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    INTRODUCTION


    When The Magicians was first published in 1954 J. B. Priestley had a record behind him of over 30 plays (many of them West End hits), 19 novels and more than 30 published works of essays, criticism and biography. When we add to this impressive list his wartime broadcasts (which attracted audiences of over 15 million); press articles too numerous to tally; British and Hollywood film scripts; an opera libretto; pamphlets; social criticism; manifestos and political campaigns; and various television appearances, we are presented not just with a prolific author, but a towering figure in British public and intellectual life. He was, as the British television presenter and journalist Andrew Marr has written, “once, undoubtedly, too much everywhere”.


    Priestley had magnetism and the common touch. Brought up in the northern industrial city of Bradford he understood what life was like for the working and lower middle classes. To the reading and listening public he was enormously influential. His radio broadcasts either side of the Blitz made him “the voice of the people”; only Churchill was more popular. When it came to sales of books, he shipped more than Orwell, more than Anthony Powell, E. M. Forster, Graham Greene, Evelyn Waugh or Virginia Woolf; a state of affairs that aroused both their envy and at times their scorn. Not that this bothered Priestley much: his shoulders were broader than most—quite literally. But what would have bothered him, I believe, was the general decline in his own status as a novelist and author in the latter years of his life and those after his death in 1984. At that time all of his novels and non-fiction went out of print and a generation came to have a J.B. Priestley-shaped hole in their reading experience. For a time things were so bad that Andrew Marr was able to qualify his earlier remark by stating, with much sadness, that Priestley had become “now, not anywhere enough”.


    In the 1990s Stephen Daldry changed everything. He took a play that many believed was a tired staple of repertory and unpacked it for a new generation. His ground-breaking, award-winning and money-spinning National Theatre production of An Inspector Calls propelled Priestley back into the nation’s consciousness. The play became compulsory watching for anyone who loved the theatre. The acting and costumes, symbolic set, the music and the staging across three time dimensions were hailed as “awe-inspiring”, “blazingly original”, “an amazing expressionist vision”, “the theatrical event of a generation”. The political message was ramped up and caught the national mood—just as it had in 1946. It played in the West End for a decade, won 19 international awards and made several nationwide and world tours, as recently as 2012 in the UK. What the production also did was to ensure that when the National Curriculum was introduced in all UK schools in 1996, An Inspector Calls was listed as a key text in English Literature. Because of Daldry and the Inspector the young discovered Priestley and what he stood for. Priestley is now studied by thousands of British youngsters each year.


    Daldry shifted the ground and in the past decade there has been a surge in the number of professional and amateur productions of Priestley’s plays. There have been major revivals in London, at the National Theatre, in Europe and across the Atlantic. What Priestley called his “charades” are performed all over the world once more. A change has taken place outside the theatre too. Since 2006 his novels have started to make a comeback. Bright Day, The Good Companions, Angel Pavement and Lost Empires are all available again. His 1934 travelogue and hugely influential work of social criticism, English Journey, has been reissued and described by Stuart Maconie as “the best book about England and the English ever written”. And now, to my delight (and hopefully yours too) Valancourt Books are bringing back into print several of his novels and a collection of short stories, some of the volumes, like The Magicians, bearing their original jacket designs. It is something to celebrate. Priestley has justly risen and continues to rise.


    The Magicians is one of Priestley’s most interesting post-war novels. Speculative in nature, it brings together three of Priestley’s personal preoccupations: the nature of time and ideas about serialism; the Jungian process of individuation; and the well-being of society itself. Priestley’s choice of setting is realistic; his main character, Sir Charles Ravenstreet, is typical of many aging and tired industrialists who find they must contemplate what the persistent and grasping accumulation of wealth has really brought them. Forced out by younger men eager to take his place, Ravenstreet is coincidentally brought into contact with Sir Edwin Karney who in turn introduces him to Lord Mervil and his aide Prisk. The three men outline a new business proposal where Ravenstreet will become part of the production of a new drug called Sepman Eighteen—our equivalent would be ecstasy or MDMA. Cheap to manufacture, highly addictive, and able to rid users of “worry, anxiety, feelings of guilt or inadequacy” and render them “easy”, it has the potential to make them millions—wealth beyond their dreams. Naively believing the drug will in some way benefit humanity and help him find some new purpose, Ravenstreet accepts a role in the team. Into the narrative by mysterious circumstances then come three wise men figures: Wayland, Perperek and Marot—the magicians of the story. They warn Ravenstreet that the manufacture of the drug must not take place; he is also taught a lesson about the nature of time and is afforded the chance to relive certain periods of his life when happiness and fulfilment meant more than wealth, power and material gain. If he follows their way then there is hope for all, and the personal promise of genuine happiness.


    The sudden arrival of a mysterious (often foreign) stranger is a motif often used by Priestley, and the three magicians are from the same sphere as the Inspector in An Inspector Calls, Dr. Görtler in I Have Been Here Before, and The Figure in Johnson Over Jordan. Their purpose, as it is with the characters in the plays mentioned above, is to work on Ravenstreet and redeem him. But is redemption really possible at such a late stage in life? This question leads us to the process of individuation so central to Carl Gustav Jung’s analytical psychology and one of the concepts at the heart of this novel. Priestley was committed to the principles of Jung, met and befriended him, and through articles, reviews and broadcasts helped to promote his ideas across the United Kingdom. Of Jung Priestley wrote: “he seemed a great man . . . in essence, a deep wise old bird, half a chum and half a magician”. Priestley shared Jung’s idea that the dreaming self was just as important as the waking self and that through dreams one connects not just with one’s own unconscious attitudes, but the collective unconscious attitudes of all cultures. Ravenstreet’s experience of “time alive” in the novel offers him the opportunity to connect with his unconscious self and his own past. It also allows him the chance to begin the difficult process of individuation. But what does this mean? Well, Jung advocated that the first half of life was essentially a preparation for mating and earning a living, adjusting egos to the world; but the second half of life starting in the late 30s was really preparation for death. At first sight this might appear gloomy; it isn’t. Jung’s ideas hold that to live fully from middle age onwards we need to adopt a different standpoint; live more in the spirit and ally ourselves with what is imperishable and outside the ego. Release ourselves from the tug of war of opposites in our conscious and unconscious and begin a journey of self-realisation, where we discover and experience the meaning and purpose in life. In short, it is the means by which one finds oneself and becomes who one really is. Necessary to the process is a confrontation with the shadow inside us—that part of the psyche that contains all we hide away from the outer world and often what we hide from ourselves. All this is Jung’s individuation and it is in essence the challenge the three magicians set before Ravenstreet. It begins for him by reaching back into his own past and beyond that into the realization that a new way of thinking and experiencing the world is possible. After his final experience of “time alive” it appears Ravenstreet confesses that he is moving towards this process: “you make things come alive, take on significance, point somewhere, instead of killing and burying them. Even if it shouldn’t be true . . . that a man is really all his time and that he may have the chance, if he really wants it, to change both himself and all that has happened to him, it’s better to think so, to take the long, hopeful, creative view, than to believe you’re being hurried helplessly into the grave . . .”


    Ravenstreet has also at this point been taught a lesson about the nature of time; the same lesson Alan Conway divulges to his sister in Priestley’s 1937 play, Time and the Conways. The lesson is that our experience of time is not linear, but simultaneous, serial and multi-dimensional. “But the point is,” begins Alan Conway, “now, at this moment, or any moment, we’re only cross-sections of our real selves. What we really are is the whole stretch of ourselves, all our time, and when we come to the end of this life, all those selves, all our time, will be us—the real you, the real me. And then perhaps we’ll find ourselves in another time, which is only another kind of dream.” This mirrors what is revealed to Ravenstreet by the magicians when he experiences “time alive”. Priestley, like Jung and like his other big influence J. W. Dunne (author of An Experiment with Time), believed that our experience of time as linear was an illusion brought about by human consciousness; and that perceiving it in this way was hurrying us all along a single track to oblivion, creating apathy and a numbness of spirit. Despite the negativity Priestley was adamant that “we are something better than creatures carried on that single time track to the slaughter-house. We have a larger portion of time—and stranger adventures with it—than conventional or positivist thought allows.” Individuation to Priestley was a preparation for existence outside our usual perception of time. He believed that our essential self is beyond what can be realised in a standard linear experience of time. These specific ideas about time and how we experience it are somewhat unfashionable now, but they engaged the minds of many writers, philo­sophers and scientists throughout the middle part of the twentieth century. Priestley was not alone in his thinking.


    Unfashionable maybe, but that is not to say they aren’t worth exploring; they are certainly a better way forward than the prescriptions of Lord Mervil and the creator of the new wonder drug Ernest Sepman. Mervil asserts that all people want is “reasonable security, food and clothes and shelter and medical attention, some education but not too much, easy work, no trouble, no worry, no loneliness and fear, mass emotions, mass entertainment, a smooth road from cradle to the grave. They’ve known for some time now that life is essentially meaningless, so they want to get through their share of it as painlessly as possible . . .” And the new drug will give them precisely this. There are echoes here of Huxley’s dystopian Brave New World and soma, yet this is not some future society, it is the world contemporary to the novel and Priestley is too humane a writer to allow them to succeed with their plan. He is too engaged with the well-being of society, so he instead offers us a possible way out of the madness. There is no lack of irony here though, for the mass entertainment and emotions outlined by Mervil and the smooth easy road people appear to want seems rampant in 2013 in our digital, image-conscious, ephemeral, X Factor world. As Priestley wrote in 1972, “we are televised and advertised out of our senses. We exist in images, not realities”. Perhaps our digital age makes Priestley more prophetic and perceptive than his contemporary audience believed? It is certainly possible to interpret The Magicians as a satirical fable of contemporary life, a critique of society then and even more so now, though Priestley cannot mock for long; he is at his core far too hopeful, too much the dreamer for that.


    If we can come to accept the dovetailing of realism with speculative, fairy-story elements then The Magicians can be a rich and rewarding read. If we go a step further and begin to think about our own experience of time and the hidden aspects of our personalities, then we might, just like Sir Charles Ravenstreet and J.B. Priestley, begin to envisage and experience the “unimaginable promise of things, of enchanting possibilities branching out everywhere”; and along with this acquire “a sense and a feeling into which there enters an obscure conviction of immortality; as if somewhere at the root of it there might be knowledge buried deep in the heart, that nobody blessed by this atmosphere of well-being and affection, lit with such wonder and delight, could possibly go away for ever, die and turn to dust, be lost in the dark spaces of the universe. . . .”


    Lee Hanson


    Yorkshire, England


    October 28, 2013


    Lee Hanson is a writer, editor, and teacher. He is the editor of the Rediscovering Priestley series for Great Northern Books and is also Chairman of the J. B. Priestley Society. For more information about J. B. Priestley’s life and work or to join and become involved with the society please visit the official website of the estate of J. B. Priestley, www.jbpriestley.co.uk or the website of the J. B. Priestley Society, www.jbpriestleysociety.com.
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    CHAPTER ONE


    Sir Charles is Out


    “So there we are, gentlemen,” Hathon concluded in his best chairman manner. “Mr. Selby will be Managing Director, with Mr. Torr as deputy.”


    Now that it had happened, Ravenstreet felt no shock, not even surprise. Yet he had been sincere when he had refused to listen to Garson and young Treves, who had tried to warn him that this might happen. His rejection had been unthinkable up to the very moment when it became a fact; now that it was here, it seemed inevitable. As if his life were a book, and somebody had turned a page.


    Selby was talking now, thanking them for their confidence, pledging himself to do this and that—the usual smooth stuff. His own gang listened, all smiles. Old Hathon’s enormous purple face sagged forward, as if he were more than half asleep. Ravenstreet felt a long way off, and paid no attention to Selby until he heard his own name mentioned.


    “And so I should like to propose, Mr. Chairman,” said Selby, “that the Board should ask Sir Charles Ravenstreet to serve as Production Manager.”


    Hathon opened his eyes and nodded almost vigorously. He was ready now to exchange glances with Ravenstreet, who realised at once that this move had been arranged between Hathon and Selby. After an encouraging growl from Hathon, Selby went on to remind the Board that at the October meeting it had already approved the possibility of appointing a Production Manager. Details could be settled later. What was important now was to assure Sir Charles Ravenstreet that the Company wished to make the fullest use of his valuable services—blah blah blah.


    The Chairman wished to associate himself with these views and was sure the Board felt as he did. The Board made various noises to show its approval. The Chair­man looked enquiringly at Ravenstreet, and most of the Board followed his example.


    “I’m sorry, Mr. Chairman,” said Ravenstreet, still feeling a long way from the meeting, “but there’s no chance of my accepting this suggestion. I can only repeat what I said at our October meeting. If a man is fit to be Production Manager of this Company, which is a manufacturing concern and not a finance corporation, then in my view he should be in chief control of it—in short, Managing Director. Clearly it isn’t the view of this Board, as we have seen from the voting this afternoon. I couldn’t serve the Company properly if I felt at cross-purposes with its management. But if you feel that you should have a Production Manager, then, Mr. Chairman, I propose Mr. Garson.”


    It was decided to postpone the appointment. The meeting went droning on, and Ravenstreet wearily put in a word here and there, as if he felt they were sitting round a table in a dead world.


    Sometimes the Board of the New Central Electric Company met in the main works, near Birmingham. This meeting, however, had been held in the London office, a first and second floor in Victoria Street. Ravenstreet escaped as soon as he could, and went along to the Managing Director’s room, where his secretary, Miss Latham, was waiting to do the afternoon letters. She looked at him anxiously; she was an exceptionally fast and reliable worker, but always rather anxious, as if she had no confidence in her ability. He said nothing about the meeting but began at once to dictate letters, keeping her hard at it for nearly an hour. “We’ll get the first four or five off today, Miss Latham,” he told her when he had done. “The rest can go tomorrow.”


    “Yes, Sir Charles.” But she lingered, looking at him appealingly.


    “If you’re wondering what happened at the meeting, then I’ll tell you. Mr. Selby was appointed Managing Director by a handsome vote.”


    “I knew it, I knew it,” she cried, half in distress and half reproachful, as if it had been his fault. And perhaps it had. Perhaps he had been too confident.


    “Well—never mind, Miss Latham.”


    She hesitated. “Ever since I’ve been here, I’ve worked for you, Sir Charles. Now I don’t know whether I transfer to Mr. Selby, because he’ll be Managing Director, or stay with you. I mean—it’s never been settled.”


    “Mr. Selby will probably want to keep his own secretary. But if you’re to remain with the Company—and you certainly ought to, Miss Latham—then I don’t think you can stay with me. However, I’ll see that you’re decently fixed up. With Mr. Garson, perhaps.”


    “You mean—you’re leaving?”


    “Do you know, I believe I am.” His tone echoed her surprise. Up to that moment it had not occurred to him that he might walk out altogether. “We’ll see. Don’t bother about it now. Let me have the letters that are going as soon as you can, please.”


    She turned at the door, her face crumpling. “I think it’s wicked.”


    He smiled. “Come to think of it, so do I.”


    Ten minutes later, old George Hathon came lumber­ing in, wheezing over a cigar. “Charles, I think you’re sulking.” He lowered his two hundred and fifty pounds into the arm-chair, keeping his bloodshot little eyes fixed in an accusing stare.


    “I don’t think so, George,” said Ravenstreet coolly. “But I’m not going to pretend I like what you’ve done or the way you’ve done it.”


    Hathon nodded and grunted. “Can’t talk here. Anything to keep you?”


    “A few letters to sign. Why?”


    “Care to have a drink with me? I’ll take you along to one of my clubs. I have my car and I’ll go down and wait in it for you. Had enough of this dam’ place. All right, my boy? Good!” He groaned as he pushed his great carcase out of the chair. “We’ll have our drink among the rich and powerful, Charles. Do you good to see ’em. Don’t be too long.”


    Just after six o’clock they settled themselves in a corner of the smoke room of Hathon’s grandest club, a cavernous black-­leathery place. “Yes, lot of power and money looks in here about this time, Charles,” said Hathon, after he had ordered their whisky.


    “And with all due respect,” said Ravenstreet, “they’re not a pretty sight.”


    “No worse than you find in the nearest pub,” the old man protested.


    “They should be better—they cost more.”


    “Don’t be disgruntled, my boy. But we won’t talk until we’ve tasted the whisky. And I doubt if there’s a better whisky anywhere in London except perhaps at the Caledonian Club.” He sat facing the room and now and then nodded or waved a mottled hand at some man he knew. Ravenstreet lit a pipe and smoked in silence. The whisky arrived, was sampled, commended.


    “Well now, Charles, you don’t like what we’ve done nor the way we’ve done it—um? Feel the knife in your back—sort of thing?”


    “Just about that.” Ravenstreet was curt.


    Hathon grinned. Like most men of his kind, old and fat but once formidable, he could not easily be jolted out of his assurance. “I didn’t enjoy it. But it’s the best thing for the Company, Charles. There was a lot of pressure put on me, but I didn’t agree until I’d thought it out carefully. I don’t particularly like Selby. He’s not a friend of mine—never will be. You are—at least I hope so.” He gave Ravenstreet a droll look but there was serious enquiry in his tone.


    “I hope so too, George. I think you were wrong, from every point of view, but I don’t propose to pick a quarrel about it. You know as well as I do, though, that Selby’s not an electrical engineer, not an industrialist, not a producer at all. It would be just the same to him if we were marketing safety-pins or dried fruit. He’s a financial man——”


    “Right,” Hathon cut in firmly. “He’s an accountant—let’s face it—no different from a hundred others who are now managing big enterprises. Not my type of fella. Wouldn’t dream of bringing him here, for instance——”


    “You’d be wrong, then. Just his kind of place.”


    “But he’s what we need now, my boy. That’s why there are so many of ’em about these days. Jumped-up accountants, sitting on top. I don’t like it. But then I don’t like anything that happens now.”


    “Why do you give in, then?” Ravenstreet hardly troubled to take the contempt out of his voice.


    “Because I think nearly everything’s wrong,” Hathon replied promptly, “so it’s not worth while trying to change a bit of it. Because I’m old, I hate trouble, and I want to be able to afford to sit here and a few places like this. Selby’s the type we need now. He knows finance, knows how to fiddle his way around, can get along with the people he needs to get along with, and will keep things easy and steady. That’s what we want now—a fella that will let it tick over. Of course he couldn’t have done what you’ve done for the Company. He’s not you. But then, my boy, we’ve got you. We might have lost him—these fellas aren’t limited to one industry—and there were signs, very distinct signs, that we would have done if we hadn’t brought him up­stairs.”


    “You haven’t got me, you know, George.”


    “I know, I know,” the old man cried rather irritably. “You won’t serve as Production Manager under Selby. I guessed you wouldn’t, before you told us. But all that can be arranged.”


    “No it can’t,” said Ravenstreet. “I’m getting out, George.”


    Hathon pushed out a swollen underlip. “You’re sulking again. Stop it. Swallow your pride. Swallow that whisky too—we’ll have another. But no sulks now.”


    Ravenstreet waited a moment or two. “I’m not doing this in a fit of temper, George. I’m quite cool and clear-headed. You see, if what you say is true—about the Company needing Selby——”


    “You can take my word for that, Charles. Didn’t want the fella for his beautiful eyes——”


    “Then it isn’t my kind of company any longer. I don’t want any part of it. The sensible thing is to sell out—and I’m giving you notice now, George, that my holding’s for sale. I’d be obliged if you and Selby would quote me a price as soon as you reasonably can. Don’t let’s argue about this. My mind’s made up.”


    “Take a long holiday. Enjoy yourself. Travel—we can fix it for you. You’re stale.” Hathon looked at him accusingly. “I’ve thought so for some time.”


    “I’m not stale,” said Ravenstreet reflectively. “I’m dead. I think I died about four years ago.”


    “Don’t be fancy. The truth is, you’re at a damned silly age—middle fifties—I remember ’em. Still not old enough to enjoy the moment and to the devil with everything else. Hang on and things will come right again, after a fashion. I’m seventy-four, and in theory I don’t like anything any more, but in practice I enjoy this and that. You ought to have married again, Charles. I know you weren’t too lucky with Maureen. Never cared for her myself, though perhaps I oughtn’t to say so, for the poor girl’s dead and her father was one of my oldest friends. A great friend to you too, my boy.”


    “Yes, I loved old Frank. Better than I did Maureen, though I tried, for all our sakes. I think I didn’t marry again, George, because when I occasionally thought of it I was too busy, and when I was less busy I’d stopped thinking about it. And no family, of course. At the risk of being told I’m being fancy again, I’ll tell you that really I’m dead. Now that the Company’s been taken away from me, I see it quite clearly. So here’s where you tell me I ought to have some nice hobbies—like you.”


    “All right, I’ve said it.” Hathon grinned, but when he continued he was serious. “Even the silliest might knock a brick or two out of the wall. You’d be surprised.”


    “It’s a matter of temperament, George,” said Ravenstreet gloomily. “You’re naturally an old hobby boy, trying this, tasting that. I’m not. I’ve got to be completely engrossed, as I was for so long by the Company. If I’m not, then I haven’t enough interest and energy left to buy some old china or grow peaches. You’re the born English amateur, George. I’m the born professional, the long-term regular, the hundred-per-center, the fellow who enjoys work and secretly hates holidays.”


    “Something in that,” Hathon admitted. “All right, then. Try good works. Hate ’em myself, but they might suit you. A Cause, Charles. Or just plain politics. Thoroughly engrossing, they tell me.”


    “No, George. Neither of the two big parties seems to be doing any honest thinking, and I couldn’t start a party of my own, not at my time of life.” He took a drink and then re-lit his pipe. “Besides, I don’t care sufficiently. You ought to care about people in general—and I don’t. Less and less, I’m afraid. We seem to me to get sillier and sillier, George. These New Elizabethans, herded by the Government and the unions, stampeded in any direction by the popular Press, spending their evenings watching dons and actresses playing parlour games on television!”


    “That’ll do, my boy. There’s a lot of newspaper twaddle about, of course, and I fancy the new working class is softer and spongier than it ought to be. But now I’ll tell you something, Charles, that ought to wipe that sneer off your face. In my circle—and remember I’ve five grandchildren between twenty and thirty—there is something Elizabethan about a lot of the youngsters, and both the boys and girls seem to me better than their fathers and mothers were at the same age—more dash and devilment, a richer mixture of enterprise and sensibility. They drive old cars, sail leaky boats, listen to music and quote poetry. I don’t say there are enough of ’em as against the spongy mass, but here they are, for the time being, lively and not badly cultivated and not caring a damn. Your trouble, Charles, is that you don’t know ’em. That’s what you’ve missed by not being a family man. You’ve no real private life.”


    “No, I’ve had a profession and then a firm to cherish,” said Raven­street, not without bitterness. “And I wake up one afternoon and find they’ve gone. My God, George, it’s a bad day to remind me what I’ve missed. I hadn’t much, but it’s just been taken away from me——”


    Hathon wagged a finger at him. “Then I’ll remind you of something else, my boy, though you may never have heard it before. It’s an old favourite of mine, though. When you’re bitter you’re beat.”


    Their corner had been invaded. A tallish middle-aged fellow was smiling down at them. He was an odd figure, looking almost deformed, for he had curiously high wide shoulders and a long chinny face that was much lower than it ought to have been, as if he had no neck. “Sorry to butt in, Hathon,” he began. His voice was surprisingly deep, quiet, soothing.


    “Oh—hello, Karney,” Hathon grunted. “You two know each other? Sir Edwin Karney—Sir Charles Ravenstreet.”


    “Heard a lot about you,” said Karney with a broad smile. “Like to have a talk sometime.” He turned to Hathon. “Came across to ask if next Tuesday afternoon would be any good to you—for the Fulbridge Com­mittee. Suits most of us. Have a look at your book.”


    “I can manage it,” said Hathon. “Though you don’t really need me.”


