nowhere to be seen. Worried, because he knew that she had been expecting him to drive her home, he asked Jeannie Ottershaw if Anne had left already.


  Oh, ages ago, Jeannie answered in her vibrant voice. She said we werent to disturb you, some people from Potters Bar were going to give her a lift. But you
  arent thinking of leaving yet, are you? This is the time in a party I always like best, when almost everyones gone and you can sit down and take your shoes off and pull everyone to
  pieces. Have some more of this concoction of ours. Nice, dont you think? It creeps up on you so gently. Or would you prefer some whisky? Im going to shift over to whisky
  myself.


  So Richard had some whisky and presently, when Hazel said that she must telephone for a taxi, he suggested that he should drive her home.


  She lived in a shabby-looking little street in Kentish Town. She yawned a good deal on the drive and said that she did not know why she had stayed on so late, she usually left parties as early
  as she decently could. Neither she nor Richard talked much. Both seemed to feel that they had talked enough during the evening to have earned the right to a comfortable silence with one another. At
  the door of her ground-floor flat he got out of the car and helped her out of it, waiting beside her on her doorstep as she felt inside her bag for her key.


  Suddenly she went rigid, staring over his shoulder.


  Look! No, dont lookno! she whispered. Youll think Im mad. Perhaps I am mad. Only Im not, Im not!


  Sagging against the yellow-painted door of the drab little brick-built house, she shut her eyes tightly, blotting out some vision that had made them blaze wildly in the light of the street
  lamps. The key in her hand stayed arrested several inches from the keyhole.


  Richard, very startled, looked where she was staring. He saw nothing but a grey Cortina going slowly along the street, with the man in the car, who had a high, bald forehead, on which the beam
  from the street lamp briefly bestowed a gleaming polish, apparently peering at the numbers of the houses. He evidently did not find the one that he wanted, for the Cortina, passing Richards
  car, reached the end of the short street, turned to the left and disappeared.


  All the same, you saw him, didnt you? Hazel Clyro opened her eyes and looked searchingly at Richard. The car, that man in it, he was there. You saw him. You saw him
  looking at us.


  Richard began to feel very uncomfortable. This was not the sort of thing that he had expected when he had offered to drive Hazel home from the party.


  He said hesitantly, I saw a car . . .


  A grey Cortina.


  Yes.


  With a bald man in it.


  Yes.


  Oh God! Her voice went up half an octave. Im not mad and Im not drunk, but Im being driven mad. Is that what they want, dyou think? Arent
  they ever going to leave me alone?


  Richard knew that she was not drunk. Sitting beside her for most of the evening, he had seen her sip her way slowly through two glasses of vin ros. But mad? He felt a slight
  pricking in his scalp. That was another matter. One on which he felt unable to form an opinion. He had encountered people who had been as charming as this woman had been all the evening, as
  intelligent, as surprisingly delightful to talk to, who had turned out to be far over the brink of sanity. Books, of course, attracted both the sanest and the most insane of mankind, so he had had
  considerable experience.


  Hazel gave a dry little laugh. She had been watching his face.


  Oh well, it doesnt matter, she said. Im used to him turning up at all sorts of odd times. Sometimes I wonder if I mightnt miss him if he didnt.
  Im sorry I said anything about him. Please dont look so worried.


  She unlocked her door, pushed it open and reached inside for the light switch.


  The light was in a rather dusty-looking white plastic shade and shone on cream-coloured wallpaper that bore the scars of other peoples pictures and a floor of scarred linoleum tiles. It
  did not seem at all the right background for her.


  She said, I was thinking of asking you in for a drink, but I dont suppose you want to risk it with someone who believes shes being followed around London by bald men in
  cars. So good night. And thank you for bringing me home. It was kind.


  She stepped quickly inside.


  To the closing door Richard said rapidly, Am I going to see you again?


  The door continued to close, then opened again, but only a little way.


  I shouldnt have thought youd want to, after that little scene.


  I do want to, he said.


  But whether I was right about that car, or whether I was talking nonsense, I can hardly be a desirable person to know, can I?


  That seems beside the point.


  Im afraid youre sorry for me. The door had opened no farther. The big yellow-brown eyes were looking at him through the narrow gap. Though of course, the truth
  may be that you know a lot more about me than youve said. When you say you want to see me, perhaps its only because you think Ill end up telling you all those things so many
  people want to know.


  I dont know anything about you that you havent told me yourself this evening, he said.


  Is that really so? There was a sudden extraordinary hopefulness in her voice, as if nothing could be as wonderful or as improbable as his ignorance of her.


  Its really so, Richard said.


  Then if you want to see me . . . No, listen, my numbers in the book, so theres nothing to stop you telephoning if you want to, is there? But before you do that, will you do
  something? Ask your friend Anne Damerel about me. She can tell you the whole story. And then perhaps you wont want to telephone after all. Its happened before. Good night.


  She smiled, or rather, made a tight-lipped little grimace that drew the creamy skin of her face into harsh lines. It made her look far more than the thirty-one or two that he had guessed she
  was. In a way it made her look ageless, as pain or fear can.


  The door closed.
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