    “Absolutely essential, my dear man,” said Karney in his almost hypnotic bass. Then he stared at Ravenstreet again. His eyes, of a darkish indeterminate shade, seemed to swim in oil, and suggested an exotic ancestry. “Member here, Ravenstreet? No? Well, like to have a talk sometime. Lunch perhaps? May I give you a ring?” Now he looked from one man to the other, his smile wider than ever. “I hear Selby’s taking over your New Central Electric concern——”


    Hathon shook a fist at him. “Go away. You’re a dangerous fella, Karney, and we don’t want you here.”


    Ravenstreet watched the high wide shoulders move across the room, which was now well-filled, smoky, loud with talk. “Now how could that fellow know what happened at a private board meeting only three hours ago?”


    “Don’t ask me,” said Hathon irritably. “Fellas of that sort always know. They live by being in the know. I’m told Karney plays with millions now. Pops up all over the place. Including Buck House for a knighthood. And don’t ask me why they gave him one. Public Services. Not stealing the spoons. Anything. But he’s a good man on a committee—really runs the Fulbridge. If he asks you to a meal, better accept, Charles. He may have an idea for you. That’s assuming, of course, that you mean what you say when you talk of leaving us altogether.”


    “I do, George. Better make me an offer for my shares before the Karneys rush in. Yes, I know,” he added hastily as Hathon began a rumbling protest, “naturally I’d give you the first chance, though I’m not sure you deserve it. But I want a capital sum, not income. I’m tired of paying taxes.”


    Hathon reflected a moment or two. “It’ll amount to a tidy bit of money. Over two hundred thousand, I fancy. There are fellas here who can smell it already. Be careful, Charles. Outside our industry you’re a babe in the woods. Another whisky?”


    “No, thank you, George. I must go. I’m dining with Garson—he knew what was coming, of course, when he asked me. I ought to have seen it. No excuse. I wasn’t always so dense. It probably means that somewhere at the back of my mind I didn’t care. I’ll go back to the works tomorrow and begin doing some tidying up. Don’t expect me at Victoria Street until the middle of next week. I’ll leave you to break the news to Selby, then you can arrange the purchase between you.” He got up out of his chair with unnecessary vigour, as if it needed an effort to escape from this somnolent, whisky-and-Havana atmosphere. His tone was cold. “Don’t let Selby try anything funny there, George. I’d make myself very unpleasant if he did.”


    Hathon pushed himself up, and then spoke, looking mournful. “You can trust me, can’t you, Charles?”


    “No, George, I can’t. Not any more. But thanks for the excellent whisky—and the good advice.”


    As he made his way across the big room, looking straight before him, Ravenstreet seemed to hear many of them laughing harder than ever. He knew of course that they weren’t laughing at him. Nevertheless, he felt they were. George Hathon had said he wouldn’t bring Selby here. What were the odds, Ravenstreet asked himself, against Selby being a member before the end of the year? He walked through several streets filled with an exhausted sunlight to his own club, where he had a bedroom, and there took an unusually long bath.


    Garson, who was Sales Manager and spent most of his time at the London office, had a fairly large flat off Haverstock Hill. His wife, Peggy, was a bouncy little woman, foolish but cheerful and friendly. When Ravenstreet arrived, rather late, the other three guests were already there, drinking cocktails. As he had expected, two of them were young Treves and his wife. Anne Treves looked vaguely aristocratic in a tall, blonde, scraggy way, but she had an unhappy social manner, always making commonplace remarks in a strained voice, like an amateur actress who had not quite learnt her lines. The other guest was new; and Ravenstreet soon decided that she had been included not merely to balance the dinner party but to enliven it, specially for him. She was Anne’s cousin, a Mrs. Mavis Westfret, also tall and blonde, but with nothing of the half-starved look that Anne had, being altogether the gorgeous creature, all gold and scarlet, smiles, bright remarks, flashing glances, hands on the men’s arms: a glorious technicolour girl. She had probably been told what to do but in any case did not need any telling, for Ravenstreet was not only the one un­attached male present but also obviously the richest and most powerful, so she concentrated on him at once, making him feel that he was Einstein attending a children’s party and also the Caliph of Baghdad who had just acquired a new slave.


    The dinner, which had been cooked by an elderly Central European woman, like a depressed fortune-­teller, who had to be praised and thanked by everybody, was both messy and inadequate; but there was a great deal to drink, and perhaps because the food was not sufficiently substantial for the end of a long day, they all drank too much and began to show the effects of it. Even Ravenstreet, who had a good head, felt hot and muzzy by the time the brandy and cigars appeared. Flushed and rather shrill, the women reluctantly quitted the table, with the usual outcries at this enforced segregation. “You men are not to sit for hours, talking business,” cried Peggy Garson, making a face at her husband.


    For a few minutes they didn’t talk business. “I must tell you,” said Treves to Ravenstreet, “that you’ve made quite a hit with Mavis, who’s a very dashing type, as you can see, and not easily pleased. She told me she thought you very distinguished and most attractive.”


    “That’s because I am,” said Ravenstreet, forcing a grin. He tried to feel he was One of the Boys, which is what the other two hoped of him, but it was hard work. The drink, which had kept him going nicely, had now gone into reverse action, toppling him into some abyss of boredom and melancholy.


    “Widow, isn’t she?” said Garson, who probably knew all about her but had to give Treves his Mavis cue. The idea round here, Ravenstreet reflected gloomily, seemed to be that if he could no longer have the managing-directorship of the New Central Electric, he had better have Mavis, although on what terms was not yet clear.


    Married, Treves explained, to an equally dashing, whale-of-a-fellow, R.A.F. type who had killed himself testing a new jet fighter three years ago. Mavis had come out of it very well, tremendous courage and all that, in Treves’s opinion, which was now well soaked in sentiment and brandy. He admitted, though, that Anne, who could be very sharp about her gorgeous cousin at times (“You know what the girls are”), hinted that Mavis knew how to look after herself and was by no means inconsolable. “It was Anne who thought she might amuse you,” he concluded, grinning at Raven­street.


    “A kind thought. But am I supposed to be in need of amusement?”


    That finished Mavis, as he knew it would. At once, woman was out, business was in. “Frankly, Charles, yes, every time,” cried Garson rather wildly, passing the brandy. “Look, old man, don’t forget we knew what was coming off this afternoon. I hate to say it—but we told you so. And now let’s decide what to do, before Peggy comes to drag us out. What did you say to George Hathon? I know he took you off for a drink.”


    He told them, to their dismay, which for a moment he found rather touching. His leaving would mean promotion for both of them; but even so, they did not want him to go. He reminded himself, however, that without him their long-term position would be weaker, for they alone had opposed Selby.


    “After old Frank Crewe died, you carried that show,” said Garson. “You and nobody else. And we know it, even if the others don’t——”


    “It sticks out a mile,” said Treves; and then, perhaps feeling that he hadn’t done himself justice, added: “A hundred miles.”


    “I’m surprised George Hathon can’t see what a hole you’d leave if you went. Silly fat old twerp! If he hadn’t ratted this afternoon, Selby would never have swung it like that. What’s the matter with Hathon? You’re supposed to be friends, aren’t you, Charles? Is he gaga?”


    “Not a bit,” said Ravenstreet carefully. It was rather an effort to go on talking; his weariness was astonishing. “George is still using that old head of his. He knows that if there are to be no more big new developments on the production side, no chances to be taken there, if it’s only a matter of ticking over nicely with the possibility somewhere of cutting costs, then Selby’s necessary and I’m not. Of course he doesn’t want me to go, and buying me out will be a great nuisance. But he’d rather I went than Selby did.”


    “Which means,” said Garson with a look at Treves, “that very soon, even if we sweat our guts out on the job, he’d rather we went than Selby did. If you go, we’ll be on our way out shortly.”


    Ravenstreet didn’t like this. He made a gesture with his cigar, to stop Treves chiming in, and then, after the tiny interval of silence necessary to secure their attention, he was able to reply mildly. “That doesn’t follow, you know. The fact that you always supported me won’t worry Selby, now that he’s got what he wants. And you’re too useful to him, as he knows very well.” He looked at Garson. “You’ll be Production Manager.” He turned to Treves. “You’ll be Sales Manager.” He finished his brandy and waved away an offer of more. “I’m convinced that is what’ll happen. But if you’d like me to say something pretty strong to George Hathon, I’ll do it. In some ways,” he continued rather slowly, “you’ll be better off if I’m clean out of the whole thing. While I’m still around, Selby will see you as part of the Ravenstreet faction, so to speak. If I’ve gone, then he can take you on your own merits, and he’s not a fool, he knows he needs you both on the production and sales sides. So stop worrying, boys, and stop giving me any reproachful looks.”


    “I didn’t know we were, Charles,” said Garson apologetically. “But it never occurred to me you might clear out altogether. Though I can see you may have had enough of the old show—and of course you’ll be in the money if you sell your stock. But I’ll tell you now, I never thought you’d let Selby beat you like that. Neither did young Philip here. Even when we were warning you, we thought you’d pull something out of the bag at the last minute.”


    “‘Watch the old maestro’, we told each other,” said Treves, with the air of a man who had lived and suffered greatly.


    “Now why didn’t you, Charles?” Garson persisted. “What happened?”


    “Selby’s fairly smart,” said Treves, “but he’s no wizard of industry. How did he do it?”


    They were looking at Ravenstreet, who spent a moment or two removing the ash from his cigar as if he were performing an important experiment. “You were my young men,” he began slowly, “and I’m sorry if you feel disappointed. The answer is, I think, that Selby was playing a game that I can’t play, not having that sort of mind, and don’t want to learn to play. If the Company had been facing a crisis; if something new had to be designed, tried out, put into production, rushed to the Government or hurried on to the market, ten Selbys couldn’t have taken it away from me. But things aren’t like that any longer. So I suppose I didn’t really care: Selby could have what he’d schemed for. He’s the type that succeeds now; not the maker; the manipulator. It’s his world, and he’s welcome to it. I was bored—probably a bit tired too, after all the crises I had seen the Company through. Perhaps it’s the old story—incentive——” He checked himself. He was talking too much, and perhaps with a nasty mixed flavour of bitterness and self-pity creeping into it; and anyhow it was unfair to these two, who couldn’t sell out as he could, to suggest that what they were doing was not worth doing. They had plenty of incentives to keep going with New Central Electric. He had better keep his own lack of them to himself. “No,” he told them, “I’ve said as much as I want to say.”


    They had plenty to say, often both at the same time. He pretended to be in the talk but only listened properly when appealed to; he was a long way from this boozy noise and heat and fuss, somewhere in a little dark room turning over his thoughts like coins in his pocket. These famous incentives, for instance. The obvious—Money? He’d have more to enjoy by selling out than if he worked dawn to dark, seven days a week; thanks to a system of taxation sanctioned by both Labour and Tory Governments. (And lucky to be an industrialist, with some shares to sell, and not a surgeon, an architect, a schoolmaster, an artist!) The Company? It was changing too fast to demand any loyalty. Most of the men he’d enjoyed working with, on any level, had gone. Queen and Country—service of? They had not been heard from; no calls had gone out for Sir Charles Ravenstreet, and no reason why they should. Justifying one’s existence? He had always believed that spending money was not enough, that a man ought to pay something of himself for the goods and services he demanded. But that was something else, didn’t really come into this checking up of incentives.


    Somewhere round about there, Peggy Garson came bouncing in and made them go into the drawing-room, where Mavis, who had been designed for just this effect, brightened up like a touched-off firework and was at once, in her own phrase, “madly gay”. While the husbands and wives did some of that merry wrangling which somehow is never as merry as it ought to be, Mavis gave Ravenstreet a chance to be madly gay with her, rosy-golden, opulent, gorgeous, a rich blur rather than a person, as they sat on the corner settee. This time she mixed in a Guide-to-West-End-Amusements act with her Slave-to-Caliph performance, so that it only needed an occasional word from him to keep her going. This was fortunate because now he felt rather sleepy as well as bored and weary. But Mavis, it seemed, was by no means a complete fool. She suddenly stopped her prattle.


    “You’re not really interested, are you?” She used a different tone, gave him a different look. “You just couldn’t care less, could you? Now please, be truth­ful.”


    He made an effort, beginning with a smile. “All right. I’ve had a longish day and rather too much to drink. And if I’ve been looking blank, that’s why.”


    “You haven’t been looking blank—I don’t think you could, you haven’t that sort of face, too alive, not puddingy enough. If you want to know, you’ve been looking miserable.” She laughed rather wildly. “And I’ve been trying so hard. You mightn’t believe it, but I’m terribly conscientious. If I’m asked out specially to do something, like being gay for you, then I must do my best. I can’t just take and give nothing, like so many girls. Really, I mean it. And it can be an awful nuisance, let me tell you. It means a lot of men are out, as far as I’m concerned, except for lunch or a cocktail. Do you want to go? Of course you do, poor man! Well, you’re supposed to be taking me home—I live in Knightsbridge, which isn’t too far for you, I gather—so if I say I must go, then you can go.” She jumped to her feet, and at once began yelling apologies and thanks to the Garsons.


    She was rather quiet in the cab, letting him do most of the talking, chiefly about the Garsons and Anne and Philip Treves. When they arrived outside the block of flats in Knightsbridge, she asked him in for a drink but didn’t seem surprised or disappointed when he refused, pleading a fairly early start for the works in the morning. But she kept him a few moments in the entrance hall, again suddenly dropping her gorgeous-creature manner. “I haven’t a card, but here’s somebody else’s with my telephone number scribbled on the back. Do call me when you feel like it, even if you only want to look in for a drink. I’ll tell you now. I thought from Anne’s description—she hasn’t a clue, that girl—you’d be a huge bore, but of course you’re not, anything but. Unlike most men one meets, you’re much more attractive than you think you are, which at least is a nice change. Now remember, Sir Charles, won’t you—about giving me a ring any time you feel like it. ’Bye.”


    Less sleepy now than he had been during the last hour at the Treves’, he half-regretted as he drove away that he had not accepted her invitation to go up for a drink. Her obvious sexuality did not tempt him; he was too old and perhaps not old enough for that; but behind her glitter and bosh was that suggestion of a depth of life which was the chief fascination of woman, especially to a man who had known little of it for years and now found himself cold and empty, homeless in a world growing more and more alien. Dismissing the thought of Mavis, he considered this world, which had just re­jected him, with a semi-blind cold fury, in part perhaps the result of the drink that was even now turning to acid in his belly. Frank Crewe, his boss and afterwards his father-in-law, had once praised Charles Ravenstreet for having some fire in his belly. Well, now Frank was dead and almost forgotten; Maureen was dead but a reproachful ghost, because their marriage ought to have worked and didn’t; the smooth accountancy boys had taken over New Central Electric to turn it from a pioneer enterprise into something that ought to be taken over by the ten-cent stores; and here he was, no longer Charlie Ravenstreet to anybody, on his way to a club bedroom with acid in his belly. . . .


    


    


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWO


    ‘Sepman Eighteen’


    During the weeks that followed, when he was quietly tidying himself out of New Central Electric, Ravenstreet lived in a region he had never known before, somewhere on the edge of things. Familiar scenes, situations, characters, presented themselves to his eye and ear: the Midland works, his house in Warwickshire, the Victoria Street office, his club, other men’s clubs, board rooms and offices and restaurants and bars here and there; all as he had known them for years, yet not the same now, thinned and flattened out and bleached, no longer solidly real: film scenes, radio features, from the life of a middle-aged industrialist. He might almost have been some other man dreaming recurrently that he was an electrical engineer. On the other side of the edge, waiting for him to peer into it late at night or early in the morning or whenever he was alone and the show of work and play had stopped, was illimitable unpopulated darkness, a Greenland night; and only his continuing heartbeats kept him from disappearing into it. Moving along this edge, doing whatever the day demanded or the night offered, grimly observant (for he was not without fortitude) he noticed much that had escaped him before. He found he was attending a comedy, a show that would have been very funny indeed if there had been life outside the theatre instead of darkness and dis­solution.


    He was surrounded, he saw, by an immense cast of comic characters, not intentionally absurd but be­coming so because without knowing it they were fixed in routines. He couldn’t be angry at Selby and George Hathon, even when he caught them trying to cheat him over the purchase of his stock, because they were so idiotically busy being Selby and George Hathon. Garson and young Philip Treves, who were duly promoted, ought to have annoyed him because, in spite of their earlier protestations, they very soon showed him that he was of diminishing account; but he felt no annoyance because he saw quite clearly that they weren’t free agents, as they imagined themselves to be and as he would have to imagine too if he was to blame them, but were merely reacting automatically, going through their parts as Garson and young Philip Treves. A wife, a son or daughter, a mistress, a close friend, might have broken this spell; but no such relationship existed for him. He had friends of course, but in this harsh dry light their friendship dwindled into mere routine good-fellowship, an exchange of jokes, food and drink, paltry confidences. They were only the fellows closest to him on a kind of sleep-walking tour. Acquaintances, roaring chaps, many of them, seemed hardly more than puppets, sharply droll yet sad too: he could almost see the strings jerking them while they boasted what they would do and wouldn’t do. A whole group of such fellows, loaded down with pompous self-importance as they so often were in clubs and bars, offered an up­roarious marionette show, hour-long farces ending with the taste of wormwood.


    As his work slackened off, he tried, as he had never had to try before, to amuse himself, spending more and more time in London. The final price agreed for his stock came to well over two hundred thousand pounds, free of tax, so that he felt rich for the first time in his life. (A man needs some leisure to feel rich, and now he had it.) He could afford to indulge his tastes, but discovered he had no tastes. The sporting life, which takes most money and time from men of his sort in England, didn’t attract him. Golf and some occasional rough shooting were all he wanted in that direction. He wasn’t without an eye for a picture and an ear for music; he had an acquaintance with some of the famous old stuff in both these arts; but the moderns, who offered him a chance of becoming a patron, mostly made him feel like a hungry man served with a plateful of sawdust and broken glass. During the long evenings in the country, all the longer because he was leaving the works much earlier, he unwrapped and sampled the books he had ordered lavishly in town, but, apart from a few autobiographies and records of adventure, they failed to please him. These new writers either did something rather badly that older writers had done well or they tried to do something that didn’t seem to him worth doing, were trivial, small-minded, cliquish, fancy boys and girls not writing for solid men of the world. Some of the most highly-praised seemed to whine like neurotic curates.


    For the most part, however, he tried to amuse himself in the West End as most of his richer business acquaintances did, and frequently of course he was in their company. He dined and supped in fashionable restaurants, saw the shows that everybody was supposed to see, and occasionally looked in at a night club—not a good move to keep the darkness away for it could seep through into these places. It was the midget world of the illustrated weeklies, and it sparkled more in their pages than it did when he was observing it. Sometimes the cameraman caught him, so that he was able to stare at his long dark face—a woman had once told him he looked like Charles the Second after a haircut—appearing either startled or extremely bored. He was no puritan and had no prejudice against these amuse­ments as such, but he didn’t find them amusing, except as further and even more sardonic demonstrations of routine behaviour, slavery to habit, mechanical re­actions. Now and again a few lovers would light up the scene, there might be a young man genuinely celebrat­ing, a glimpse of great talent, a hint that a man might be a free spirit; but all these were rare; mostly it was a wheezy merry-go-round, a jig of clockwork figures, without the vitality of life or the dignity of death.


    After hesitating several times he called up Mavis Westfret, who invited him at once to a cocktail party, which she was giving jointly with a friend at the friend’s house in Kensington. She gave him no chance to refuse or to suggest some alternative meeting, so he went along, though he disliked cocktail parties. The house in Kensington was filled almost to bursting point with people he didn’t know and didn’t particularly want to know: gay gorgeous girls with plenty of men round them; angry girls who couldn’t find their escorts; middle-aged women prowling hungrily from room to room in search of possible celebrities; young men who were trying to look like their Edwardian grandfathers but lacked the Edwardian confidence; and chaps with long chins and bristling moustaches who still gave the impression that they had just knocked off from the Battle of Britain or El Alamein. The place was horribly overcrowded and hot; if they had been prisoners of war instead of prisoners of pleasure, there would have been protests to the Swiss Red Cross. When at last he found Mavis, she pushed him through the mob, up a short flight of stairs, into some sort of cubbyhole that had in it a telephone, two pairs of skis, rubber waders and waterproofs, and a rickety chair. She told him to hold the fort while she brought some whisky. She was prettily dressed but looked too hot, damp, shiny. “Here we are now,” she cried, returning with the whisky. “And don’t look so miz. Are you hating it? You are, aren’t you?”


    “Well, I don’t like cocktail parties. They happen too early in the evening. The time’s wrong, the drink’s wrong, the food’s wrong. It’s my belief too that members of the cocktail-party classes ought to be working at this time of day. We ought to slack off during the afternoon, as most of the human race does, and then start work again and go on until dinner­time. After that, parties should begin. No, the cocktail party is a damnable institution, and nothing’s gone right with the world since it imposed itself on us.” He smiled at her. “Thank you for rescuing me—and for this drink.”


    “When are you coming to see me? Or to take me out if you’d rather? Look—somebody’s given me tickets for the Second Night of a play that’s opening next week. Come with me, then we can have supper afterwards. Right? Wonderful!” She told him the night, the time and the theatre; and they agreed not to put on evening clothes. “Would you like to run away? Of course you would, this very minute. And I ought to be bashing about or Dot’ll be screaming for me. I organise these parties for her—she’s filthy rich. Did you meet her? You’d loathe her—no brains at all and never stops talking at the top of her voice. How do I look? No fishing, plain truth.” He gave her the plain truth. “Oh well—Dot or no Dot, I must do my face. Thursday then? Marvellous!”


    Several days later he lunched with Sir Edwin Karney at George Hathon’s club where they had first met. At the time it seemed merely one of a dozen such engage­ments, hospitality given without friendship, and it was only afterwards that he realised its importance. Karney was a good host, anxious to please but not too anxious, and talked easily and well in that unexpectedly deep and soothing voice. Nevertheless, he didn’t make Raven­street feel at ease. Those high square shoulders, the long face that always seemed several inches too low down, the eyes in oil—no, Ravenstreet couldn’t take to the chap. And he was wondering what was behind this lunch. There must be something, as Hathon had suggested there might be. After a few references to the New Central Electric, there was some probing, done with surgical neatness, into Ravenstreet’s state of mind, financial position, plans if any. But even by the time they had gone into the smoke room for coffee, Karney had not come out with anything. They were interrupted here by a large rosy fellow who was introduced as Major Prisk. He wore country clothes, which looked startling in that club, had a vaguely hearty alcoholic manner and shrewd little eyes, like a calculating pig.


    “Not staying, Chummie,” he told Karney, with a wide wet smile under his curly moustache. “Just handin’ out today’s tip—straight from the jockey’s cousin. Saw His Nibs this morning, as per usual, and His Nibs is fussing—yes, almost creating, His Nibs is. Not so much as most blokes would notice, but of course I read the signs—bit of smoke comin’ out of the ears an’ all that. Thought I’d give you the tip. We all like to be put in the picture, I always say. Cheery-pip!” But he gave Ravenstreet a sharp look. “Nice to have met you, sir.” And he ambled away, waving a hand to various acquaintances who looked up and smiled.


    “Pippy Prisk,” Karney murmured, as they watched him go. “What do you make of him now? I’d be interested to know, Ravenstreet.”


    “A clever devil pretending to be a silly-ass char­acter.”


    “Right! You’re no fool.”


    “As a matter of fact,” said Ravenstreet, “I’m beginning to think I am. But who is he?”


    “He’s Mervil’s confidential man. Sort of A.D.C. You don’t know Mervil, do you? I think he said you hadn’t met.”


    Ravenstreet admitted that although he had heard and read a great deal about Lord Mervil, he hadn’t had the pleasure of meeting him.


    “We’re in one or two things together,” said Karney, with a touch of complacency. “And now there’s something new on. That’s what Prisk meant when he said Mervil was fussing. Of course he doesn’t fuss, but Prisk was giving me a hint. That’s his style. Now there might be something for you in this thing, if you’re interested. No, I’m not at liberty to explain. Mervil will want to do that. But what I’m wondering is whether you’d like to get together with me and Mervil one night soon, just to talk it over. You’re more or less at a loose end, aren’t you? Mervil’s always heavily booked up, but I imagine we might be able to make it dinner toward the end of next week or the beginning of the week after. All right to you?”


    Ravenstreet said it was. “Unless,” he added, “you’re thinking of entering the field against New Central——”


    “No, no, something quite different. Not connected with the electrical industry at all. You might say, and probably will,” Karney went on, “that it isn’t your kind of thing at all. It’s as far away as that.”


    “Then it’s probably too far, and I’m not your man.”


    Karney moved his long chin from side to side, which was apparently as near as he could get to shaking that fixed head of his. “Mervil takes the view, and I agree with him, that although a man may have specialised, if he’s big enough he belongs by right to the élite. He’s very different from the smaller type of specialist, who can’t really give orders but only take ’em, like a technician or a clerk. Mervil’s hot on this distinction. But then he very much believes in a compact élite, working together behind the scenes, so to speak——”


    “What scenes?” demanded Ravenstreet bluntly. He was rather suspicious of this kind of talk.


    Karney waved a hand. “A few people put on the show—and the rest lap it up. Either you’re out in front, having it done for you, or you’re at the back, knowing how it’s done. That’s all very much down Mervil’s street, of course. He says there’ll be more and more of it, that the gap’ll soon be wider and wider.” He gave his chin an up-and-down movement now. “Better cross that gap while the going’s good, Ravenstreet.”


    “This all sounds a bit fancy to me, Karney,” said Ravenstreet rather stiffly. “But of course I’ll be glad to meet Lord Mervil and hear what he has to say. It’s a business proposition, I take it—and not politics—or a new religion?”


    “Oh—very much a business proposition,” Karney replied; and then added: “Among other things. Well, one of Mervil’s people will be letting you know when and where we dine. Probably Major Prisk, if he’s still in town.”


    Actually it was Prisk who rang him up, in a ‘jolly-good-egg’ style, two days later, inviting him to dine at Lord Mervil’s house on Friday week, which would be the night after his evening at the theatre with Mavis. Well, there was a page of his book nicely filled, with what seemed adequate arrangements for delaying the darkness.


    Mavis and he did not agree about the play they saw; their respective attitudes toward the Theatre were quite different. Ravenstreet disliked going to West End playhouses; their hours were wrong; they were mostly uncomfortable; they seemed to have too many half-witted patrons; and nine out of ten of the plays they offered didn’t seem worth the time, trouble, money, spent on them, so many trashy novelettes printed on hand-made paper and bound in calf-skin. The truth was that Ravenstreet, who had done much playgoing on his travels abroad and had some ap­preciation of dramatic art, was almost always angry with these London theatres because they disappointed him, not giving him the magical experience he hoped for, needed. Their failure was one small part of life’s swindle; just as a man expected a love he never found, friends he never made, trust and honour and glory that only arrived in shopworn substitutes, so he expected a theatre that was not to be found in or near Shaftesbury Avenue. He soon discovered that Mavis’s view was not like this at all. She expected nothing of any im­portance, probably not seeing any possibility of magical experience in the playhouse; and so she enjoyed everything, the whole silly business, arriving and finding the seats and looking at the programme and looking at the audience and looking at the lights going down and the lights going up, and the curtain rising, and seeing the set and the actors and the actresses and noticing what they wore and whether they were looking older or younger and remembering tasty bits of their private lives that could be discussed over drinks in the interval. To her the play was some fascinating types doing charades. So this play they saw, which to Ravenstreet was idiotic, was to her as good as any other; she chattered about it happily at supper, in a restaurant filled with fascinating types who had been doing charades and behaved as if taking supper were part of a charade too.


    They ate well and drank a good deal. Mavis was excited by the noise and luxury and late-night bon­homie, and by the presence of the stage and screen stars, the famous faces that smiled through the smoke. This female excitement was infectious; Ravenstreet also began to yield to the richly sexual atmosphere of the place and the hour. So when Mavis, beaming with gratitude, asked him in for a drink, he followed her into the small flat, which seemed to him charming and rather pathetic, all deliciously feminine. He was not drunk; he spoke sensibly and moved steadily; but his in­hibitions had been dissolved away, his eye was flattered by all it saw, possibilities existed that were not visible to his sober mind, and the sharp edge of things was smoothed out into a dreamy highway. A self that usually lurked in the background, making suggestions that other and more widely experienced selves rejected with contempt, now took charge of him, and of Mavis too, for this was a fellow who understood her perfectly, it seemed. He took possession of her magnificent body like an Oriental conqueror; she was a peach warm from a south wall; the writhing sweet mouth, the long golden legs, the breasts that were like faintly phosphorescent globes in the light filtering through the scarf over the bedside lamp, were his to command; and among the scented pillows he heard, this fellow who knew all along what he wanted and where it was to be found, her moans of gratified desire. But there was a cold man there too, a melancholy man, standing aloof from the archaic yet ever brand-new witcheries of time; and this man, much closer to the essential Charles Ravenstreet than the other fellow, refused to feel anything but a cool wonder, a faint disgust. It was he who, when they returned to the sitting-room for a final drink and a cigarette, pointed out that sex without love must be either mindless and brutal or, as this was now, fatuous. Here was the hour of tenderness; and there could be none between them, without the most shocking pretence.


    At first she regarded him, as if through some diminishing glass, with that ironical appraisement which comes naturally to a woman who has been taken without love, possessed outside any sustaining relation­ship and therefore, in her opinion, not possessed at all. If he thought he had achieved something, her look announced, then he was wrong: he had merely wasted energy on her body, had won a shadow fight.


    When he was about to break the heavy sticky silence between them, she stopped him. “Don’t say it.”


    “You don’t know what I was going to say.” He sounded, he thought, as big an ass as he felt.


    “Perhaps not,” she said wearily. “But you looked as if you were about to come all moral and fatherly, and tell me I’m much too nice a girl to do this sort of thing. And if so, for God’s sake—don’t say it.”


    “All right, I won’t.” He finished his drink. Then, not looking at her but staring at the smoke that curled from his cigarette: “As a matter of fact, I was about to be rather pompous, but in a different way. What I was going to say was that where we make the mistake—men, not women, and all kinds of men from indignant moralists to the worst womanisers—is in thinking that making love is a physical act, whereas it’s a psychological one, two personalities at play, not just two bodies. We’re encouraged in this mistake,” he continued slowly, more for his own benefit than for hers, “by the idea, which we start with quite early, that women are like something to eat—‘a dish’ as some Americans say. I think women themselves are partly re­sponsible now, though they don’t really believe it, but feel it might be a useful short cut to what they’re really after—a real relationship. They——”


    He broke off because he saw that she was crying. He half rose. “My dear girl!” he began, in dismay. But she waved him down again, and then flung herself in front of him, leaning against his knees and so keeping her head turned away from him. After some hesitation and a little sympathetic prompting, it all came out, drawn out of her by the ghost of that tenderness which should have been there between them at that hour, revealing the love they had only mimicked and mocked. She had never loved her husband, who had gone, perhaps almost by appointment, to his death knowing half her secret. What he didn’t know was that the other man she loved then, still loved, would always love, was one of his Service superiors, older and heavily married and committed, a man now in a distant command who was busy forgetting she existed. “The Magic Man,” she said mournfully. “Girls like me, jolly good sorts who tart around when we’re not washing our stockings and wondering about the rent, nearly always get tangled early with one of these fatal devils—magic men—damn their eyes! Two nice dull men have wanted to marry me, in a nice dull way, and I’ve just been decent enough to tell them it wouldn’t work. By the time I’ve come round to thinking it would, the offers won’t be there. God knows what I’ll grab hold of and make do with before I’ve finished. Of course if I was a clever cool girl like Anne, it would be very different. But I’m not. As you observe. Believe it or not, I’ve often thought of suicide. No, don’t start telling me I’m a fool—I know I am up to a point. But it’s all such a hellish waste, that’s what I can’t bear. Everything’s slipping away, running out on one, going down the sink like dirty water. Ten years ago there was a whole wide world in front of me. Now it’s been cut down to getting by in Knightsbridge. In another ten I’ll be wondering how to make my face look like one. And in another ten, if I live that long, I’ll be wondering if I can raise two cooked meals a day. What’s it all for? Why don’t they tell us the truth while we’re young and able to stand it? Why aren’t we brought up to be tough as hell? What’s the use of all our fancy feelings if we’re all just hurrying to the undertaker? This love business we get tangled in—what’s the point of it, why do we bother with it? Comfort me, for God’s sake! I did my best for you—though I know it didn’t mean anything—no, shut up, don’t let’s pretend. If it had meant anything, I wouldn’t be talking like this now—no fear! I’d have been staring at you with big eyes, making you feel that this had all been something special to me too, a grand passion, working hard to become your mistress with a hope of jockeying you somehow into marriage.” She turned sharply to look up into his face, grinning derisively. “I know I look like hell, and you see I’m not bothering. No tactics. No tact. Somebody like Anne would have a fit. I know men aren’t supposed to talk—though that’s all my eye—but don’t tell Philip about this so that he’ll tell her, because I’ll have to admit I’ve deliberately thrown another chance away. I’ll be your mistress if you want me to, though you’re too intelligent to think it would work, I suppose. Am I a complete fool? Am I a coward? What’s the matter with me? What’s the matter with nearly everybody? Tell me something to comfort me. Blast—I’m crying again. It’s this dam’ making love that isn’t making love that does it—I start remembering. Go on, go on, just talk—don’t leave me yet—I can’t bear it.”


    So he talked, a weary man at the end of a long empty day, and he was sensible and kind and quite futile. There was nothing she wanted to hear that he could tell her. He was merely further along the same road, where it was narrower still, indeed a mere edge with three-dimensional technicolour scenes of a man’s life on one side, and the darkness into which the track would finally curve on the other side. As he forced himself to offer her meaningless consolation and good advice that was not worth the stale air that carried it to her ear, he found himself at the end of this rollicking evening, with everything in it, bedworthy luscious blonde and all, still crawling on the edge of things. Nor did he deceive her.


    “That’ll do.” She jumped to her feet. “Have another drink? No? You want to go, don’t you? All right. But I’ll tell you something. You may have plenty of money and be a great man among these electrical engineering boys. But, apart from that, you haven’t a clue, have you? And if you ask me, you’re about where I am—in a different, dry, man’s way—aren’t you?”


    “To be honest—yes,” he admitted, preparing to go. “In fact, it’s probably worse for me—inside. I’ve arrived after a long journey—and there isn’t anything. As you say, not a clue. Of course it may be temporary—a busy man who’s beginning to stop being busy—but I doubt it. Lots of people die long before they’re buried. Perhaps I’m one of them.”


    “You can’t be,” she retorted, with an unexpected touch of shrewdness. “If you were, you wouldn’t know it. I meet plenty of them. You’re not one. Perhaps you’ll get religion or something. Let me know if you do—I’ll try it.”


    He shook his head smilingly. “But there’s something else. You might want a bit of help, somebody to stake you in a small way—to start some modest enterprise, to go somewhere to make a start. If there’s nobody else you can ask, then ask me. Promise? Good!” She looked tearful again as she nodded agreement. After she had given him a kiss that had more salt in it than sex, she stood for a moment or two in the doorway of her flat. The top light of the corridor, almost as searching and harsh as a prison searchlight, instantly banished all her gold and rose-pink and carmine, put out her eyes and set black sockets in her skull, and made her farewell smile a twisting of dark lines on a grey mask. So much for nights out with gorgeous gay blondes who make a man forget how time is draining him away!


    Next night he dined with Lord Mervil. Karney was there, the deformed lieutenant of this captain of finance; and so was Major Prisk, mixing drinks, waiting for orders, doing his silly-ass act. All on a top floor in Park Lane, where a very large sitting-room and a small dining-room, both with plate-glass windows, over­looked the park, and most of the fittings and decorations appeared to be made of stainless steel, and there were all the indirect lighting tricks and functional hocus-pocus. At a first glance, set against such massive oddities as Karney and Prisk, Lord Mervil seemed small and ordinary, almost colourless: a man in his sixties, grey and trim, with something of the manner and voice, clipped and high-pitched, of the routine British general. Ravenstreet was surprised; he had expected somebody more impressive; after all, Mervil, whether a public benefactor or a public nuisance, was supposed to be a tremendous fellow. But these first impressions soon had to be revised. Mervil had something that reduced Karney to an eccentric-­looking subordinate and Prisk to a servile clown. It was not mere self-­confidence, the result of years of success and power; it was a quality of will residing in that compact figure, that neat grey head, behind those Arctic eyes. It could be discovered in the questions he shot at Ravenstreet. After the first quarter of an hour, Ravenstreet felt that Mervil knew every­thing about him that Mervil thought worth knowing; and he guessed that both Karney and Prisk had already reported on him but that Mervil had decided to ask his own questions before taking him into his confidence. It was brilliantly and ruthlessly done, like an examination by the super-head of a World State’s secret police. Ravenstreet was not usually fanciful along these lines, especially when a man was about to put a business proposition before him; but Mervil created an atmo­sphere in which it was easy to feel that the future had already arrived. Perhaps to him it had, and that was the secret of his success and power, based on his knowledge of what people would soon be wanting and how public events would shape themselves.


    The food and the wines were excellent, but Mervil himself ate little and appeared to be drinking barley water. No servants waited on them. The dishes arrived in a service lift, and Prisk, who was sur­prisingly quick and deft for a man of his bulk, carried them to the table and opened and poured out the wine.


    “It’s the only way,” Mervil explained, “if you really want to talk privately. People will imagine that servants and waiters haven’t ears, even people who ought to know better. The leakage everywhere is shocking. It’s bad in this country, and in America it’s worse. All this Confidential and Top Secret nonsense! Here I really take pains, Ravenstreet. So Major Prisk does his best for us. Down below I’ve a dining-room where I can put a man behind every two chairs. Hope to see you there. But you won’t hear anything you can turn to any account. Up here you might.”


    “Are you telling us, Big Boy?” cried Prisk, trying the American end of his Character act. Mervil smiled frostily. Evidently Prisk in these surroundings was the licensed court fool.


    “I take it, you’re bored these days, Ravenstreet,” Mervil continued. “You’ve come to the end of something without having started anything else. A mistake, by the way. I always make sure that things overlap.”


    “That’s putting it mildly,” said Karney, grinning.


    “I like to put it mildly. If you’ve had enough to eat, we’ll move into the other room. Get the coffee, Prisk—and cigars and brandy if anybody wants them.”


    “I do,” cried Prisk, bouncing ahead of them.


    “Lavatory behind those book-shelves in the far corner,” said Mervil as they moved out. “By the way, Ravenstreet, don’t imagine that Prisk’s an idiot, though he tries to talk like one.”


    “It never occurred to me he was. I saw at once he was giving a performance. Rather too obvious, I thought in fact.”


    “You can’t be too obvious for most people. And fools relax when they think they’re with a bigger fool. So it’s useful, besides amusing him. Not that Prisk isn’t a fool. He is. He has intelligence, but he’s a sensualist—too much food, too much drink, too many women. He’s admirable as a personal assistant, carrying out definite orders, but that’s all. Let’s sit here.” Prisk, humming cheerfully, arrived with a trolley on which were cigars and cigarettes, liqueurs and glasses, a Thermos jug of coffee. “Help yourselves. I’ll just have a little black coffee.”


    A few minutes later, Prisk at a word from Mervil produced what seemed to be a small pillbox, which he placed carefully before his chief. Karney, who had been talking, now kept silent as Mervil opened the box and took from it a white tablet that might have been aspirin. “I’d like your word that you’ll treat this matter as being absolutely confidential, before we go any further, Ravenstreet.” And Mervil stared hard at him, making him feel that if he did give his word and then broke it something unpleasant might happen to him.


    “It’s a promise,” said Ravenstreet. “And I’m generally regarded as a fairly close-mouthed type.”


    “I know that,” said Mervil. “Otherwise, you wouldn’t be here. I couldn’t afford to risk anything at this stage with a blabber. Now you see this tablet. It’s a new drug. You’re not a chemist but probably you know some chemistry. However, we’ll leave the chemical part of it now. I want you to take this tablet—just crush it and swallow it with water—like aspirin. I’d ask you to do it now—we’ve all tried it, by the way—but it wouldn’t be a satisfactory test. You’ve had a good dinner, some drinks, and are probably feeling easy in your mind. I want you to take it sometime when you’re not feeling easy, haven’t had any drinks but are telling yourself you need a few. You’re not a heavy drinker, I believe.”


    “No, I’m not. But there are certainly times when I suddenly feel I need a few quick ones——”


    “You’re a man and a brother, Sir Charles,” cried Prisk. “Allee same here, Old Top. But try our little white pill. Hoy!”


    “What’s it supposed to do to you?” asked Raven­street, as he took the tablet and put it into the stamp compartment of his wallet. “What a few drinks ought to do?”


    “I’ve ordered a medical report on it,” said Mervil briskly. “That’ll show us exactly how it works. It’s not just another sedative, and it’s not intended to be used like the barbiturates. It’s not a painkiller either. It doesn’t compete with aspirin and similar products. It’s something quite new and special. What it does is to stop worry, anxiety, feelings of guilt or inadequacy. It makes you feel comfortable, easy. It acts as a buffer between the brain and reality in its less pleasant aspects.”


    “So do morphia, cocaine and heroin, I imagine,” said Ravenstreet. “But they insist upon too high a price for their charms.”


    “Apparently this stuff doesn’t. The man who discovered it makes three claims for it, all of which I’m having carefully investigated. He claims that it will do people no more harm than aspirin does, that an habitual user may need slightly increased doses but that is all, and that it can be cheaply manufactured if done on a very large scale. If these claims are proved to be correct, then we have in our hands something at least as important as aspirin. We can sell millions of boxes a day. But what I want you to do first, Ravenstreet, is to test the stuff for yourself, as soon as possible but at a time when you feel you need something. Mean­while, I’ll be getting the results from the various specialists.”


    “Has it a name yet?” asked Ravenstreet.


    “Sepman Eighteen. Sepman is the chemist who discovered it, after some years of experiment, he says, and this is the eighteenth formula. But of course if we decide to put it on the market, we’ll find a good name for it, something easy to remember.” And Mervil waved the topic away.


    “Well, I’ll try the stuff,” said Ravenstreet. “You say you’ve all tried it——?”


    Mervil and Karney nodded. Prisk cried: “We’ve only this one little box of it as yet, Matey. Otherwise there’s a boy here would be taking his daily dose and keeping some for the girls. Whoa—steady!”


    “And I’ll tell you frankly what I think about it.” Ravenstreet looked enquiringly across at Mervil. “But I don’t see where I come in. You two can handle the finance and publicity, nobody better, and all you want, I imagine, is a manufacturing chemist and a sales organiser, and I’m neither one nor the other.”


    “Quite,” said Karney, and then looked at Mervil as if asking for permission to continue. “We’ll be frank about this, Ravenstreet. If there’d been a first-class manufacturing chemist situated as you are, he’d be here and you wouldn’t. But there isn’t. And we can’t hand this over to one of the big chemical combines, because after we’d done all the preliminary work and given it all the publicity it requires, we might find ourselves out in the cold. Lord Mervil——”


    “I’ll take over, Karney,” Mervil cut in, his clipped high-pitched voice slicing through Karney’s smooth bass. “I never feel embarrassed talking about myself. I like to handle things my own way, Ravenstreet, particularly enterprises of this sort, which are something more than mere commercial enterprises. This could be a very big thing indeed. We don’t need your capital, but you can come in with us and then make yourself responsible for the manufacturing end, with the help of technical staff of course. If you think you can’t do it, just because up to now you’ve only been in electrical engineering, then you’re certainly not the man I want. I have strong views on this subject. As Karney may have told you, I don’t believe in specialists on a really high level. A man who insists on specialising must take orders, not give them. He’s merely a superior technician. I believe in an élite, a small group who understand one another, who shape things.” He stopped and stared at Ravenstreet as if to take fresh stock of him.


    Ravenstreet raised his eyebrows, waiting to hear more. During this tiny interval there flashed into his mind, without any encouragement from his rational self, some absurd notions and feelings about this fellow Mervil, that he wasn’t real in the sense that Karney and Prisk were real, that somehow this smallish grey figure was a mere appearance, that the essential Mervil, somewhere else and not to be comprehended, merely spoke through the mouth of this figure; all of which was ridiculous from any point of view. But that is what he felt, and the flavour of it lingered throughout the evening.


    “I’ve succeeded, Ravenstreet,” Mervil continued, coldly and without complacency, “largely because I’ve been able to see a little further ahead than most men. I know what’s really happening. My investments and enterprises are guided by that knowledge. The newspapers and periodicals I control reflect it. Now we’re rapidly arriving at a time when a few men, who know their own minds, can dominate and use millions of people who have to have their minds made up for them. It’s as simple as that. Don’t think the trend can be reversed; it’s gone too far and is moving too fast. Mass communications become stronger in their effects every year. This is inevitable. People in the mass are not only losing their independence but are losing any desire to be independent and active-minded, sharply differentiated individuals. They prefer a mass existence, mass standards, with which they feel more comfortable in their circles. You agree?”


    “I agree,” said Ravenstreet rather curtly. “But I don’t know that I like it.”


    Karney laughed, not pleasantly. Prisk did a noisy clucking and reproachful head-shaking act. They were both supporting their chief, who was staring at Raven­street in mild astonishment.


    “I’ll ask you one question,” said Mervil, “before I return to the general situation. And I’d like you to reply in a spirit of honest realism. We know your record at New Central Electric. What do you think of the way you’ve been treated there?”


    “I’m bitter about it. Some men I thought were my friends or, if not that, at least decent colleagues ratted on me. I’ll admit there are more rats about than I imagined. Perhaps it’s the new style. I don’t like it one little bit.”


    “Rather naïve, if you’ll allow me to say so,” said Mervil, “but honest. Now I can continue. The question isn’t whether you like the way things are going—for there they are and you can’t stop them—but whether you’re ready to use them or merely let them use you, with more bitterness to follow. And it must be one or the other quite soon. This mass process is rapidly accelerating as it was bound to do. It’s one of the prime factors, perhaps the chief feature, of our civilisation. It’s all round politics, which are being carried along, making a lot of fuss, but quite helpless. The drift is the same in New York as it is in Moscow. Manchester and Peiping are already huddling in the same boat. Oratory—eh, Prisk?”


    “Didn’t I always say you had it in you, Chief?” Prisk chuckled. “Change that barley water for brandy—and you’d have us crying.”


    “There’s no need to shake our heads over it,” Mervil continued, “even if we’re feeling benevolent and noble. At last people in the mass are getting what they want. They want reasonable security, food and clothes and shelter and medical attention, some education but not too much, easy work, no trouble, no worry, no loneliness and fear, mass emotions, mass entertainment, a smooth road from the cradle to the grave. They’ve known for some time now that life is essentially mean­ingless, so they want to get through their share of it as painlessly as possible. Now here is something I’ve proved over and over again, risking my fortune, my career. Move in that direction, along that smooth road, and at once you succeed. Go the other way and you’re up against a wall. Just try selling the mob some real freedom and not just empty talk about it, some hard work, responsibility, solitude and thought, any prospect of suffering—and see how many buyers you have. Very well, we can give them what they want, are giving them what they want.”


    Ravenstreet merely nodded. He did not know exactly what he wanted to say, and he sensed a certain impatience in Mervil.


    “Now this new stuff, if it’s what this fellow Sepman claims it is, will help them and will help us.” Mervil was brisker now. “No more worry, no more anxiety, no more queer thoughts and unpleasant feelings. Remember, that’s the freedom they want. We’ll have to lay on a very big publicity campaign at first of course, just to establish the name of the stuff, but that’s routine—the battle will be more than half won before it starts. If the stuff begins to replace alcohol, as it easily might if it can be manufactured cheaply on a gigantic scale, then that’s a gain too, because it looks like being more dependable in its effect and the manufacture of it can be a monopoly. Well, Ravenstreet, test the stuff.” He got up and was clearly anxious to rid himself of his guest, so Ravenstreet rose too. “I might manage another tablet or two if you’re uncertain, but these samples are precious at the moment. Give me your answer as soon as you can. You come in with Karney and myself, with the idea of organising and controlling the manufacturing end. Once you’ve agreed, I’ll put you in touch with Sepman, of course. Glad to have seen you here.” He turned abruptly, almost as if Ravenstreet had now ceased to exist for him. “Prisk, when and where’s my next appointment?”


    “Here in ten minutes, Chief.”


    “I’ll drop you, Ravenstreet,” said Karney. And as they went out together, he added: “It’s quite early. Perhaps a drink somewhere.”


    “No, thanks. Just drop me at my club, if you don’t mind.” And he named it, saying no more until they were sitting in Karney’s landaulette.


    “Well, what about his lordship?” asked Karney as soon as he had given his chauffeur his orders.


    “It’s a new type to me,” Ravenstreet began carefully.


    “No, no, not a type at all. Don’t make a mistake there. Only one Mervil. But go on.”


    “Impressive—in a queer way. Though I wasn’t impressed by that performance at the end. That I’ve-done-with-you-who’s-next performance. I’ve caught it before, and I much prefer ordinary polite­ness.”


    “Sorry, Ravenstreet, but you’re wrong again. It wasn’t laid on to impress you. Mervil just is like that. He has a hell of a lot to do, and he just goes ahead and does it. He isn’t quite human. Ask Prisk.”


    “I don’t think I want to ask Prisk,” said Ravenstreet, rather sourly.


    “Well, take my word for it. I’m tough—as most men around town will tell you—but that little man, who’s anything really but a little man, can turn me inside out in ten minutes. You must know what I mean.”


    “Yes, I know what you mean.”


    “You sound depressed.”


    “I am. Though I can’t tell you exactly why. Nothing that was actually said. Nothing that was done. Not Mervil’s personality, I think, though I don’t find him very inspiring——”


    “You will if you really start working with him. It’s terrific. But of course he’s not exactly the genial host, doesn’t pretend to be. You know, if you still feel like this in half an hour’s time, you’d better try your sample of Sepman Eighteen. The conditions might be just right, and it’s a case of the-sooner-the-better, isn’t it?”


    Up in his rather cheerless club bedroom, feeling rather worse if anything, with some nameless anxiety gnawing away at the back of his mind, he decided to take Karney’s advice. He crushed the tablet and washed it down with water. Then he undressed slowly, put a dressing-gown over his pyjamas, lit a cigarette and stretched out in the arm-chair, waiting for results. But soon he forgot he was making an experiment. He told himself what a fool he had been not to see the meeting with Mervil for what it was—a wonderful opportunity to be productive and busy and important again. With some technical assistance he could soon get a big new factory going or if necessary adapt a suitable old one to the job. He had had several good ideas that were not much use to New Central Electric but might be wanted here. He saw himself picking a staff of keen youngsters, making a fresh start with the right types. Then there would be some large-scale planning with Mervil, giving the masses what they wanted; fun and games on a high level behind the scenes with Karney and Prisk. Life was all right, a good show really, so long as you didn’t expect too much from it, didn’t sit about moping, tore into some work all day and then amused yourself at night. Why had it taken him so long to be sensible?


    He had a telephone in his bedroom and now it rang, startling him out of his cheerful reverie. Prisk was at the other end, chuckling. “Took a chance on your not having turned in, Ravenstreet, old boy. Had a sort of a kind of a hunch you might be trying out our Sepman sample. Right? How’s it doing?”


    Of course it must have been Sepman’s stuff that had blotted out his mysterious feeling of anxiety and had made him look at things sensibly and cheerfully. “Seems to work with me, Prisk. In fact you can tell Lord Mervil that so far I’m all for it and I’m looking forward to another meeting as soon as he can manage one. And of course I’d like to talk to this chap Sepman.”


    “I’ll fix it, chummy.” Prisk sounded delighted. “Just get the okay first from the Chief. I’ll tell him what you said. He’ll be pleased. You wouldn’t know the difference, but I can read the signs now. All the best, old boy, of bloody luck!”


    Ravenstreet went to bed already feeling like one of Mervil’s élite.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER THREE


    The Three Magicians


    Ravenstreet’s country house was called Broxley Manor; it was some twenty miles south of Birmingham and about ten miles west of Stratford-on-Avon. In the middle of the week following his dinner with Mervil he was driving himself down there, for once using the big touring Rolls the Company had given him just after the end of the War. It was a close day, its heavy heat like a curtain behind which thunder might roll at any moment. He had lunched at the Bear at Woodstock and had then left the main road to go north by way of Moreton-in-Marsh and Chipping Campden. He was in no hurry and rolled with majestical ease through the pleasant grey places and the sultry afternoon. Just beyond Chipping Campden he heard a jet fighter tearing and screaming somewhere up high, and then after a few moments he stopped the car to listen properly, and if possible to see what was happening, for there were signs now that the aircraft was in trouble. He thought he saw it come down like a screeching rocket only a few miles ahead of him. He waited, then saw the flash in the blue haze over the rise and heard the explosion; as if part of the idle, heat-heavy afternoon had grown tired of waiting for something to happen and had blown up. He drove on, making speed.


    At the crossroads about three miles south of Broxley was an admirable old inn, the White Horse, where he had sometimes had a meal and had often had a drink. Well, he would have no more meals and drinks there. It was a smoking ruin. He pushed his way through the little crowd that had already assembled, to see if he could do anything to help. The local police sergeant, whom he knew, was there.


    “Nothing to be done that hasn’t been done, I’m afraid, Sir Charles,” said the sergeant, mopping the sweat off his face. “Pilot must ha’ baled out an’ the plane come down like a mad thing an’ hit the end fair an’ square. Old Albert was doin’ his hens—so he’s only a nasty case o’ shock—but his missis an’ the two maids are goners all right. We’re not sure about Perkins—that’s the odd-job chap as looked after the bar. If he was there, then he’s had it too, but he might be out somewhere, seein’ it’s afternoon. Can’t tell yet——”


    “Perkins is safe.” Somebody had joined them.


    “How d’you know?” the sergeant demanded sharply, rattled by this interruption. “Who are you?”


    “Perkins went out on his bicycle after lunch. My name is Wayland, Sergeant. I was staying here with two friends. We are all safe. We were in the shelter at the far end of the garden when the aeroplane hit the house.”


    “Glad to hear that, Mr.—er—Wayland,” cried the sergeant apologetically. “Sorry to be so sharp with you—but I’m a bit on edge naturally. I wanted to know about you three—only ones stayin’ here, weren’t you? Well, that settles that. Lost all your luggage, though, Mr. Wayland—eh?”


    “No, we had it with us.”


    The sergeant stared. “Funny idea! Just goin’, perhaps? No? Well, I haven’t time to work that one out. Must get on. Oh—this is Sir Charles Ravenstreet, gentleman who lives at Broxley Manor close by.” And the sergeant bustled off, leaving the other two to take stock of each other.


    Wayland smiled at Ravenstreet. He was a spare, elderly man, wearing an old-fashioned Norfolk jacket and knickerbockers. Observing him more closely, Ravenstreet saw that he was far older than he first appeared to be, for his deeply-tanned, clean-shaven face was covered with tiny wrinkles and through the tan were visible the dark spots of age. He wore no hat and the immense bald dome of his head shone in the sun. Probably, Ravenstreet concluded, a health crank of the rather more intelligent kind, a Bernard-Shaw-Jaeger-and-beans type.


    “I’m upset about this,” Ravenstreet confessed. “I often came here. These people were friends of mine, Mr. Wayland.”


    “They were good people. We tried to warn them. But of course——” And he made a little shrugging movement.


    Ravenstreet decided to let this go without com­ment. The man was probably far more shaken than he pretended to be. “You were staying here?”


    “Three of us, yes,” replied Wayland, smiling. “My two friends are foreigners. We meet every few years. Mostly abroad. But this time I brought them here. For what you might call a little conference.”


    Ravenstreet came to a decision, though how he arrived at it he never knew then or afterwards. “Mr. Wayland, as the sergeant told you, I have a house near here. I’m alone there, except for a domestic staff that badly needs more to do. If you and your two friends would care to stay, I’ll be glad to put you up for a few days. I really mean that——”


    “I see you do,” the other man murmured. And he looked as if he did, for he had been staring hard.


    “You won’t worry me. I won’t worry you. You can continue holding your little conference without inter­ruption, and perhaps save precious time and trouble. I have a car here. We can be there in ten minutes.”


    “Thank you. I will bring my friends. And if you are wondering if there is anything you can do to help here, I can assure you, Sir Charles, there is now nothing to be done.”


    Wayland’s two friends looked at a first glance like a vaudeville act. One was immensely tall, thin, beaky; the other short and broad, a tub of butter. The tall one was French, his name Marot. The fat one was called Perperek, and must have originally come from some part of the Balkans. His English was bold but sketchy, and his accent so bad that it took Ravenstreet some time to understand what he was saying; but he seemed to be a friendly soul, his enormous swarthy face wore a rich fat smile, and he continually chuckled and bubbled. Monsieur Marot spoke excellent English but his speech was as spare and gaunt as his giant frame: a man more unlike the typical garrulous Frenchman could hardly be imagined. Like Wayland, these two soon gave Raven­street the impression that they were much older than they had at first appeared to be. All three in fact made him feel that they were old men who had somehow contrived to maintain a vitality of mind and body. They made a very rum trio.


    Ravenstreet ran them home, settled them in their respective rooms, and then went down to explain them to the Wiversons, the couple who kept house for him. Wiverson was a melancholy little chap, who had failed in various unpretending businesses; he was hard­working and conscientious, able to put his hand to anything in or around a country house, but always in despair, as if he were on the wrong planet. Mrs. Wiverson was larger, louder, altogether more cheerful than her husband; she dyed her hair a canary shade, slapped on make-up, wore unsuitable garish clothes, and had a quite misleading raffish air, as if she had retired from a gambling hell and might soon open the lowest type of night club; she was in fact respectability itself, bullied the village cleaning women into thorough­ness, and was a sensible housekeeper and a passable if uninspired cook. But dinner for four, including peculiar and particular foreigners, when she had expected only one, was an order that left her panic-stricken. So Ravenstreet returned to his guests, undecided whether to apologise in advance for what would undoubtedly be a very inadequate meal or to suggest that he took them out for dinner.


    No sooner had he hinted at this indecision than the fantastic Perperek cut him short. “Pliz—pliz! You have things—any things to eat? Then I cook. These two talk soon tonight of what I do not care to talk—so I cook. Is it not so, my friends?”


    “Yes,” said Wayland, smiling at Ravenstreet. “Marot and I are discussing some subjects that do not interest Perperek. He’ll enjoy cooking the dinner—and he really is a first-class cook.”


    “Mag-neef-isend!” cried Perperek, his dark eyes twinkling away. “Best in these place any time! I speak first to your cook woman—very careful—diplomateek, you see—I know of these thing. You show me—introduce—pliz! After then I show you.” He talked in this strain all the way down to the kitchen, but already Ravenstreet had guessed that most of this was deliberate clowning, probably to ease the situation. As if he knew what his host was thinking, Perperek halted at the foot of the stairs and tapped his nose with a fat forefinger. “Is better to play fool than be fool—um? For these kitchens people I am comical old foreign man—you see. No trouble, no fight. All good—nice. You see.”


    After taking him into the kitchen to meet the Wiversons, Ravenstreet left him to it and did some various odd jobs that were waiting for him. It was half-an-hour or so later when he went back, to find every­thing amiably settled. Perperek, without his coat and wearing an apron that looked a mere bib against his massive bulk, was exploring the cupboards, with the Wiversons in fascinated attendance. Seeing that all was well, Ravenstreet slipped out again, wrote a few letters, went out to drop them in the box, and had some talk with Bury, his gardener. The day had an exhausted and nervous air; some angry clouds were already massing in the western sky; Bury was certain there would be a thunderstorm. Ravenstreet had to describe the catastrophe at the White Horse to Bury, who announced that storm or no storm he would cycle over to look at the ruin. This recollection of it shook Ravenstreet more than his original encounter with it had done; horror and death screaming down out of the sleepy afternoon. He passed another half-hour pottering about in the garden, smoking, and wondering what his three guests thought they were settling at their little con­ference. He caught a glimpse of the Wiversons going out at the back, presumably for the evening and by Perperek’s permission, certainly not by his. This fat character might look like a comic baron in a Balkan musical comedy, but he knew how to handle types like the Wiversons. He had in fact, Ravenstreet decided, a very powerful personality.


    As soon as he looked into the kitchen again, Perperek commanded him to stay. Not that he needed any help, Perperek explained, but while he was preparing the dinner—and these preparations appeared to be on a large and complicated scale—he would be glad to have a little talk with his host. This seemed to Ravenstreet a good opportunity to discover who these three were and why they met. It would be easier to question Perperek, all beaming good-nature, than the other two, so much more austere and aloof. And this worked. Perperek never stopped bustling about, was forever chopping, mixing, stirring, tasting; his English was often so eccentric that it made nonsense of his replies, even if he had intended them to be sensible; nevertheless Raven­street did obtain some facts about the three of them. Wayland, it appeared, was part English, part Balt; he was a retired civil engineer who had worked for many years in the East. Marot was an optician in Bordeaux. Perperek himself was a Bulgarian by birth, had spent much time ‘as merchant’ in the Near East, and now had some mysterious business that kept him travelling between Italy and Greece. It was quite obvious that while Perperek produced these facts because Raven­street more or less demanded them, he attached no importance to them, clearly believing that what they had done or did to earn a living did not matter. They seemed to have known one another for at least forty years; and Ravenstreet got the impression, though nothing was said definitely about this, that they were the surviving members of a much larger group. But Perperek did not explain what brought them together, why a retired civil engineer in England, a French optician, a ‘merchant’ from the Eastern Mediterranean, should go to the trouble of meeting like this. Raven­street came to the conclusion that they must be the remaining members of some cranky religious-cum-philosophical movement, about which Perperek chose to be silent. But there was something in the fat man’s dark twinkling gaze and an odd suggestion of force in him that prevented Ravenstreet from deciding they were merely a bunch of absurd elderly eccentrics. Then he remembered the queer business of the luggage.


    “One thing puzzles me,” he said. “How did you come to have your suitcases with you when you were talking in the garden shelter this afternoon, when the hotel was hit? Were you about to leave anyhow?”


    “We thought better to be ready,” replied Perperek who was deftly chopping onions. “Something happens perhaps.”


    “But you couldn’t have known there was going to be an accident.”


    Perperek did not trouble even to look up. “To us not an accident.”


    Ravenstreet couldn’t pass this. “But it was an accident. Something went wrong with the aircraft, the pilot baled out, and unluckily it crashed into the hotel.”


    For a minute or two Perperek, who was now frying the chopped onions, said nothing. It was obvious that he had not taken offence at anything Ravenstreet had said. Either he was not interested or he was too busy with the onions. Ravenstreet waited, keeping a look of enquiry directed at him. Finally Perperek turned, caught the look, and smiled his enormous fat smile.


    “What is accident one level of life no accident other level of life. You unnerstan’?”


    “No, I don’t.”


    Perperek rapidly spread flour on a board. “Imagine we say there is here nice place—is good for eating in air—what you call eating in air?”


    “Do you mean a picnic?”


    “Picnic, yes! Is good this place for picnic—pretty ladies like it very much. But here is ants—many, many little ants—and pretty ladies do not like ants with picnic. So you say to servant to go do some things to kill many, many ants this place. So it happens. Many, many ants are killed and other little ants speak of terrible accident—famous terrible accident this is in ant world. Now you unnerstan’?”


    “Yes, I understand about the ants and the picnic place. But I don’t see how the argument applies to that plane this afternoon. That was an accident all right. You’re not going to tell me you believe the pilot deliberately contrived——”


    “No, no, no, no! Pilot has no part in this. Something different. We will not talk of it. Too many things to unnerstan’.” He was testing the frying onions with a fork. “But you ask about these suits­cases and I say we take them because we think something might happen—we do not know what. We try to warn hotel people——”


    “Yes, I remember Mr. Wayland saying that, and I wondered at the time what he meant. You warned them that something might happen——”


    “Is no use,” said Perperek dispassionately. “Is never use. Waste of talk. Imagine I say to you that you feel bad inside—too much tick-tock—so you make wrong move—then make worse moves—all bad. You listen when I warn? No never! You see?”


    “You’re probably right. I wouldn’t take any notice. By the way, you didn’t really mean I was feeling bad inside and so making wrong moves, did you?”


    “Yes. As you are, I think,” he replied indifferently. “Tick-tock. Bad feeling. Tick-tock. Wrong move. Tick-tock. Worse, worse. Tick-tock, tick-tock.”


    “What’s this tick-tock business?” demanded Raven­street, not repressing his irritation.


    “Wrong view of time.” And for a moment Perperek lost his twinkle and his smile and stared at him bleakly, making him feel he was suddenly looking at quite a different man. Then the twinkle and smile returned. “You like garlic?”


    “Yes, but not too much, please, Mr. Perperek.”


    “Not Mr. Perperek. We make a rule now. No sirs and misters—just Perperek, Marot, Wayland, Rav-en-street. Is a rule.”


    Ravenstreet agreed. He had meant to ask Perperek what this wrong view of time was but now decided against it: Perperek looked as if he did not intend to discuss such subjects. There was silence for a while.


    “I tell what you think,” Perperek suddenly an­nounced, leaving the stove and lighting a cigarette.


    “Go on, then.” Ravenstreet was dubious.


    “You think Wayland, Marot, Perperek, older than first look—old men have young feeling. Silly men. Talk together of vegetable foods or special costume or new rules of health. A pity. Could do something better—even fat Perperek. What you say?” And he looked quizzically through the smoke of his cigarette. He smoked little brown cigarettes and pulled at them furiously.


    “About right,” said Ravenstreet calmly. “But then you must have met all that before. I’d be more im­pressed if you told me how you knew something might happen to the White Horse.”


    “Is good this name. White horse belong to white magic. Good magician might ride white horse or give him to hero.” He took a final pull at his cigarette and the rather acrid smoke came rolling out. “You wonder what we are, Rav-en-street. I tell you. We are magicians.”


    “Magicians? What kind of magicians?”


    “Good magicians.” Perperek chuckled as he returned to his cooking. “White horse magicians. When you taste dinner you agree. Now no more questions. Is too busy with dinner. Pliz tell Marot and Wayland in half an hour perhaps dinner ready. You have good red wine—Bordeaux? I think we open two bottles, pliz.”


    The dinner when it finally arrived on the table, about an hour later, was excellent, far beyond anything Mrs. Wiverson could have contrived out of such odds and ends. Perperek had an unpronounceable name for his chief dish, a kind of goulash. It was very good indeed. Wayland and Marot ate and drank sparingly—they were obviously men of that sort—but Ravenstreet followed the example of Perperek himself, who dealt en­thusiastically with his own creations and did justice to the claret.


    When he had first brought them here, Ravenstreet had seen himself putting these three fellows at their ease, doing his best, he hoped, not to seem patronising. Now, at the dinner table, he was wondering how to put himself at ease with them. There was no danger of his appearing patronising; it was years since he had felt less important in any company. Wayland and Marot were polite, Perperek went out of his way to suggest a gregarious old clown; it was nothing they obviously said or did that diminished him in his own sight; but there it was, he felt like a schoolboy again, dining with three masters. To keep some sort of talk going, he made some brief references to his own background and affairs, made the usual general remarks about trade and foreign affairs, to all of which Wayland and Marot listened with polite but remote attention and Perperek heard with a kind of twinkling derision. Ravenstreet could not help feeling like a child running in and out of a room to display his toys to adults thinking about other things. He knew that if he had announced that he had just been made head of the greatest industrial combine in Britain, they would have regarded him in exactly the same way. Which meant that either all three were quietly mad, entangled for the rest of their lives in some idiotic dream, or they were in fact saner and wiser than he was, looking at life from some standpoint he had not reached and might never arrive at. And surely, he told himself with some impatience, he could decide between these views, make up his mind about his own guests.


    “Fortunately,” said Wayland with a smile, “you are not a conceited man, Ravenstreet. If you thought you knew everything, you would have come at once to the wrong conclusion about us.”


    Ravenstreet could only stare at him. Had he involuntarily revealed his thoughts, spoken something aloud? He decided he hadn’t. There had been silence for the last minute or two; Wayland must have read his mind. Magicians?


    “Better for him he is not like that,” said Marot thoughtfully. “But for us—perhaps no.”


    “I think not, Marot,” said Wayland. “What do you think, Perperek?”


    “I think not. Already I say some things. Not much until we decide—but some things. It was all right, I felt.”


    Wayland nodded agreement, then turned to Raven­street. “I’m sorry. This isn’t polite, I know. And you are being extremely kind—we appreciate it. But we don’t meet often, we three, and we must take some very important decisions. Everything is more com­plicated than you can understand. And it would take too long to explain.”


    “I’m glad to have you here, gentlemen.” Ravenstreet looked round, smiling. “Naturally I’m curious, especially after certain things that Perperek said earlier. But I shan’t embarrass you or waste your time with questions. You must feel free to go ahead and not bother about me.”


    “That is well said.” This was from Marot, and coming from that bleak presence, as if from some Alpine height, it was a handsome compliment.


    “I tell you—he is nice man,” cried Perperek. “And so unhappy—all tick-tock. I think we tell him some things.”


    “Unhappy?” Ravenstreet frowned at him. “I don’t think so, you know. A bit lost at the moment—I don’t mean because of you three but because of other things—but that’s all, I fancy.”


    Perperek did not trouble to reply but merely shook his head, before cutting for himself an uncommonly thick slice of Bel Paese.


    “One of us might prove to you that you are wrong there, Ravenstreet,” said Wayland gently.


    “Surely if a man says he isn’t unhappy, you can’t prove he’s wrong,” Ravenstreet protested.


    “You can if you give him some standard of com­parison that he accepts——”


    “But how——?”


    “Oh—it’s quite easily done. Later perhaps.”


    “Painless?” Ravenstreet gave it a touch of derision.


    “Probably not,” said Wayland dryly. “That’s a risk you’d have to take. But forgive us again if we discuss you at your own dinner-table as if you weren’t here. It’s rather urgent.” He looked at the other two. “You appreciate the problem? Is our meeting with him accident or not? If not, does it merely go a little way—that having escaped we have this place at once for further discussions? Just that, nothing else.”


    “That is my view, as you know,” said Marot. “I ask for caution in this matter.”


    “And I incline to think that it doesn’t merely go a little way,” Wayland continued in his quiet even tone. “It might go a long way. Some help may have been given here. One of the great challenges may be along this line. I feel it is.”


    “I too,” cried Perperek. “I feel it strong while I am cooking the dinner—and we talk a little—something, nothing. But then I feel it.”


    “Reply to the countermove this afternoon, you think, Perperek?” said Wayland.


    “Yes—yes—yes. I say so when you first go speak to him—you remember, Marot, I say it then?”


    “Yes, you did. And you may be right,” said Marot slowly. “And I may be too cautious. But suppose something else—that it is an extension of the counter­move—the second barrel of the gun being fired—what then?”


    “I have had most—something—what?—contact, eh?” said Perperek. “I risk it. I say some small things. Then I wait.”


    “We ought to come to a decision here and now.” Wayland looked from one to the other. “But you must agree, Marot.”


    Marot hesitated. Then he did a curious thing, which Ravenstreet was never to forget. Very slowly, like a battleship bringing its great forward guns into action, he turned his head and stared at Ravenstreet. The light was none too good now, the thunder clouds having climbed from the West to hang over the house, darkening the windows. Ravenstreet did not look away but met the challenge of these eyes, a luminous grey in that light. Ravenstreet had the feeling that his mind was being stripped, down to a level beyond his own consciousness. He didn’t move, didn’t speak. It seemed as if the world waited in silence, as if time stopped. Ravenstreet felt himself reduced to a mere spark of being. He existed, that was all.


    “Pardon!” said Marot, with a bleak smile as he broke the spell. He nodded to the other two. “It is for you to do this, Wayland, tonight if possible, while Perperek and I have some conference.”


    “A little way, just enough,” said Wayland. He looked at Ravenstreet, smiling again now. “If you don’t object.”


    “I told you, when I said I didn’t want to interfere, that naturally I’m curious, particularly as I can’t make head or tail of what you’ve been saying. What about some coffee?”


    “I have him.” And as Perperek rose, lilac-coloured light glared through the windows, the rain began drumming, and then the thunder rolled. Ravenstreet, feeling rather shaky, although as a rule his nerves were good, lit some candles and went in search of brandy and cigars. Half-an-hour later, he and Wayland settled down in the small study. The storm had gone but it was still raining heavily, making a not unpleasant sound among the leaves close to the open window. The hour after dinner, the familiar little room where he often sat when alone, the rain outside, together created an intimate atmosphere and Ravenstreet felt more at ease than he had done in the dining-room.


    “May I ask a question or two first?” said Ravenstreet.


    “I can’t pledge myself to answer them fully,” Wayland replied. “There might be too much to explain.”


    “Fair enough! But you might give me some idea of what you think you’re doing. After all, you allowed me to overhear that rum argument you had at the dinner-table, and naturally I’m curious now.”


    “If I tell you what we’re doing,” said Wayland smiling, “then you will tell me either that you don’t believe me or that we are deceiving ourselves. Then we argue, and the evening vanishes. Nothing will have been gained, much lost. I say this reluctantly, Raven­street,” he continued earnestly. “At some other time, if you wish it, I’ll spend whole days instructing you in our beliefs, the ancient wisdom. But now, with your permission, it’s I who must ask the questions.”


    “But if I knew more, I might be able to answer your questions——”


    “It doesn’t follow, my friend.” Wayland smiled again. He had a pleasant smile that at once illuminated his darkish, seamed and rather withered face, taking years off it. Ravenstreet had wanted to ask a question about their ages. He felt almost certain now that they might even be in their eighties. Magicians?


    “Perperek gave me a few facts about you.” Then he added, with a grin. “He also said you were magicians.”


    “Then I had better say the same thing, even though Perperek has always been the humorist of our group. So let us say we are three old magicians. There you are, Ravenstreet.” His tone was playful.


    “I’ll accept that—with some reservations.” Raven­street kept it light too. “You certainly knew—or guessed—what I was thinking at dinner, didn’t you? And Perperek worked the same trick—if it is a trick—when we were together in the kitchen. Is this part of the magic?” He waited a moment for a reply, but not receiving one, he continued: “And I must confess that when Marot was staring at me, at the end of dinner, I felt I was being taken to pieces and that every piece was being given a thorough examination—a most curious and alarming experience.”


    “He has that power. It requires long training. And I assure you it cannot be derived from any set of non­sensical beliefs.”


    “But magicians?” Ravenstreet laughed. “Come, come, Wayland —we’re all friends here, I hope, so it’s not necessary to——”


    But the other cut in sharply: “Perperek was trying to amuse you. Of course we don’t call ourselves magicians. We’re not working along those lines at all. We happen to have acquired some of the old tricks perhaps——” And Wayland shrugged away the rest of the sentence, leaving the last three words of it in mid-air.


    Ravenstreet looked and sounded dubious. “Too mysterious for me. What old tricks?”


    Wayland stared at him for a moment, rather as Marot had done, but then glanced at the window and gave a cry of astonishment. “Snow in July? Surely not!”


    “Impossible!”


    “See for yourself, then, Ravenstreet.”


    He had to, of course. And there it was. The whirling semi-­darkness of a heavy snowfall, with white flakes everywhere, and the ground covered already and the upper sides of branches already whitened. And what was really more remarkable was that he found at once in the scene all the enchantment he remembered from childhood, as if the fairy-tale world had returned. There seemed to be more warmth, promise and beauty in this glimpse of snowy darkness than there had been in all the wide panorama of his life during these last years. He cried out not so much with astonishment as with joy. He turned to look at Wayland, who was sitting there smiling at him. He knew then something was wrong. The merest glance through the window confirmed it. Not a trace of snow; the end of a thunderstorm on a July night, darkening rain noisy among the leaves; his own world again, promising nothing. He sat down heavily, a melancholy ageing man.


    “Very brilliant,” he said dully. “I congratulate you. I wouldn’t have thought it possible.”


    “It’s an old trick, snow through the window in summer, or a glimpse of a summer’s day in mid-winter. The medieval wizards are on record performing it. That’s why I chose it as a possible demonstration.”


    “Yes, very effective. No more doubts about your being magicians, Wayland. You notice I don’t sound very cheerful. Do you know why?”


    “Certainly,” replied Wayland. “You don’t like being back in your own mind again. Too bleak. Even the snow was better.”


    Ravenstreet sat up. “My God, Wayland, that’s better than your bit of hypnotism—or whatever it was. This really could be magic—and where it’s wanted too. Tell me something, then I’ll stop asking questions. What did Perperek mean by tick-tock—something about a wrong view of time, he said?”


    Wayland smiled. “Tick-tock is one of Perperek’s favourite shorthand terms, useful in any language. He uses it to describe the belief that time as it passes is destroying everything or, if you prefer it, hurrying us all down a steep track to oblivion——”


    “A belief from which I’m suffering,” said Ravenstreet.


    “From which you’re undoubtedly suffering, along with some other millions of busy, important, influen­tial men, who may now be pushing their families, friends and neighbours down the road the bees and ants went.”


    “That’s altogether too fantastic, Wayland.”


    “I don’t ask you to believe it. Remember what I said earlier, when you insisted upon asking some questions.”


    Ravenstreet, his eyes narrowed, regarded him thoughtfully. “I’m not going to argue,” he began slowly. “But naturally I overheard what you all said at dinner, and I want to get things straight, as I think you see them. And this should help you as well as me. I turn up this afternoon, just after your hotel has been pulverised by an aircraft that crashed. I think that was an accident. You don’t, obviously, and you can point out, fairly enough, that you’d moved yourselves and your bags out of the hotel, as if you knew something might happen. Anyhow, I turn up, and immediately you come across and begin talking. That wasn’t accidental, I take it?”


    “Not at all. Quite deliberate on my part.”


    “Now let me see if I have this next bit right, re­membering what you said at dinner. My turning up might simply mean that you’re being helped a little—by who or what I can’t imagine—because I immediately ask you to stay here, a move that might at least save you time and trouble. And I’ll admit I don’t know why I did it—a sudden impulse, although I’m not an im­pulsive type. But—you don’t mind this, Wayland?”


    “Please go on.”


    “But it might go further than that, in your view. I might have more to offer—might be able to tell you something you want to know, though I can’t think what—though of course I don’t know what you think you’re doing. On the other hand—and I get this again from what you said at dinner—my appearance might repre­sent a cunning move by the other side, whoever or whatever they might be, something even trickier than somehow aiming a pilotless plane at you. And that’s the risk you had to take. Have I got it right, Wayland?”


    “More or less—yes. And I must congratulate you. For a man who knows nothing about these things, you have been unusually quick and intelligent.”


    “Don’t congratulate me too soon,” said Ravenstreet, rather grimly. “Because I must confess I don’t believe a word of it. I don’t mean you’re deceiving me. But I think you’re deceiving yourselves. It isn’t that kind of world, nothing like it.”


    “So you imagine.” Wayland was quite unruffled. “But the world in which such things couldn’t happen is merely the world you’ve constructed for yourself. And you don’t even like it.”


    “True, but I think I’d like yours even less. I don’t pretend to have thought much about these things. I’m a fairly simple-minded engineer and industrialist——”


    “Who doesn’t know where he is,” said Wayland calmly, “what he ought to do, or even if life’s worth living——”


    “I’ll admit it.”


    “I must warn you that whether you think life worth living or not, you will have to live it. There’s no escape, no oblivion round the corner. Time isn’t destroying you, but neither can you destroy it. Life must be lived, but of course you can decide on what level you will live it. That is, if you know enough and are prepared to make the right effort. Our chief trouble now is that we don’t know enough and only make wrong efforts. The results might soon be dis­astrous. Which may be one reason why three eccentric elderly men are here together at Broxley Manor, thanks to the kindness of Sir Charles Ravenstreet. And now, please,” Wayland went on, in a rather sharper tone, “it is my turn to ask questions. Quite simple questions. Tell me first something about yourself.”


    Ravenstreet lit a pipe, giving himself time to think. “I’m in my middle fifties, as you can probably see,” he began slowly. “I was trained as an electrical engineer. I joined a small firm that prospered and then amalgamated with several others. My boss, Frank Crewe, was both a brilliant inventive fellow and a fine industrialist. He and I enjoyed working together. Finally, I married his daughter, who died a few years ago. We had no children. It wasn’t a very successful marriage. After Crewe died, I became Managing Director. The com­pany rapidly expanded during the War. Among other things, I helped to design a new electrical unit for submarines, for which I was knighted at the end of the War. At the last Board meeting, just recently, another man was made Managing Director. I resigned from the Board and then sold out my stock, which leaves me a fairly rich man with nothing to do. I don’t like this, I’ll admit. I’m feeling bored, stale, disappointed, perhaps rather bitter. Not a good example of the way life ought to be lived, Wayland, I’ll grant you that. But there it is.”


    “And that’s all?”


    “The chief facts. I’ve met some men recently who have an idea I might join them in an enterprise they have in mind, quite a new field to me. Nothing’s been decided yet. This seems to interest you.” For he had noticed a certain quickening in the other man.


    “It does. What is this new enterprise, please?”


    Ravenstreet took out his pipe and stared at it for a moment, “I don’t think that’s a fair question, Wayland, if you don’t mind my saying so. If it were my show, I’d tell you all about it. But it isn’t. And I gave my word not to talk about it. I know you’re magicians,” and he smiled broadly, “not business men or journalists. But talk soon gets around. No, Wayland, I’m sorry.”


    “I could give you my promise that I would only mention this new enterprise to Marot and Perperek—and only then if I thought it really necessary—and that none of us would talk about it. And I can assure you we have trained ourselves to keep silent, to avoid chatter.”


    “I can believe that,” said Ravenstreet, who could. “But I still don’t think it’s good enough. Sorry!”


    “Very well. Then do something else, which would not involve you in breaking your word, Ravenstreet. Please describe one of these men you have met recently. If there is a leader, describe him. How did he strike you? What did he say—about himself, his aims, his views of life?”


    Ravenstreet thought this over. After some con­sideration he found himself not merely willing but eager to describe his meeting with Mervil, whose name, however, he did not mention. As soon as he began remembering that evening, much of the talk came back to him, though he was careful to say nothing about Sepman’s drug. Wayland listened very carefully, occasionally throwing in a question or asking Raven­street to repeat something.


    “And that is all,” Wayland said finally. “Except of course any discussion you had concerning the new enterprise. One question about that—no, I’m not asking you to break your word. But there is something I must know. Could this new enterprise affect the lives of many, many people?”


    “I think I can answer that. Yes—millions, if it should be successful.”


    Wayland rose. “Thank you. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll talk to the other two for a few minutes. And there’s something I’d like you to do for me while I’m gone. Don’t think about this business at all. Begin to think about your own life. Explore the past. That might be useful when I return.”


    But he did not return. To Ravenstreet’s surprise, it was Marot who came in. “I have come in Wayland’s place,” he announced gravely.


    “To do what? That sounds offensive but it isn’t meant to be.”


    “I do not take it so. Yes, I have a purpose. To persuade you, by an example, that your view of life is wrong and ours is right.”


    “More magic?”


    “Perhaps, perhaps not. But we think we may need some help from you. If you think we are fooling our­selves, you will refuse that help. But this time it is not a little trick with snow. This is more serious. I wish to show you some part of your life. You have been thinking about it, Wayland says——?”


    “I tried to do what he asked me to do.”


    “Then continue, please. Think of an important time, when you perhaps came to some important decision. Don’t trouble about me. Imagine I am not here. You are alone—with your life. Now then, please!”


    Suddenly Ravenstreet had to laugh, not long and hard but noisily enough to disturb and then anger the old Frenchman, who sat erect, his gaunt frame towering above the chair back, and glared down at Ravenstreet, who was lolling at ease. “I’m sorry, Marot. I shouldn’t have done that. But suddenly the whole thing seemed so ridiculous. I know it’s not funny to you, but——”


    “It will not be funny to you either,” cried Marot. “You will see. I ask you again—think of some important time, some important decision you once made——”


    “Yes, you said that before. And I’ll do it, to oblige you. But I can’t help it if it seems absurd, the two of us sitting here—me turning over my memories—you staring at me. Is there any real point in it?”


    Marot had mastered his anger. He replied bleakly, impressively. “I told you I wished to show you some part of your life. Not only as it was but as it is. I do it neither to amuse myself nor amuse you. I have more important things to do, as you will soon understand. I say you will understand because this will begin to make you understand. Like a child who learns something.”


    “A child is about the last creature I feel like, these days.”


    “Perhaps so. You have built yourself a prison to live in, and now are weary of living in it. This means there is some hope for you. If you were content, there would be none. We may need you, it seems. It is certain you need us. Now be quiet, please—remember, as I said—and I will show you time alive, the life as it is.”


    Now Ravenstreet was obedient, feeling that any further protest would be unmannerly; he was curious too about what might happen. Ignoring Marot, who was staring at him fixedly, he tugged again at the chain of memory. At first everything was as it had been during the interval when he had been alone, dis­connected, fragmentary, so many odd dates and names, faded glimpses of people and places. . . . Then he was with Philippa that last day or two—where was it?—Something Bay. That was important enough, but how little he remembered, how much the years had obliterated for ever! . . . And then he woke up in time alive. . . .


    


    


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER FOUR


    Time Alive


    He wasn’t simply remembering. This wasn’t like memory at all. He was back in September, 1926, and this was the little cottage that Philippa had borrowed for them at Pelrock Bay. He knew this was their tenth day together and that they still had another four to go. He had just come back from bathing, had put on his blue woollen shirt and old flannel bags and was stretched out in the lop-sided basket-chair, smoking a pipe. His body still felt the glow and tingle; his hair was salted, sticky; the sea was still roaring in his ears and even now a smell of seaweed came from somewhere. The door and window were wide open, and through them he could see an indeterminate blue that might be either sea or cloudless sky, only broken through the window by a segment of cliff that was pale yellow in the hazy September sunlight. It seemed to float, that cliff; but then the whole morning was afloat in the blue. The small sitting-room was solidly there; some sand on the worn linoleum; the green little hearthrug that clashed with the newer and more metallic green tablecloth; the grate, narrow, high, old-fashioned, that they had never cleaned after the fire they had had the first two nights; the three shelves of books, mostly the old red Nelson’s Seven­penny series, pre-war stuff; the photogravure of the saucy Royalist maid between the two Roundhead soldiers; the calendar for 1924; the deck-chair with its torn canvas back and the two Windsor uprights at the table; the two Victorian glass ornaments on the window­sill; the smoky low ceiling that badly needed doing over; the two brass oil-lamps on the tiny dresser, with the three quart bottles of beer between them. Yes, it was all there, the hour and the place, the great gold morning no longer lost, only waiting for him to recognise it again.


    Out of wherever he had been before—and hadn’t he been sitting with a strange old man somewhere?—he had brought nothing but a standard of comparison, which enabled him to realise how much richer the mere act of living seemed to be in this here and now, how a wealth of sights and sounds and smells had been newly restored to him, as if he had been returned, after some grey and muted exile, to the world that was rightly his, to some kingdom where spirit sharpened the senses and they in turn fed the spirit. Hadn’t he told somebody somewhere, far away in some unimaginable twilight, that he had been dead? Well now he was alive. He wriggled his toes inside the stained gym shoes he was wearing. He blew smoke towards the doorway and saw it dissolve into the blue. Even his hunger, for they hadn’t had much breakfast and the morning was wearing away (Phil had gone out to buy something for lunch, of course), had life in it, a kind of promise he’d been in danger of forgetting when he’d been some­where else, dead perhaps.


    He was waiting for something, though, besides Phil and lunch. And now that he was back—just the same except for one essential bit of him that watched, noted, compared, knew fresh delight and perhaps (he would see) an anguish he’d never known before—whatever it was, this thing for which he waited, it cast a shadow over the bright morning, already hinted at that anguish he might feel. He knew it would be much better if he didn’t sit there waiting, if he went out to meet Phil along the road from the village or returned to the beach, only a few hundred yards away, if he did anything rather than sit there and wait. But for what? And then he was admitted into the thought of the self, out of a multiplicity of selves, who had planned all this, his bathe, Phil’s trip to the village, his waiting here alone. He knew now. He wanted to be here alone when the postman called.


    The postman came, with a tremendous knock, a crimson whiskered face round the door, a remark about the weather, and two letters for Mr. Charles Raven­street. One was from Frank Crewe: Dear Charlie, Hope you are having a fine holiday and are feeling full of beans. But I want you back—sharp. The Midland order has come in and is better than we thought—this is where we really start to move, Charlie. The other thing—but don’t say I told you—is that Maureen is worrying about you and if you don’t get back this week she will be going off herself in a huff, which might spoil everything I have wanted for you two. So what about it? The other letter was typewritten and formal and was from a London firm of electrical engineers who had two or three branches out East. They had considered his application—he had applied for a job some weeks before, when Frank admitted that the New Central Electric was looking rocky—and were prepared to offer him a position in one of their Far Eastern branches: five years contract, starting at four hundred a year, with a living allowance that would be increased on marriage, and a chance afterwards, if they were satisfied with his work, of a job in London. So there it was. The crossroads were here. He could stay with Frank, marry Maureen, start moving up with the firm—and if the Midland order was better than Frank had expected, then it was very good indeed and New Central Electric would have to expand. But the letter from the London people meant that he could marry Philippa now if he wanted to, for here was the job going. It would have been difficult—no, impossible—to stay on with Frank and marry anybody else but Maureen; the old boy was too set on seeing him married to his daughter. But here was a way out if he really wanted Philippa for keeps, as he’d told her he did, often told himself too. Before this job out East had been offered to him he’d had a good excuse not to marry her, with this semi-engagement to his boss’s daughter hanging over him. In a difficult year like 1926, still feeling uneasy after the General Strike, an ambitious young electrical engineer isn’t going to jilt himself clean out of a job just to marry a girl he’s already sleeping with. After all, he’d never promised to marry Phil—they’d only talked about it vaguely, usually when they were sharing a cigarette after making love. But now with this letter from London here was the job he could take Phil out to (she’d go anywhere with him, he was certain of that), so the old excuse wouldn’t work any longer; and here by the very same post was Frank, probably egged on by Maureen (a cool sly one, not making a direct move herself), as good as ordering him back to get on with his work and his courting. He’d have to decide today: here were the crossroads.


    The essential Ravenstreet, who was back here with something added, didn’t think these thoughts but seemed to experience them just as everything else there—the quality of the morning, the look of the cottage, the feel of his skin after bathing—had been experienced. These thoughts were part of the scene. But unlike everything else, they were unwelcome. No escape from them, though; no possible substitution of other and better thoughts. Moreover, while this younger scheming self was thinking, withdrawn from his surroundings, the hour and the place lost their beguiling sights and sounds and smells, the morning withered, and neither spirit nor sense felt satisfaction. What this watch­ing, noting, comparing, essential self of Ravenstreet’s felt now was apprehension, as if some mysterious anguish, never known before, might be threateningly close.


    Phil arrived, out of breath, to dump two chops on the table. She was rather small, sturdier than she first appeared to be, almost as dark as an Indian, not regularly pretty but varying between amusing ugliness and something like real beauty. She was his own age, twenty-seven, had been engaged when very young to a fellow who was killed in 1918, and then forsworn love and driven all her energy into a bookshop and lending-library business, of which she now owned a half-share; and in the shop, where he had first got to know her, she was a cool little character, with never a hint of sex, but once he had broken through all that and they had been able to make love properly, she had openly and delightedly revealed herself as eager, impulsive, passion­ate. But she still remained more independent than most girls, tried to pay her way, and avoided any husband-catching tricks and emotional blackmail. There were times, however, when she clung to him desperately, her nails biting into his flesh, and often then her eyes would be filled with tears; but she never told him what was the matter. Except when they were deliberately fooling around or actually making love, to which she abandoned herself almost with a kind of despair, she kept her pride, never pressing him to tell her anything if he showed any reluctance, never making any fancy demands to test her hold over him, but just keeping going with him. This holiday, however, had been her idea, perhaps because she had been offered the cottage; yet now and again he felt she might have some special reason for wanting to be alone with him for two whole weeks, something outside her usual desire for him, and he wondered at times if she was waiting now for him to say they ought to get married.


    “Anything been happening?” she asked.


    “Not a thing.” Ravenstreet heard himself saying this. It was queer, not at all pleasant. The words came out too smoothly and easily, like little packets from a well-oiled slot machine. Quickly too, so that they were out before he could think of changing them.


    “No post?”


    “I’d a note from my boss, Frank Crewe.” Nothing about the other letter, about the offer that would enable them to marry. Suppressed in a twinkling too; he was off again at once. “He says we’ve got that Midland order and wants me back at once.”


    “Oh no!” She was all dismay.


    “That’s what he says. We’ve been counting on that order. Makes all the difference.”


    “Well, we’ve been counting on this holiday. He can do without you for a few days, can’t he?”


    “Possibly. Danger is, he might decide that he could do without me for ever and ever. He’s rather that sort. Either you’re with him, heart and soul, or you’re not. I’ve told you that before, Phil,” he added rather sulkily.


    It was bewildering, sometimes sickening, then and later, how one part of him felt all that was behind the words he spoke, while the other part, newly arrived, remained in its detachment, not necessarily feeling nothing but feeling something quite different from the speaker, whose thoughts and emotions were given with the scene. What Ravenstreet felt now, right at the heart of the experience, was a horrified astonishment at the duplicity of this apparently naïve young Charlie Ravenstreet, who was making every word, every shift of tone, every gesture, contribute to a performance so elaborate in its technique, so contemptible in its aim. Did we go through our adult lives acting in this fashion? If this is what could be done with love in a cottage, with a dark girl, tender and passionate, in golden weather by the sea, what mountebanking and humbug must go on elsewhere!


    She was regarding him questioningly, her whole person still and solemn. “Yes, I know. What have you decided to do, then, Charlie?”


    “Nothing yet. Give me time to think, Phil.” It was not entirely a false show of irritation; but of course the performance was still going on.


    She knew something was wrong, caught the stale old whiff of treachery—as he saw now, with rage, with shame—but she forced a smile: “I’ll start lunch. You must be hungry. I’m famished. Lovely chops.” She was rather noisy as she bustled about in the tiny kitchen.


    The young man who moved uneasily about the sitting-room and then went to sit on the bench outside the window, in the huge glow and quiet of that September noon, was a battlefield where two sets of selves struggled for mastery. There was a Charlie who had taken her in his arms so often and then shared a cigarette in that miniature world of peace and tenderness, who wanted to rush into the kitchen, put his arms round her again, tell her about the letter with the job out East in it, and share her excitement and joy. But the other set were doubtful about this excitement and joy, here today and gone tomorrow, asked how much it was really worth, and exchanged sound long-term views. To some of them there was something foolish and cloying in this whole love business. One of them, not a nice fellow but persuasive, came wriggling out of the dusk to declare that, quite apart from the better prospects that Frank Crewe as a father-in-law might offer, he was more interested in what might lie behind young Maureen Crewe’s pale uncertain look, her rather sly manner, her cool virginity, than he was in Phil’s open warmth, her familiar surrender, all too easy. Why throw chances away, he argued, for something you’ve had and could have again, no doubt, any time you wanted it. And the young man, who would call himself Charles Ravenstreet whatever he did, made no move toward the kitchen.


    They were gay at lunch, talking hard, laughing a lot; lovers on the spree. There was pretence in it of course on both sides, yet now and then it was real gaiety, youth breaking through. Throughout this meal and after­wards, during the early afternoon when after washing-up and clearing things away they suddenly fell to making love, Ravenstreet found himself varying bewilderingly between complete identification with his younger self, tasting the meat and vegetables and bitter beer, feeling the warmth of her lips and the pressure of her body, and a bitterly critical distance from the scene, when he observed rather than experienced it. At those moments he was far more aware of what she was thinking and feeling than this young man was, this young man she truly loved who was himself yet not himself. He knew her doubt, her resolve to forget the doubt, her sudden sick descents into despair; yet there was something—a secret fact, a giant fear—overshadowing her mind that remained unrevealed to him. His younger self didn’t even know that something was there. Yet that fact, that fear, was the key, and there was a door, into a life that would have meaning, that couldn’t be opened without it.


    She slept, exhausted, in the low-roofed oven of a bedroom, and a certain Charlie Ravenstreet, over­coming and then forgetting the others who would have to live with him through many a year, remembered a five-thirty-five train and began creeping about the place, putting his things together. A horrible fellow, who should be out of the sun for ever; yet Sir Charles Raven­street could feel the man’s sweat on his forehead. Did this go on and on and on? Couldn’t it be stopped? Couldn’t it be changed? Were we—oh, a nightmare conclusion—machines that yet could feel a living being’s guilt and anguish? As if a little wheel or coil somewhere deep among the cogs had quivering nerves!


    She awoke and looked at him, and there was no stopping the tragic little farce they had to play now. Every false word slipped out before he could change it. His sense of frustration was terrible, for he felt certain there existed some power, which he couldn’t discover how to use, that could break this evil spell of recurrence, a strength he couldn’t find that would lift the heavy hour out of this groove.


    “You’re going, then, Charlie?”


    “I must, Phil. Just can’t be helped.”


    She was fighting herself to believe him. Treachery clouded the air between them. “Would you have gone without telling me—if I hadn’t wakened up?”


    “I don’t know.” He was irritable; he fussed about with his bag. “I don’t suppose so. But I knew you were tired.”


    “Are you tired—of me?”


    “Now—for God’s sake—that doesn’t come into it at all. You know I don’t want to go back. But I feel I ought to—I’ve told you how things are at the firm. We’ve got to get busy, as Crewe says. What’s the matter with you?” A mistake this. He hurried on: “We’ve had a wonderful time—ten days together, a lot more than we thought we’d have. If I’ve got to cut it short now—well, it’s a nuisance but it just can’t be helped, that’s all.”


    She was crying, with no words to explain how lost and gone she was in her misery, blotting out sun and sea, all the gold turned to heated brass.


    “I must say you’re being unreasonable, Phil.” Even this fellow knew this to be a lie.


    She found some words. “You weren’t even going to take me back with you.”


    Out they came, the false look of surprise, the false words. “Of course not. You don’t want to go back, do you? I thought you’d want to stay on here—finish your holiday.”


    She was a fury, glaring and black. “Don’t talk like a bloody fool. Why should I want to stay on here—without you? What am I going to do? What am I going to feel? Don’t you understand anything at all?”


    This was a fine chance. “You told me you wanted to come here whether I came or not.” Quiet, reasonable, deadly. “This was your favourite place, you said. So I don’t see why you’ve got to scream your head off, calling me a bloody fool, just because I assume you’d want to finish your holiday. And I haven’t got my own business, remember. I have to do what I’m told—or take the consequences——”


    “Oh—shut up——”


    “All right. I’ll shut up.” He did some more and quite unnecessary bag work. And this other Raven­street found himself staring at a green linen shirt—he’d bought it at a sale in Oxford Street when up for the day in London in the autumn of 1925—and his fingertips felt its harsh but cool and pleasing caress. She had gone. He heard a tap running. When she faced him again, a minute or two later, she was neat, pale, composed, beyond the battle for love now.


    “Are you catching the five-thirty-five? You’ll have to hurry, won’t you? I won’t come to the station. You didn’t expect me to, did you?” Questions asked in another cottage, in another world, where surrender and passion and tenderness had never been heard of, a cool and dignified world, empty as hell. That was where she might have to live now, banished by some treachery she would never understand.


    This again was when all might be changed, by a look, a word. But the young man was in control of the situation, not the other who could do nothing but feel his helplessness and share something of the girl’s frozen anguish. There were more words exchanged but they had no real meaning. Time, which seemed to have no even pace here but moved with the heart, hurried to gabble them.


    He was outside, dazzled by the sun and the flashing mirror of the sea, carrying a raincoat and his bag. He turned, before climbing the steps to the road, and saw her standing at the door watching him, a forlorn little figure yet huge in its reproach. And now it appeared that memory or anything resembling it turned to wild dreaming, for he no longer saw through the eyes of his younger self, about to climb the steps, but seemed to move closer to the girl standing at the door, whose misery and despair rose like a dark tide to drown him. What was that something still hidden from him, the fact, the fear, the key that was lost? He had it—yes, he had it—no, he had nothing. . . .


    He stared at the chair facing his in the little study; and was much relieved to find that Marot had gone. But then it was late, close on midnight. He must have been asleep for a couple of hours. What had Marot said—that he would show him time alive, the life as it is? As he crept upstairs, almost morbidly anxious to reach his room without meeting anybody, Ravenstreet began asking himself what in fact he had experienced during those two hours, whether he had remembered or dreamt, or dreamt and remembered together, or if, as he suspected Marot meant to suggest, he had more or less re-entered a past that was in some inexplicable fashion still going on, presumably in ‘time alive’ or ‘the life as it is’. He had come across vague references to theories that played about with time and unknown dimensions in this fashion, and so far as he could under­stand such theories he found them irrational and repellent, belonging to some tormented Eastern notions of existence. By the time he reached his room, his mind still working coldly, he had come to the con­clusion that what he had experienced was a mixture of memories, released in a flood by some hypnotic trick of Marot’s, and some dream elements, stimulated no doubt by his talk with the Magicians. So there it was.


    The rain had stopped; the night was clear and fresh; he stayed by the open window, breathing deeply. And it was then, just when he thought he had the whole business nicely and coolly settled, that he felt such emotion as he hadn’t known for years and years, as if a giant hand were shaking him. It was almost every kind of feeling at once: bitterness and horror and pain were there, reaching out to him from Pelrock Bay and 1926, but so were wonder and a strange hopefulness, even a sort of confused joy, coming from a sense of indefinable possibilities, perhaps time alive, perhaps life as it is.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER FIVE


    Wise Men in a Garden


    It was a smoking hot morning; the tall flowers in the borders blazed; distance was lost in the heat haze; the air was unmoving, heavy; the whole garden might have been inside a greenhouse. Ravenstreet had breakfasted lightly in his bedroom, had seen the Wiversons, telephoned the works, written a few letters, and was now ready if necessary to spend the rest of the morning with the Magicians. Bury had put out some deck-chairs for them near the summer-house, and there he found them, their wise old heads wreathed in smoke. It seemed wrong to ask such characters how they had slept, so he merely gave them a Good-morning, dropped into the fourth chair, and waited for their questions.


    “I thought it better,” said Marot, an old grey eagle in this morning light, “to leave you last night. These experiences—they are often very disturbing, exhausting—much emotion. One is better alone perhaps.”


    “That was tactful of you,” said Ravenstreet. “It was, as you say, a disturbing, exhausting experience. I still don’t understand it, don’t know where I am. Somehow you made me re-live a day I’d almost forgotten; perhaps because I’d wanted to forget it, as the psychologists tell us——”


    “Psychologists!” cried Perperek, his yellow moon of a face creased with contempt. “Is no use talking of psychologists. Tick-tock—tick-tock!” He removed some shreds of tobacco from his underlip, as if a Freudian or two might be hiding there.


    Ravenstreet looked at Marot. “You said you wished to show me some part of my life as it is. Those were your very words, I remember. The time alive. Well, I suppose that’s what happened. It’s hard to explain. I was there, twenty-seven years ago, doing and saying the same things, not able to stop myself though I tried hard enough sometimes. But of course I wasn’t exactly the same. Here it gets very confusing. I was conscious of my own consciousness as it was then. I was back there and yet was different—I’m afraid I’ll never make you understand.” He looked round at them innocently.


    Perperek roared with laughter, swallowed some smoke, coughed, wheezed, spluttered, thumped his fat little thighs. Wayland was smiling broadly. Only Marot still looked grave. “You forget, my friend,” he said reproachfully. “You have not to make us under­stand. We were trying to make you understand.”


    “It was a sort of test, you remember,” said Wayland, still smiling. “We asked for your help. We had to prove we were worthy of it.”


    “Did I not say,” said Marot carefully, “I must persuade you by an example that your view of life is wrong and ours is right? You agree? Then that was the example.”


    “Tick-tock gone.” Perperek grinned. “Where is tick-tock now? I tell you other thing, Rav-en-street. You change a little already. You notice? Is true. More open, more life. Is more garden for you today than yesterday. You notice?”


    “I hadn’t, but now I come to think of it, you’re probably right.” Ravenstreet hesitated. “When I—remembered that day, went back to it—I felt at once how much richer and warmer my sensations were—I was a lot younger then of course. But—now you mention it—there has been a sort of hangover since I—I returned. I’m noticing more. Curious!” He looked almost angrily at the grinning Perperek. “How the devil do you know these things?”


    Perperek roared with laughter again. “The devil—yes. I am fat little devil. Is new kind—not so good to look at—would not please ladies so much—but still very clever—read important English industry man like little book for childrens——”


    “Now, Perperek,” said Wayland, “we must get on with this.” He looked at Ravenstreet. “What you experienced last night isn’t any concern of ours. It’s your affair, your life. I must warn you, though, that it wasn’t memory, simply traces in the brain of what is over and done with. It hadn’t that quality, had it?”


    “No, it hadn’t,” Ravenstreet admitted. “The whole feeling of it was different. It was solidly and intensely there. Was I hypnotised into believing that—what shall I say?—that a released flood of memories was something really happening again?” He glanced at Marot, who after all had been responsible for this queer business.


    The gaunt old Frenchman shook his head. “No, you have it the wrong way round. You were—what is it?—de-hypnotised. When you speak of floods of memories, you speak out of hypnotic trance.”


    “Trance of tick-tock,” cried Perperek. “A day is here, is gone. A minute is here, is gone. A second is here, is gone. Past is nothing. Future is nothing. All is thin slice—a tick, a tock—between nothings. You hyp­notise yourself believe these things—all follows very, very bad. A life for sheeps. Marot, I think we walk an’ talk a little—eh?”


    The other man obediently rose, nodding to Wayland, as if telling him to carry on with Ravenstreet’s in­struction. The tottering giant and the fat waddling dwarf moved together across the lawn, a vaudeville act again. Ravenstreet wanted to laugh. Had he been in danger of losing his common sense and humour? These fellows might have some odd gifts and tricks—all kinds of people had—and yet be childishly wrong about everything. Philippa’s cottage at Pelrock Bay, so far as he was concerned, was now as much part of the past, sunk into it, sealed by it, as the men building the Pyramids were, as dead and gone for ever as Julius Cæsar. What was real, to be taken into account, was the here and now—the bee-buzzing borders, the grass warm in the sun, the July blue, the two quaint receding figures, the flushed brick of the house front, Bury and Wiverson gossiping at the entrance to the vege­table garden, Wayland and himself about to talk. He must stop this Magicians’ nonsense getting hold of him.


    “What about common sense?” he suddenly demanded of the waiting Wayland. “Despise it?”


    “Not at all in its place.” Wayland glanced in the direction his friends had gone. “Those two have probably more common sense than anybody in this country.”


    “Hard to prove.”


    “Of course. But both of them have lived exactly as they’ve wanted to live, and have spent at least fifty years raising their level of being and acquiring real knowledge, wisdom. They know far more than I do. I was once their pupil, their disciple, but now they pretend I’m their colleague. Both of them use common sense where it’s needed, in common affairs. But I think you meant something else, Ravenstreet. You were in fact retreating, busy wondering if you weren’t in danger of allowing us to make a fool of you.”


    “This thought-reading act you fellows do makes any discussion with you difficult and embarrassing.” Raven­street was rather impatient. “But, if you don’t mind my saying so, you might have a good mind-reading act and yet be wrong about most things.”


    Wayland smiled broadly, his dark parchment face lighting up. Whatever else he might be, he was certainly a most even-tempered old fellow, rather more so, it seemed to Ravenstreet, than his two senior necromancers. “We have no acts, only a certain amount of knowledge, rare now. And I will say again what I told you last night. We have no wish to convert you to our way of thinking, Ravenstreet. It would take too long and there is much to do.”


    “Much of what to do?”


    “Our object in meeting like this is to share any discoveries we may have made, to pool our knowledge, and to discuss what may be done by ourselves and others——”


    “Yes, yes,” cried Ravenstreet impatiently. “The usual objects of a conference, however small. But to what purpose? Or haven’t you one?”


    “Our purpose—and of course we aren’t alone here—need not be despised even by the busiest man,” replied Wayland with a smooth irony that was not unpleasant. “It is to save Man—not all men but some—essential Man, if you like.”


    “From what?” His tone was sceptical.


    “From being bound, without hope of release, into the mere organic life of this planet, without any further chance of possible development as a fully conscious spiritual being, capable of being himself, of making free choices. We don’t want mankind to go the way the social insects went.”


    “Good God! Of course not.” Ravenstreet stared at him, incredulous. “Neither does anybody else. Any­how, it’s absurd, I’m sorry—but—really——”


    Wayland was no longer smiling now, but, to Raven­street’s relief, he showed no sign of losing his temper. His self-control was exceptional. “Very well, it’s absurd. But you must allow us our absurdity —that is, if you are ready to dismiss in a second what we’ve been thinking about for thirty years——”


    “I know, I know,” cried Ravenstreet. “But this idea of men turning into insects——”


    The other checked him. “I never said anything about men turning into insects. That is absurd. I said we didn’t want mankind to go the way the social insects apparently went, away from all developments, into unchanging automatism. We believe it’s in danger of happening. We believe that the life of contemporary man is now a battleground, where intelligences and forces, on a higher level of being than Man, are contending.”


    “I find that most unlikely,” said Ravenstreet mildly. “You mean God and the Devil—good and evil—that sort of thing?”


    “It isn’t so simple. We live in a universe much more complicated than that, Ravenstreet. But even the simplest explanation would take too long.”


    “And I might find it very hard to swallow.”


    Wayland leant forward, his hands on his knees, and looked searchingly at Ravenstreet. “I will tell you what you are doing. You are busy re-hypnotising yourself, pushing yourself back into a trance——”


    “Tick-tock?” He was derisive.


    Wayland did not smile. “Yes, tick-tock. At heart nothing matters because our lives are being shovelled away. This is living two dimensions short. It is like the hen that cannot move away from the straight line. Now this won’t do from you, Raven­street.”


    “Have you some reason for saying that? I’m not arguing, I’m curious. Were you making a point then—or just talking?”


    “I was making a point.” Wayland did not relax. “All three of us have agreed now that our encounter with you was not mere accident. In spite of what you say, there’s something in you open to certain in­fluences. That’s why you asked us here. Last night, as Marot said, we were trying to make you understand. I don’t know what happened to you, don’t want to know—it’s your life—you.”


    “It was me.”


    “No, it is you. You are your life. And nothing has gone, nothing has stopped. Your time is your life. You can change it but you can’t get out of it. And I’m certain that you knew this last night.”


    “I felt something vaguely like it,” Ravenstreet admitted cautiously. “Very disturbing.”


    “No doubt,” said Wayland dryly. “But is what you have now so precious that it mustn’t be disturbed? What had you when we met yesterday afternoon? What is your life as you see it? I don’t know what you experienced last night under Marot’s influence—if you did what we suggested beforehand you should have returned to an important moment of decision, one of those we may have to change——”


    “Change?” Ravenstreet was startled. “How can it be changed? It’s happened.”


    “It’s happening and it can be changed, with the right effort. But that’s not what I’m discussing now. I say that even during and after this merest glimpse of wakefulness and time alive, you began to feel differently, no longer in a world closing in like a prison that is harsher and harsher in its treatment—first, some work outside, then only exercise in the yard, then no yard and no sight of the sky, then solitary confinement, then the condemned cell——”


    “My God, Wayland!” cried Ravenstreet, his defences falling. “It’s not too far-fetched a comparison either.”


    “No longer such a world,” the other continued, ignoring this outburst. “One that might be too strange, confusing, frightening, but immensely rich with possibilities, opening out instead of closing in. I dare to say that’s what you found, and that now you’re pretending not to have found it. Common sense and humour have returned, with the bright morning and the familiar situation. You are cheating us, my friend. You are also cheating yourself, for what were common sense and humour doing for you last week, and, if we took ourselves off today, what would they be doing for you tonight? Do you know what Perperek said to Marot and me yesterday about you? He told us that obviously you were not altogether closed in, not almost an automaton like so many, but that the one spark left only showed you your despair——”


    “And so what?” cried Ravenstreet harshly.


    “It’s a type—we have a special name for it—that is often bent on self-destruction. Which is useless. The revolver you take to blow you out of your life blows you back into it, weighted with mysterious guilt——”


    “All right, Wayland.” Ravenstreet got out of his deck-chair. “Let’s take a turn or two round the garden, if you don’t mind.” As they moved off, he went on: “I don’t think I’m the suicidal type. You’re wrong there. And this blowing-out-of-life-back-into-it business is too complicated for me. But you came near enough to make me feel uncomfortable, and perhaps, after last night, I wasn’t being strictly honest with you. I tried thinking about this time thing, because I can see that what Perperek calls tick-tock does get us down, takes something out of us that ought to be there, but it’s altogether too dam’ complicated for me. Though I might try again, if you give me a hint or two.”


    “Every age probably has its own riddle of the Sphinx that it must solve,” said Wayland. “Marot and Perperek have always said that our riddle is the riddle of Time. Our secret despair, hurrying us into deeper slavery, may come from our inability to solve this riddle. But now you will help us?”


    “I’ll tell you what I can. Though I must point out, before I start, that I wouldn’t be important in this affair, that it doesn’t depend on me at all.”


    “But we may be able to reach it through you. You understood this yesterday evening, you remember, though of course you said we were probably deceiving ourselves. Now we have an idea of this man you met, who wishes you to work with him. We know, because you told us, that it’s an enterprise that could affect the lives of millions. It is, then, some new form of drugging.”


    Ravenstreet stood still, to stare at him in astonish­ment. “How did you guess? More magic?”


    “No, no.” He laughed. “What else could it be, offered by such a type to millions and millions, but some new form of drugging? What else do millions want?”


    “Oh—come! Labour-saving gadgets, for instance.”


    “Possibly. But they couldn’t be offered so quickly on such a scale. It had to be some form of drugging. What is it?”


    “That’s where you surprised me. You meant drugging in a general sense, but this literally is a new drug.” And he explained about Sepman’s discovery, the claims that had been made for it, his own trial of it. “To some extent I was under the influence of the stuff when I agreed to go in with them. I’ve had some reservations since, but haven’t said anything.”


    “Fortunately,” said Wayland gravely. “But then that is how it would be. You were meant to be the link, the approach. And this is one of the challenges, the immediate crises, we were expecting. I’m very grate­ful, Ravenstreet. And Marot and Perperek will be grateful too. If you will excuse me, I will go and explain to them—I think they went into the vegetable or fruit garden. No doubt there are things you would like to do.”


    He went to do those things, which included some telephoning. What he had thought of as the hangover from his experience ‘in the alive’ oddly persisted. He felt intensely aware of everything he saw and heard during this hot sleepy July morning: the lupins burning blue; the old brickwork in the sun; the humming and buzzing everywhere; the gleam of brass in the sudden dusk of the hall; the long cool vista of the drawing-room caught in the convex mirror; the tiny voices, which might be those of creatures imprisoned in a match-box, that came to him out of the telephone receiver; and yet it seemed to him that all these things had an air of mockery, as if they were hinting they were only part of some enormous deception, artful pro­perties of some performance. He began to feel that the whole setting could be whisked away and something quite different, but equally vivid, equally convincing down to its last detail, be put in its place. He had always thought of the world as being solidly outside himself, but now it occurred to him vaguely but disturbingly that perhaps the relative positions should be reversed, that the world—or what passed for it—was really inside and he himself outside it. Not that this made much sense; but there the notion was.


    Finally, after he had made several calls, one came for him. It was Major Prisk, his act as a silly-ass character scaled down for the telephone. Sepman was getting restive, Prisk explained, and so Mervil thought two birds could be killed with one stone if Ravenstreet motored up to Cheshire, thereby meeting Sepman and helping to keep him quiet, Sepman being a type liable to fly off the handle. Prisk gave him the address, a village near Northwich, and told him exactly how to find the house. “Now if you’d run up this evening, old boy,” Prisk continued, “and you could do it under three hours with your eyes shut, then you could dine with ’em—yes, there’s a Mrs. Sepman, very good value—and stay the night if you wanted to. I’ll tell you what, chummie—if you’ll promise to do just that, I’ll be there myself. They can put us both up, and while you’re giving Ernest the works—yes, that’s his name, old boy, Ernest—I can keep little Nancy amused, otherwise she might be a nuisance. You’ll see what I mean when you get there. But I’m not venturing unless I have your definite promise, Ravenstreet, for various good reasons.” He sounded more serious now. “And I know Mervil would be pleased. Agreed? Fine! I’ll let the Sepmans know. Aim at arriving about seven, in case they want to take us out to dinner. Be seeing you, chummie!”


    He told the Magicians about this over the lunch-table. They listened with stupendous gravity, exchang­ing profoundly knowing glances. In this Mervil-and-Prisk business atmosphere—and these arrangements could not be discussed out of this atmosphere—there was something rather pathetically absurd about the three old boys, with their Three-Wise-Men act. That call from Prisk had broken the spell of the morning. Something in his manner perhaps gave Ravenstreet away, for they noticed the change.


    “Is foolish old men—um?” said Perperek, still twinkling. He was eating an enormous lunch, far more than the other two put together. “But you are kind man, I think—good to mad peoples.”


    “I hope so,” Ravenstreet told him, smiling.


    “What Perperek means,” said Wayland, “is that whatever you think, he hopes you will humour us. After all, if you’ve decided now, after talking to your business friends, that we’re simply three harmless old eccentrics, then it can’t hurt you to do what we ask, because we’re harmless. You please us, and do yourself and your friends no mischief.”


    “It is not good for you, though, this attitude, I must warn you.” This was Marot, always the stern member of the trio. “But we will not talk of that now.”


    “We must put your kindness and hospitality to a further test,” said Wayland, flashing across his quick illuminating smile. “But first tell me, please, how many people could stay here for a night. One night would do.”


    Ravenstreet thought for a moment. “At a pinch I could accommodate another four or five in addition to you three. I wouldn’t like to try it for a week, but a night or two wouldn’t hurt anybody. Why do you ask?”


    “Even before you received that telephone call,” said Wayland, “we’d decided that it would be best if you could persuade your business friends—no, I know they aren’t really your friends, but that does not matter—to come here so that we could meet them. If we try to see them elsewhere, it will all be very difficult——”


    “On guard!” cried Perperek triumphantly, flourishing his knife. “Too much!”


    “But if we’re here when they arrive, three harmless old men you have rescued from the damaged hotel here, other guests seen at dinner who must be amused for an hour after dinner, then they will not be on guard, as Perperek says.”


    “A little deception,” said Marot gravely, “but not much. It will not be necessary for you to tell any lies. And we would not ask for this if we did not think it so important. But it is of an importance you cannot imagine.”


    “We change life for your grandchildren,” Perperek announced.


    “Not for mine,” Ravenstreet said, grinning. “I haven’t any.”


    Perperek opened his eyes wide. “How do you know?”


    “Well, I suppose it’s just possible, but not very likely——”


    “I think likely.” Perperek was twinkling again.


    Ravenstreet turned to Wayland. “You’re asking me to invite here all the people involved in this business—the Sepmans, I take it, and the other three? You won’t of course mention the actual thing——?”


    Wayland shook his head. “You have our word for that. It will be all apparently accidental. Can you do this—very soon?”


    “I can try. But I don’t suppose it’ll be easy. Sepman probably has work to do. The others are very busy men. Fortunately this is a sort of halfway house—and I might be able to make difficulties that ask for some kind of immediate conference and then insist that we all meet here.”


    “Is always quick sensible man,” cried Perperek with approval. “Too good for tick-tock—an’ no childrens and grandchildrens. Pity! Rav-en-street, I tell you, I like you very much. I try—to give you somethings very nice. You see.”


    With this, it appeared, Marot was in agreement, for he caught Perperek’s eye and nodded some sort of acceptance. And even though he was now finding them rather absurd, Ravenstreet could not altogether dismiss this remark of Perperek’s and the looks and nods that followed it. Afterwards he was to recall the scene with more than wonder and astonishment.


    Shortly after lunch he drove himself to the works, poked around there in a superannuated sort of way for an hour and a half, and then set out for Cheshire and the Sepmans. He took it easy and the traffic was not too bad, so that he had plenty of time to think. His mood was very different from that of the lunch-table. He suddenly found himself far closer than he had been all day to that ‘time alive’ experience of the previous night. Driving the car—the half-fixed attention, the repetition of mechanical little movements, the air flowing round him (for the afternoon was still hot, and he had the car open everywhere)—may have brought that experience back, almost compelling him to live it again. He had not given Philippa Storer a thought for years; she belonged to a higgledy-piggledy past he was glad to forget. What had happened to her after he had left that cottage at Pelrock Bay?


    There was little to remember. Without telling him anything, she had sold her share of the bookshop and lending library and had then immediately left the district. Somebody had told him she had gone to the South Coast somewhere. Then another somebody, a year or so later, had seen her, perhaps on the South Coast, and had said she was married, with a child or two about. And that was the end of her, until last night when she had marched in again through that cottage doorway, with not a flick of an eyelash missing. What­ever had become of her, she was now alive again, like that morning and afternoon in the cottage, in the clearly-lighted forefront of his mind. He could consider her, and did. Reasonably too, without any sentimental haze, though the shame of his newly-remembered treachery still burned; and he came to the dispassionate conclusion that, quite apart from this treachery, which seemed to have a life of its own like the time that held it, he had been a fool to let her go so that he could please Frank Crewe and claim Maureen.


    One of them had been his kind of woman, and the other hadn’t. It was, he concluded, as simple as that. This was something he wouldn’t have understood then, twenty-seven years ago, though he would have pre­tended to in passionate or highly sentimental moments; but now it was plain to him. Maureen had been younger, superficially perhaps the more attractive, quite as intelligent, and through her father much closer to him in his work and daily life. It was easy to justify his preference. Any Eugenic Council or Marriage Board, settling these questions for bewildered youngsters, would have awarded him Maureen at once, would have told Philippa to bring in an un­married English Master from the nearest grammar school. And they would have been as horribly wrong as he had been, even though a trifle purer in their motives. Whether chemistry did it or psychology, one girl had been right for him, in or out of bed, and the other hadn’t. God help them!—though in fact God hadn’t, although He had apparently demanded perfect results—he and Maureen had tried hard enough, urged on by plenty of magazine articles and little books on How to Make Your Marriage a Success. But trying, on any big scale, just wouldn’t work in these tricky departments of life. You caught each other at it all the time, and then it was irritating or pathetic, and neither irritation nor pathos could begin to put it right. You weren’t caught up and then lost in the relationship; you were self-conscious and fumbling when you ought to have been letting it rip; you felt a clumsy fool when you ought to have felt glorious; you came home with yet another responsibility weighing upon you; you could never let your whole being flow out freely; you were only half yourself; and disappointment nagged like a toothache. Poor Maureen! How sorry he had been, and how she had come to hate him for being sorry! He realised now that if he had been a much worse husband, spending their money on drink and women and horses, he would have been a much better one from her fundamental point of view, at least offering her drama and martyrdom, an excuse for her failure as a wife. And no children, the final misery for a woman like Maureen, with no real interests outside her home! He sent his wry apologies after her into the dark. Sorry again, Maureen!


    He continued to think about her, not about himself and his own life. He remembered the look she had given him in the nursing home, a look that was bright though not hard with irony she could never have found words for, even if she had not been too weak to do more than mutter a little. There she was, being hurried into the dark, into dissolution, when most of her womanhood—and there had never been anything wrong with it, everything was there to keep the un­discovered right man happy—had been wasted, a miraculous creation shovelled into the dust-bin. Given one shot, in the wind and rain, with the target miles away. Had it been his fault, for making that decision to marry her? Or Frank’s for pressing it on them both, out of his passion, thoroughly mischievous in the end, for arranging things for everybody? Or nobody’s—just part of the evil muddle? Maureen’s grandmother in such a situation, he told himself, would have found some consolation in the belief, impressed upon her no doubt almost daily, that happiness was not to be expected in this world, this vale of tears, but in the next, where shining gates would be opened for the virtuous. But Maureen had had no such consolation; like him she belonged to a generation that saw the grave as the end and expected all happiness, the realisation of every dream, this side of it, the vale of tears being hastily revamped into some sort of temporary paradise. Which was, he reflected, a great deal too much to expect, breeding disappointment that in turn bred anger, violence, cruelty. What then were men to do, if they were not to tear themselves to pieces? Try to restore the vale-of-tears-but-Heaven-is-waiting notion of this life? Lose themselves like the Magicians in some Oriental maze of strange dimensions, recurring time, levels of being and knowledge, bewilderingly fantastic epics of trial and error? Or in despair—and weren’t there signs of this already—forget every high dream of what life might be, avoid disappointment and any sense of frustration by expecting nothing more than the day’s blunted and routine sensations, calling in the Mervils and Karneys and Prisks and Sepmans (and perhaps the Ravenstreets, perhaps not) to keep them cosy and secure and beyond the last taunts of the dying imagination?


    So his mind worked as he kept the car purring and rolling toward the north-west, in the huge glow of the late afternoon. It seemed to him that this mind he examined spasmodically, between encounters with traffic and lights, was still an open mind, in spite of his promise to the Magicians. Yet obscurely he felt glad that sheer good-nature, a host’s and younger man’s response to Wayland’s smile, Perperek’s droll twinkle, the bleak urgency, ancient and prophetical, of Marot, had allowed him to make them that promise, turning him, however sceptical and amused, into a colleague of theirs, preventing him from feeling complete loyalty to Mervil and Co. Humouring them, he found he was also, rather mysteriously, humouring himself.


    After that he was too busy for further reflection; trying to remember Prisk’s instructions; going down one lane after another, to find the Sepmans’ villa. Finally he turned with some difficulty into a narrow drive, halted his Rolls before a mock-Tudor façade, and twisted a doorbell that went off like a fire alarm.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER SIX


    The Sepmans


    As Prisk had foreseen, the Sepmans were taking their guests out to dinner, to some country inn about ten miles away that was famous throughout Cheshire for its food, Nancy Sepman said. Prisk him­self, however, had not yet arrived, although it was after seven, so they waited for him in the flimsy-whimsy sitting-room, drinking gins-and-limes and nibbling cheese straws. Ravenstreet was not enjoying himself. He felt rather tired and didn’t find a mixture of gin, limejuice and cheese straws very pleasant and reviving. The glasses had saucy nudes painted inside them, and represented the naughty-naughty side of the room’s flimsy-whimsy, in which Nancy Sepman’s personality had found expression. The place was filled with things pretending to be other things; and Ravenstreet, who had always disliked such rubbish, now wondered for the first time if it had any psychological significance.


    The Sepmans seemed like two type characters in a modern morality play: the Dissatisfied Woman and the Angry Man. Nancy was a good-looking dimpled brunette, who might have looked better if she had not been too elaborately got-up for a splendid social evening. During this time when they were waiting for Prisk, she was too worried to be gay or even cheerfully relaxed. She seemed to be far less interested in her husband than he was in her. Indeed, it was clear that he was entirely devoted to her, seeing her as a magical being on an earth from which all other magic had vanished. With everybody and everything else, Ernest Sepman had apparently lost all patience. He was a small but thickset fellow about forty; not attractive to look at, sallow and rather pug-faced; and worse to listen to, for he had a flattish and rather nasal voice, probably south Lancashire, rasped with irritation. He suggested a world of sulphuric acid works, dingy labs, packed and reeking canteens, crowded trams on wet nights, snarling political meetings held in Victorian Infant Schools, frayed collars sawing away at the neck, woollen underwear worn too long, headaches and indigestion and angry rashes, tinned fish and custard powder and suits that wrinkled and shoes that cracked and ships that never came home. And if he made a million, he would still suggest that world, still be the furious disinherited man.


    Sepman had made it clear at once that he was annoyed with Mervil and Karney and was ready on the smallest provocation to be equally annoyed with Ravenstreet. But Ravenstreet gave him none, carefully explaining that he had been approached by Mervil and Karney but had not yet committed himself to the scheme, although he had made a favourable test of Sepman Eighteen. Sepman explained in turn that he had been a research man with a big local firm of chemical manufacturers but had walked out of his job, after some encouragement from Mervil and Prisk. He had used up all his patience working on the drug, which he had had to do at night and at the week-end, and now he expected everything to happen at once. All this was while Ravenstreet was being shown his bedroom. Down below, over the gin-and-lime, the excited Nancy, who obviously regarded this as a social occasion, never allowed them to exchange more than two remarks without calling attention to herself. Raven­street saw what Prisk had meant when he had talked about keeping little Nancy amused.


    About twenty to eight Prisk came roaring up in an immensely long sports car bristling with lamps and badges, giving the impression he was taking part in the Monte Carlo Rally. His apologies for being late were perceptibly flavoured with whisky; his colour was high and his smile broad; but he took charge of everything at once, creating an atmosphere in which Nancy flowered into genuine gaiety, a woman whose splendid evening had begun. There was some fast hocus-pocus about cars, which resulted in Prisk taking Nancy, who climbed into the super-sports-model as if she were home at last, and Ravenstreet being left to drive Ernest. Perhaps Prisk, who had given Ravenstreet a knowing look, thought a sedate journey in the Rolls would offer a chance for some solid talk; and then perhaps not, thought Ravenstreet, who had already begun to entertain certain suspicions. Actually, Sepman, loosened by the gin he had had, talked all the way about himself.


    “If you think I like this sort of life, Sir Charles,” he said in his grating fashion, “you can think again. I’ve had about as much of it as I can stand. Same with Nancy of course, only she doesn’t show it like I do. You’d never think, would you, to look at her and hear her talk, that she was as fed up as I am? She is, though. Scraping along here’s been murder. I want a lot more money and I’m going to get it, don’t you worry. If it wasn’t for the chance of marketing Eighteen—time we gave it a name, isn’t it?—I’d be out of this country like a shot. And unless Mervil and you lot come up to scratch pretty soon, I’ll be off anyhow, either to the States or Canada, if it costs me my last penny getting there, which it will. Don’t forget I’ve had to do this research, years of it too, in my own time, usually after doing a hard day’s work or at the week-end. And had to turn bloody cartwheels to keep it to myself. If the firm had got on to it, I’d have been lucky to have got another twenty quid and a vote of thanks at the annual general meeting. But I got it out right under their noses—and serve ’em right. Got to look after yourself—let’s face it. But mind you,” and the snarl left his voice, “I could never have done it if it hadn’t been for Nancy. It was just as bad for her—worse, I expect—but she believed in me—told me to go right on and not worry about her, though it might mean nights and week-ends on her own. She’s been wonderful, Nancy has,” he added, almost dreamily.


    And Ravenstreet knew that his companion, now silent, was wor­shipfully contemplating a magical image that might or might not bear some resemblance to the woman giggling somewhere ahead of them with Prisk. This fierce little chemist, who turned so truthful and shrewd an eye on his retorts and test-tubes, went home to live in a dream world, adoring somebody who simply wasn’t there.


    “I’ve done it mostly for her,” Sepman continued, almost as if he were being interviewed. Ravenstreet wasn’t hurrying, and the car was wonderfully quiet. “I don’t know what you’re going to put in the adverts—the usual bilge, I suppose—and of course I’m not going to interfere—but I don’t mind telling you that I’ve not been slaving away for the public good—no fear. The public can take a running jump at itself. I stopped liking people a long time since. I bet you’ve forgotten what they’re really like.”


    Mildly ironical, Ravenstreet pointed out that his life was not so sheltered as Sepman seemed to imagine.


    “No doubt, but you want to try living on this income level to find out what most people are like. Sheep or rats, that’s what most of ’em are nowadays. An’ they’re getting worse so far as I can see. Sheep and rats. Either with no guts to stand up for themselves, to tell somebody important to go to hell, and have to take what they’re given, do what they’re told. Or all the time trying it on, fiddling and finagling, selling anybody out for fourpence. And some of my old Socialist pals, who used to thump it out at street corners, are among the worst. The rest are just mugs, who believe what they read in the paper or what they see and hear on the radio or TV. Mervil has them taped, you must have heard him. Mugs! Drugs for mugs,” he cried with harsh derision, “that’s the business we’re going into. And I’m not grumbling so long as I get my percentage. But once we get going and it’s all ticking over nicely, you won’t see Nancy and me for dust. Where are we going? I don’t know yet, but it’ll be a long way from here if I can manage it.” His voice softened and took on a boyish note. “I’d like some sort of yacht, to go anywhere, with a good little lab I could work in when I fancied it.”


    Meanwhile, Ravenstreet asked, did he and Nancy console themselves with liberal doses of Sepman Eighteen?


    “No,” replied Sepman, frowning. “To start with, there aren’t liberal doses to be had. I’ve had to try it of course, but so far I’ve kept it away from Nancy. Slow up—this is the place. Food’s good—famous black-market place at one time—and Nancy likes to come here whenever we think we can afford it—but there are too many twerps throwing their weight about here to suit me. That’s right—turn in here. The other two are here—there’s his car.” He put a detaining hand on Ravenstreet’s arm. “This chap Prisk a friend of yours?”


    “Not at all. I’ve only met him two or three times. Why? Don’t you like him?”


    Sepman replied in a low angry tone: “No, I think he’s a nasty bit of work. Gets on my nerves—pretending to be a dam’ fool and trying to be too clever all the time. Nancy doesn’t like him really either, but she thinks we ought to keep in with him because he’s so close to Mervil and the big money. He doesn’t know it, but she kids him along. And he thinks he’s so bloody clever—wonderful, isn’t it? Hasn’t a clue where she’s con­cerned. You watch.”


    Ravenstreet replied truthfully that he would. He followed Sepman into the crowded little cocktail bar, where Nancy was happily kidding Prisk along over large gins and Dubonnets. This inn was a tasteless com­promise between Ye Olde Englishe and the seedier West End night clubs, and was doing a fine trade with angry little men like Sepman trying to celebrate something and with the smarter types of South Cheshire. Prisk, an old hand at this sort of thing, tried to take charge again, but this time Sepman­ rather angrily insisted upon playing host and doing it all himself. This worked badly because he was spending far more than he could comfortably afford, so that his anxiety made him still more aggressive and he had a nasty scene with the waiter. This embarrassed Nancy, who in turn was grateful when Prisk, the old hand with waiters, came to their rescue. Feeling much discomfort in the middle of the hot crowded dining-room, Ravenstreet ate his smoked salmon and roast duck, and made no attempt to rescue anybody from anything. He maintained a watchful and rather sardonic silence while Sepman, still keeping his feud going, glared and muttered, and Nancy, with the slightly hysterical over-emphasis of a woman who feels she is riding high, rallied and giggled at the irrepressible Prisk, who among other things entertained them with an account of a big film party he had recently attended. This led to trouble because Nancy was, as she said, “thrilled to the marrow” by the glamour of such occasions, and her Ernest was dead against them.


    “All this glamour,” he snarled, “what’s it amount to? Who are they, these people, when you get down to brass tacks? What have they got that we haven’t got? When you get down to it—nothing but a lot of dam’ silly publicity. You may swallow that stuff,” he was glaring at Prisk, “but I don’t. It doesn’t fool me.”


    “Quite right, old boy,” cried Prisk. “Doesn’t fool me either. Not on your life. I’ve been in the kitchen where it’s cooked, chummie. I know how it’s done. I’ll be helping to do it to you two soon, I hope. Leave it to me.” And he beamed at them through an alcoholic haze. Nancy gave him a long sideways look; she was flushed, dimpling, dark-curled, moist and all ripe. Ravenstreet saw Sepman, forgetting his anger, stare hungrily at her; but she was too busy with Prisk to give him an answering, welcoming smile. Feeling rather like a hermit a hundred years old, Ravenstreet began to think about the Magicians, wondering what they would make out of these three. They should have their chance, he decided again.


    As Sepman still insisted upon paying for the dinner (although Prisk pleaded a fat expense account) and was obviously ready for another angry scene with the waiter, whose every item would be checked, Nancy declared that she couldn’t wait because the room was now so unbearably hot and accepted Prisk’s offer to run her home at once. It was about a quarter of an hour later when Ravenstreet and Sepman left; nevertheless, the other two were not there when they got back. There was time for plenty of unsettled talk—for Sepman was plainly uneasy—before the other two did return.


    “Where the devil have you been?” Sepman demanded angrily.


    “Darling, it was that stupid car,” cried Nancy, whose cheeks were burning and her eyes dancing bright.


    “Gaskets again, old boy.” Prisk wagged his head with impudent solemnity. “I’ll have to turn in that bus. Took me half-an-hour at least, near those cross­roads, to get her to move at all, and then we had to crawl. Too bad.” And it was, thought Ravenstreet.


    “Well, you men want to talk. I’m going to bed. Stay up as long as you like, Ernest, darling. I know it’s all frightfully important.” With a last glimmer of mischief showing somewhere, in an eye, a dimple, a curl, she departed. Sepman stared after her like an untidy little bull bewildered in a strange field. For a moment Ravenstreet felt sorry for him.


    They settled down to talk, solid men now. Prisk told them about the first medical report, which was cautious but not antagonistic. Sepman had some ideas about manufacturing the drug on a large scale, and Ravenstreet asked some questions. The discussion drifted on. Then Ravenstreet, who had done this sort of thing before, decided to clear the way for his demand that they should meet at his house. It would need a little performance and he began to stage it. He asked sharp questions in a dissatisfied tone, looked dubious, showed impatience, shrugged himself into silence.


    Prisk took the bait. “You’re not with us, old boy, are you?” He was worried. “Just bored or have you some objections?”


    “Both. I think we’re wasting time.” He knew that would appeal to Sepman. “This isn’t any use. Of course I’ve some objections—who wouldn’t have? But that’s not the point. Nothing can be settled here.”


    “It wasn’t suggested that anything could be settled here,” said Prisk. “The idea was for you to get together with Sepman, and for us to have the general chat we have had. Can’t see what’s worrying you, chummie——”


    Ravenstreet stood up, pretending to be annoyed. “It isn’t necessary you should see, Prisk. I’ll talk to Lord Mervil.”


    “Now, now, please, Ravenstreet!” Prisk was on his feet now. “He’ll think I’ve botched it somehow. And what am I supposed to have done wrong? What do you say, Sepman?”


    “I’m not saying anything,” Sepman replied, with no particular show of friendliness. “It’s between you two, whatever it is. Except that if Sir Charles thinks that time is being wasted, I’m on his side. You people ought to get busy now, for God’s sake.”


    Ravenstreet looked at him. “Exactly. What I want is a proper round-table conference at the earliest possible moment—to­morrow if it can be managed. And the place for it is my house at Broxley—not too far from here or from London.” He looked at Prisk now. “The three of us and Mervil and Karney. I can put you all up for the night. But it must be at once——”


    “Couldn’t be too soon for me,” Sepman put in eagerly.


    “All right, all right, all right,” cried Prisk, obviously relieved. “I’m quite happy about it—couldn’t agree with you more. Only let me handle it, please. You know what Mervil’s like—he’s always up to the neck, or when he isn’t he pretends to be—and put it to him and he’ll suggest the middle of August——”


    “I’m having no more of that,” Sepman shouted angrily, doing exactly what Ravenstreet had hoped he would do. “There’s been a lot too much already. Sir Charles Ravenstreet’s talking sense—he’s got the right idea——”


    “Yes, yes, old boy, I agree,” cried Prisk. “Calm down. And let’s have a drink before we go any further. We all need one. Then I’ll start telephoning. It’s all very well you fellows getting rough,” he went on, in a mock-grumbling tone, as he helped himself to whisky, “but believe me, there’s only one man in England who can get Mervil out of his engagements tomorrow and have him show up in Warwickshire—and that’s your chum Prisk. If it can be done, I can do it, knowing what those engagements are and how they can be put off.” He swallowed his drink in one great gulp. “Now lead me to the phone.”


    “It’s in the hall, you can’t miss it.” And then, when Prisk had gone out, Sepman looked enquiringly at Ravenstreet. “Suppose my wife wanted to come along, would you have any objection?”


    Ravenstreet told him he would be delighted to entertain Mrs. Sepman.


    “Mind if I go and have a word with her? I don’t think she’ll be asleep yet.”


    Left to himself to yawn, Ravenstreet began wonder­ing what he thought he was up to. Out of electrical engineering, the only trade he really knew, messing around on the edge of some possible drug-manufacturing concern, at the same time lending himself to the pre­posterous plotting of three eccentric old men—wasn’t he beginning to make a fool of himself? Could this, together with his growing desire to explore his past, in memory if not in ‘time alive’, be taken as evidence that he was beginning, at a ridiculously early age, to break up? Or was it simply that he was now climbing out of a rut? Another self, long in hiding, coming forward to take control? Had the Magicians been at work on him?


    “She’d like to come along,” said Sepman on his return. “And it’ll make a change for her. She’s had it round here, like me. So that’s settled. That is, if Prisk can persuade his boss.”


    “How do you get on with Mervil?”


    “He wants something I’ve got,” said Sepman grimly. “I want something he’s got—money. I don’t think he trusts me. I know I don’t trust him. That’s about how it stands. He doesn’t kid me. Once he’d got the Eighteen formula—and of course he’s had one of those sample tablets analysed, you can bet your boots on that, but it won’t have done him any good—it’ud be all right to him if somebody like Prisk was having me beaten raw in a concentration camp. It annoys him to have to negotiate with somebody like me. He wants a set-up where chaps like me take orders—or else. In short, he’s a nasty bit of work, like our chum on the telephone out there. Only more dangerous, of course.” He looked hard at Ravenstreet. “I’m risking something talking like this to you, because after all it was Mervil who put you on to me. I’ll tell you why I’m doing it. I don’t feel the same about you. You’re a different type. You’ve made things, real things, not just done a lot of manipulating and finagling in the background, kidding the poor dear bloody public—which is Mervil’s game, probably Karney’s too. I’m glad you’re in this, Raven­street. You don’t look at me, when you think I’m not watching, as if I’d crawled from under a stone, which is what Mervil does. If anything goes wrong at this conference and you don’t think you can work with the other two, make me a reasonable offer and I’ll come in with you.”


    Ravenstreet felt guilty. “It wouldn’t work, Sepman. I don’t control the sort of machinery you need, I don’t mean for manufacturing the stuff but for making the public aware of it. As it is, I’m only half in this. I’ve not committed myself. No, Mervil’s your man, even if you don’t like him. Incidentally, I rather share your opinion of him.”


    “I thought you would,” said Sepman gloomily. “That’s why I risked telling you. Pity, though, we can’t do it together. But I see what you mean. And I want the money. Must have it.”


    “Yes, I’ve gathered that.” Ravenstreet sounded dubious.


    “Seems to worry you.” Sepman hesitated a moment, then produced a harsh little laugh. “You’ve not done so badly, I understand.”


    “No, I suppose not,” Ravenstreet replied slowly. “But that’s because I’ve never really gone after it. I’ve been busy doing something else, which I wanted to do—designing and manufacturing electrical equipment—and fortunately the money came along too. But it’s my experience, Sepman, that you’ve got to be a very special type—and not one I’m very fond of—to go after money itself, making it your chief aim. If you’re not that special nose-for-it type, then it’s much better to make something else your target and hope the money will be there. You see what I mean?”


    But of course it was no use. “I see what you mean, and you may be right. But then I think I’m one of those fellows with a nose for it. I’ve been stuck in a lab for years but only so that I could come out with a bang. I may look like one of these scientists you see in films about atomic secrets—absentminded, untidy sort of bloke—but really I’m not that type at all. You won’t hear any big words about Science from me, Ravenstreet. To hell with Science! I have to laugh when I read some of the tripe these journalists write about it. You won’t get that stuff from me. What Science has done for Modern Man! How lucky we are to be living in this scientific age! Don’t you believe it. For everything it gives us, it takes something at least equally as good away from us. Take my Eighteen and it’ll stop you feeling worried for a few hours—good enough! But what are you worried about? Who and what have made you feel so anxious?”


    “But what about that little lab you’d like to instal in that dream yacht of yours?”


    “Oh—well!” Sepman grinned in a rather boyish fashion, suddenly making himself likeable. “It’s the only thing I know—and I’d like to try a few experiments. For instance, what most people now need most of, when you come to think of it, are drink and sex. Well, I might be able to do something there. Mind you, I make no promises. Once I’m on that yacht, off into the blue with Nancy, I might never want to do another hour’s work.”


    It was then exactly that Ravenstreet knew, without any doubt whatever, that Sepman would never see his yacht, never make a fortune, never realise the least ambitious of his dreams, that in fact his doom was already hanging heavy over him. So strong was his conviction that he had to turn away his head, as if Sepman might read his doom in one single glance, like a character in some wise ironic old tale of the chess­board of fate. The multiplicity of things, the vast elaboration of the surface of life, the records of our conquests and triumphs, concealed from us the fact that we were all still characters in such old tales, epitomes of this life, and so still went blindly, like Greek or Norse heroes, Arabian buffoons or Indian princes, along the course of our destiny.


    “What’s the matter?” asked Sepman, almost startling him.


    “Tired.” Ravenstreet could look at him now. “I hadn’t much of a night last night, and it’s been a long day.”


    A few minutes later, Prisk burst in. “Well, thank your uncle, chummies—I’ve fixed it. I haven’t spoken to Karney, but the Chief’ll do that. He’d never have agreed if he hadn’t been coming north anyhow, day after tomorrow. They’ll be with you about seven. Gives us plenty of time. What are we going to do?”


    “I’m leaving after breakfast,” said Ravenstreet decisively. “I’ll drive straight to the Central Electric works, where I’ve a few jobs to finish. You two and Mrs. Sepman can set off much later, and arrive at my place about tea-time, when I’ll be back.”


    “How do we find it?” asked Sepman.


    “Leave that to me, old boy,” cried Prisk, seemingly in high spirits. “I’m the wizard of the world when it comes to finding places.”


    “I dare say,” said Sepman dryly. “But I’ve to come back here, don’t forget. So I’m going in my own car—with my wife. We can leave after lunch. Now what is it—Broxley Manor?” And he took a note of Ravenstreet’s directions.


    The bedroom Ravenstreet had been given was the whole length of the landing away from that of the Sepmans, so he was not worried about being overheard when Prisk, from next door, came in, proffering a flask. “A nightcap, old boy? No? Don’t mind if I do, do you? Thought we’d better have a chat if you’re leaving so soon in the morning.” He was wearing Moroccan slippers, scarlet silk pyjamas, a flowered dressing-gown, and he looked like somebody fairly important in a decaying Empire.


    Ravenstreet pointed to the only easy chair and then dumped himself on to a poof thing. “I’ll probably regret it, but I’ll light another pipe.”


    “Like a damned oven in my room,” Prisk grumbled. “Too small —ceiling too low—not enough window. Enough knick-knacks to stock a seaside gift shop. God’s truth, I couldn’t live like this, Ravenstreet. Just the wrong level for me. I could go below it—have done—and rise well above it. But this is death. No wonder they both scream to get out of it. What d’you make of him?”


    “He’s not a type I care for much,” said Ravenstreet slowly, keeping his pipe in his mouth and watching the smoke curl and fade. “Too much resentment, too much cheap cynicism. And he’s expecting too much, in the wrong way. He’s the contemporary Angry Little Man——”


    “Good enough!”


    “But as you’ve more or less brought up the subject, Prisk, I think there’s something I ought to tell you.” He hesitated a moment. “This chap’s in love with his wife. In a special way, I fancy, far more than most men are in love with their wives. She’s the magic—all he can find. So—be careful.”


    “Now, now, old boy—don’t get wrong ideas——”


    He ignored that. “I don’t imagine tonight’s the first time—and of course it’s nothing to do with me—but I wouldn’t be talking like this if it hadn’t been fairly obvious. To me, of course, not to him. But even to him, Prisk, you stretched it tonight as far as it’ll safely go. He doesn’t like you—and though he won’t allow himself yet to suspect her—or rather savagely sup­presses his suspicions, which probably date back some time—he’s nearing the point where he might blow up. I don’t want to interfere. But even as a mere on­looker, I’m telling you to be careful.”


    Prisk dropped all pretence now. “You’re right of course,” he began rather gloomily. “The poor little devil might do something desperate. And if I make any more trouble that way, I’ve had it so far as Mervil’s concerned. He’s told me so pretty plainly. I fancy I overheard him telling you, the night you dined and I was playing butler round the corner, that food, drink and women would be my ruin. As a matter of fact, I’m not an all-round womaniser. The fancy pieces I meet round about Mayfair don’t appeal at all. But there’s a certain type of youngish suburban or provincial wifie, bored and dissatisfied, all prunes and prisms in company but burning and clamouring for sex when you get ’em alone, that I just can’t resist. No matter what’s at stake. It’s not just the sex part, though that’s usually very luscious, I can tell you—it’s also the sheer bloody impudent mischief of the thing. I can tell when it’s there—and these pent-up girls can exchange some pretty swift signals, believe you me, chummie—and I just have to play. And this one of course is a very swift hot number—mad for it—take any risk, like tonight. Naturally I’m not the first. I don’t know the details—though she’s let slip a few—but my bet is there’s been a fair amount of swift dirty work round here while poor little hubby’s been kept at his lab. A lot of local boys must have done nicely for themselves while Sepman Eighteen was being discovered. All to give Nancy a wider choice. I know—don’t look like that. But after all, that’s how things are. My old man died when I was twenty, and just before he went he said to me: ‘Pippy, all I’m leaving you is a ruin, an overdraft, letters of introduction to three of the biggest rogues in London, and a piece of advice. It’s this—make your mind up from now on that most people are bastards—if not by birth then by inclination—and treat ’em as such.’ That’s what my old man said, and he wasn’t far wrong. And even when people aren’t too bad, what do they get? Here’s little Sepman—no great shakes, all resentment and misery—but, as you say, he’s in love with his little Nancy, with stars in his eyes. And what’s he got?”


    “Probably something you’ve never found, while it worked. But I don’t give it much longer. Only—don’t help it to crash.” He was to remember that word afterwards.


    “I’ve confessed to my little weakness,” said Prisk, leaning forward and keeping his voice low. “But don’t think I had to work on her. She beat the whistle. Not only does he bore her but she’s reached the point where she hates him, just enjoys giving away what she keeps him crying for. I tell you, Ravenstreet, it’s that bit of devil in all these women that gets me, adds a flavour to the same old goings-on. It’s a fact I’d no intention of taking her tonight—but she saw to that. Cad’s talk, Prisk, cad’s talk!” He hoisted himself, billowing with silk, out of the chair, and yawned. “But thanks for the tip about him. I thought he was a bit cagey about our journey tomorrow. Taking no chances. I’ll try to behave. Well, you want to turn in. ’Night, old boy!”


    It was some time, however, before Ravenstreet actually did turn in. He dropped into the easy chair that Prisk had occupied, pulled at a pipe that had long since gone out, and stared at the open window and the patch of night it revealed. His thoughts seemed to join the sombre procession of the thoughts that had accom­panied him there. Nothing he had seen and heard since he arrived compelled them to find a new direction. They moved on slowly, lost and sad. . . .


    


    


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER SEVEN


    Dinner for Nine


    Mervil and Karney arrived just after seven. Fortunately, Ravenstreet was in the garden, and so was able to hurry across to greet them. Mervil was curt. “I hope Prisk told you,” he said at once, “that if I hadn’t been going to the north anyhow tomorrow, I wouldn’t have considered this notion of yours for a moment. I like to talk business in town, not in a country-house atmosphere. Hello—who are those fellows?” He was staring across the lawn at the Magicians, still under their tree.


    This was the hard part, and the moment had come sooner than Ravenstreet had expected. “Fellow guests.”


    “Good God—Ravenstreet!” Karney exploded.


    “All right, Karney,” said Mervil, icily angry. “This is preposterous, Ravenstreet. You insist that we hold an urgent secret meeting here, and now it seems you’re not alone—got a house full of people.”


    “Apart from Sepman and his wife and Prisk, all I have are these three old buffers, two of them foreigners. I invited them here because they were staying in a local hotel that was put out of action by a jet fighter, two days ago. They had a narrow escape. I happened to arrive on the scene just after the accident happened, so I asked them to spend a few days here, to save them time and trouble. Apparently they only meet at fairly long intervals, to hold some sort of little conference.”


    “Discussing what?” Mervil was still cold and curt but had lost some of his anger.


    “As I leave ’em to it, I can’t tell you,” said Raven­street, without any note of apology. “But I’m willing to bet all I have that whatever it is, it’s a long way from the patent medicine trade or any business we three are likely to be interested in. As you’ll see at once when you meet ’em—they’re scholars of a kind—eccentrics—mystics—that sort of thing.”


    “They certainly look like it from here,” said Karney easily. But he gave Mervil an enquiring glance.


    “Why didn’t you tell Prisk they were here?” de­manded Mervil.


    Ravenstreet took the offensive. “Why the devil should I? I haven’t to explain to Prisk what goes on in my house. And it never occurred to me that you fellows couldn’t talk business with three old gentlemen somewhere else in the house. We’ll all have to be together for dinner and just afterwards, I imagine, but that still leaves us plenty of time.”


    “I suppose so,” said Mervil. “Did you say Sepman had brought his wife?”


    “Yes. He asked me if he could bring her.”


    “I’d have told him to leave her at home, where she belongs.” Mervil’s tone made it a rebuke.


    “But I’ve seen him since you have.” Ravenstreet made it clear he was not accepting the rebuke. “The little man’s left his job. He’s impatiently waiting for you to go ahead. He resents any delay. He’s suspicious and irritable. He needs careful handling——”


    “I know his type, Ravenstreet. I’ve handled, very successfully too, dozens of them. Leave Sepman to me.”


    “I’ll be delighted to,” said Ravenstreet dryly.


    “We shan’t need Prisk,” Mervil continued. “He can amuse Mrs. Sepman.”


    If anything was to be said about Prisk and the Sep­mans, this was the moment to say it, Ravenstreet realised. But at once he decided against it. Mervil thought he could control events, so let him control them. So Ravenstreet merely nodded. “I’ll show you your rooms.” He felt as if he were showing actors their dressing-rooms before the performance they had agreed to stage for him.


    This sense of the theatre, of some approaching performance with which he had little to do except for some easy stage-­management, was still with him when he was offering them all cocktails and sherry in the drawing-room. The cast had assembled; the curtain was about to rise; an unknown comedy or tragedy was about to be played. As he made the introductions and helped Wiverson with the drinks, he felt that all of them were already playing themselves with an extra sharpness and depth of characterisation. Sepman, Prisk and Karney were probably doing it in all innocence; Mrs. Sepman had her sex’s intuitive feeling for the occasion; Mervil could not help being a performer, especially with a mixed company of this sort; and the Magicians—there could be no doubt about that—had stepped at once into rôles they had decided for them­selves. Wayland was the dreamy elderly crank, about to lecture them on health foods, Nature Cure, the Single Tax, the Astral Body; Marot was a morose old ruin, lost and muttering in some dreary lunacy; and Perperek, enjoying every moment, was the greedy and obese old foreign clown-merchant.


    “Is fine for me,” he cried, twinkling away, “to meet many rich clever peoples. I like very much.”


    “I like very much too,” said Prisk grinning. He had had a few drinks somewhere already and was flushed and impudent. Nancy Sepman giggled and he gave her a swift wink.


    Perperek beamed upon them. “We are same kind of men, I think. Like to eat, to drink, to laugh—and be comicals. You think?” he asked Nancy.


    “Yes, I think,” she cried, in the Prisk manner.


    “Is good. We have plenty drink—so we laugh, eh? Sir Charles Rav-en-street you give us plenty drink, pliz.” And he flashed a look at Ravenstreet, who immediately found them more drinks.


    But a few minutes later he was able to take Perperek on one side. Nancy was happy with Prisk; Sepman was arguing with Karney; and Mervil was busy explaining something to Wayland and Marot.


    “You do fine,” said Perperek softly. “Everything is good—just as we wish.”


    “But don’t forget I can only keep these people here tonight, and that very soon after dinner Mervil will expect us to retire and have our business talk. I don’t know what you think you can do, but I must warn you that you haven’t much time. And as you know, I don’t really want that business talk—it was all bluff to get them here——”


    “Yes, yes—is fine. Now you finish. We do rest. You see. Plenty good wine at dinner? Yes? Is big help.”


    Ravenstreet tried to penetrate the clown mask. For a moment he succeeded. Perperek’s face suddenly changed, as he had seen it do once before; all the curves and lines of fat buffoonery seemed to vanish; the dark eyes no longer twinkled but stared from some ebony throne of power.


    “I don’t know what you think you can do to these people,” said Rav­enstreet very quietly, addressing himself now to the face of power. “And it’s late to be saying this. But now we’re all here, I’m not feeling very happy about it. I asked them here. They’re my guests——”


    “Is good feeling. But now I tell you.” Perperek waited a moment, wearing his clown face again, then spoke in a whisper. “We do one little thing to start. After, perhaps each man more himself—show more. What happen then we do not make happen. Perhaps each man get what he ask for. We see. You read magic folk tales?”


    “Do you mean children’s fairy tales? No, of course not—but I still remember some of them. Why?”


    “In many such tales, all over the world, man can have wishes only he has wrong wishes. Is wise picture of life. Yes, yes, yes,” he suddenly shouted, startling Raven­street, who had not noticed Wiverson’s entrance. “Dinner is served—dinner is served.” He grinned broadly at the whole company. “Most beautiful words in English language.”


    What that ‘one little thing to start’ was, Ravenstreet failed to discover then or ever afterwards. He observed, however, that during the first ten minutes or so at dinner all three Magicians hardly spoke or touched their food and drink; and he had the impression that they were busy concentrating, in some peculiar fashion, on the other guests, who were talking fairly freely. But as he was still acknowledged to be the most important of them, Mervil was not long in making himself heard above the rest and finally addressing the table.


    “It’s quite simple,” he declared, when he had every­body’s attention. “Man must make the best of a brief existence on this planet. He has nothing else. We all recognise that. Even the priests and parsons, except for a few fanatics, don’t believe what they say. They want what the rest of us want—either ease and comfort or real power. In all the progressive industrialised regions, which alone count for anything, the great mass of people now will pay almost any price for an easy painless life, without any real effort, responsibility, anxiety, fear, suffering. They want this all the more because they haven’t the strength of mind to face their own despair. Having turned their backs on that, they refuse even to face a few unpleasant facts. I realised this years ago, when I acquired a controlling interest in my newspapers, and immediately put it to the test. I told my editors to give their readers just what they hoped to learn from newspapers. If we knew they were afraid of war, for example, we told them day after day that there couldn’t possibly be a war. We treated them, in fact, like spoilt children. And that’s what they wanted, having refused deliberately to grow up. But of course a world like this, with an ever-increasing population, can’t be run by such childish intelligences. If we all lived on this mindless mass level, with rapidly dwindling resources of courage, initiative, executive ability, creative thinking, in fifty years we shouldn’t even be able to feed, clothe, house ourselves. Even now the rot has set in on the lower levels. The fellows may look better, but this is a case where appearances are particularly deceptive. You’re an industrialist, Raven­street, you’ve had to work with them. Wouldn’t you agree that the real standard—and it must have to do with energy, ability, ambition—is going down?”


    “I’m probably biased,” Ravenstreet replied cautiously, “but I certainly prefer the older men. However, don’t let us sidetrack ourselves. This isn’t your main point. Go on.”


    “I repeat, then, it’s quite simple.” Mervil looked round commandingly. “We can only escape disaster by a comparatively small ruling élite, who haven’t com­mitted themselves to self-­deception, taking over all real power. There’s no other way out. The few adults must rule the children. They may do it in the name of Democracy or Communism, but it amounts to the same thing. As they’re evolving now—and must evolve if we don’t want to perish—they’re both élite power systems, with Communism the more hard-headed and ruthless but the clumsier of the two.”


    “I don’t agree with any of this,” cried Sepman aggressively.


    “Probably not,” Mervil said dryly. “I’m not parti­cularly anxious to convert you, Sepman.” The contempt was obvious.


    “I suppose I’m not one of your precious élite.” Sepman was angry.


    “We’re not discussing that——”


    “Is interesting question, though,” said Perperek, with an air of smiling innocence. “Is pity not to say.”


    Mervil, who clearly thought the fat old foreigner a tactless fool, moved his shoulders impatiently. “It may be a pity but I prefer not to discuss——”


    “You needn’t,” Sepman told him sharply. “You’ve given yourself away already.”


    “Ernest, stop it,” cried his wife. “I’m so sorry, Lord Mervil. It’s only because he’s so worried and anxious——”


    “Now—now—now!” Prisk had rushed in to prevent her saying too much. “Mustn’t have wifeliness tonight, dearie. And these gentlemen——” he obviously in­dicated the Magicians—“wouldn’t be interested in our little problems.” He grinned round at them.


    Wayland now asked for Mervil’s attention. Even in his rôle as elderly crank whose wits had probably been addled by the East, Wayland still suggested distinction and charm; and it was clear that Mervil was more tolerant of him than he was of the two dotty old foreigners. “This élite you speak of, Lord Mervil,” Wayland began, smiling apologetically, “you say they are the few adults, the realists, the men—and women too perhaps, I don’t know——”


    “I do,” Mervil told him, rather grimly. “Leave the women out of it.”


    “Very well, though it seems unfortunate.” Wayland flashed his smile again. “But these adults, realists, men who have faced their despair, and so are fit to rule, men who must keep this world going, they cannot work only from the despair they have faced. Despair isn’t very inspiring, I imagine. What then will inspire them—give them energy, force, creative power? It’s not a foolish question, I hope.” His tone was humble, woolly-soft, but to Ravenstreet’s ear, alert for every sign, there was a faint crisping of irony.


    “Certainly not, Mr.—er—Wayland. It’s a very sensible question.” Mervil was courteous but a trifle condescending. “These members of the élite will of course enjoy such good things as this world offers its masters. I don’t rate all that very high myself. But they’ll enjoy the exercise of their ability. And they’ll enjoy a sense of power. Being realists and not given to self-deception, they’ll know they can’t reasonably expect more than that—and are fortunate to have so much. I hope that answers your question.”


    “It’s good enough for me,” cried Karney, as Wayland merely nodded, apparently too shy to say any more.


    “Is adult talk—eh?” said Perperek, his yellow moon of a face all one vast falsely-admiring smile.


    “I think so.” Mervil was curt with the old fool.


    “Wonderful!” Perperek wagged his head. Then he looked anx­ious. “But no women? All women go with children people, eh? Is a pity, I think.”


    “So do I,” cried Nancy, taking this one chance of joining in. “I think it’s a shame, Lord Mervil.”


    “Is big shame. Always I like women very moch.” He looked enquiringly at Mervil, who merely gave him a sketch of a shrug.


    “Always I like women very much too,” cried Prisk, his burlesque more obvious than ever.


    Perperek looked at him. “Not in right way, I think. Very dangerous. Woman has old powers from Earth—suddenly perhaps she punish—very bad.”


    “I’m sorry, old boy, but I don’t know what you’re talking about.” And Prisk laughed, but Ravenstreet saw that he was not unimpressed, secretly perhaps rather shaken.


    Now it was Marot’s turn. He was sitting opposite Mervil, and now he pointed a very long, large-knuckled forefinger across the table. “One more question, if you please,” he began slowly, gravely. He stared hard at Mervil as he spoke. “These rulers—they will have pity for all the childish people they rule?”


    Marot was too impressive now to be contemptuously dismissed; Mervil had to take his question seriously. “I thought I’d made that point. We try to give them what we know they really want. And what they couldn’t obtain for themselves. What our individual feelings might be—pity or contempt, or perhaps a mixture of both—are of no consequence, my dear sir. We mustn’t forget that the masses are as necessary to us as we are to them.”


    “Is that true?” Marot was still staring hard. “There are so many of them, these stupid people. More machines—mechanical workers—might be found to do their work. Why should you keep millions you do not want?”


    “We can cross that bridge when we come to it.” Mervil spoke hastily and looked restive. He gave an involuntary shake of the head, as if he found Marot’s fixed stare oppressive.


    “In Russia, I think,” cried Perperek, “bridge was crossed. Arrest all peoples not liked by secret police. Send them to work in desert, in cold forest. They do some work—good! They die—what a pity!” He looked round beaming, as if he ought to be applauded for being so helpful.


    Mervil gave his plate a little push and leant back in his chair, then glanced impatiently at Ravenstreet. “I said they were ruthless but clumsy,” he told the table rather than Perperek. “We’re not arriving anywhere—going round in a circle. Let’s change the subject.”


    “It was your subject, not ours,” said Sepman nastily. “The fact is, you talk very grandly about this élite but you’re not prepared to tell us how far it’s prepared to go. To hell with your élite, I say. I’m not sure they’re not just what the silly blighters deserve, the sort of mugs who believe what they read in your papers—but you’re not kidding me, Mervil. You’ll be like any other gang that’s got itself in power to push people around. I don’t blame you for that—it serves ’em right—they’ve asked for it—but when you say you might have some pity for ’em, you make me laugh.”


    “Is good to laugh,” Perperek told him eagerly. “But I cannot hear you laughing.”


    “Not very funny.” And Sepman’s glance was as sour as his tone. He had helped himself liberally to wine but it had only made him more aggressive, heightening and colouring all his grievances.


    “Really, Ernest, you are awful tonight,” his wife protested.


    “All right then,” he shouted, “I’m awful. You’re ashamed of me. Sir Charles is embarrassed. Lord Mervil can’t hide his dislike, even though he does want something I’ve got. I don’t know what Sir Edwin Karney feels—and he doesn’t look as if he does either. As for these three——”


    But here he was interrupted. Horrified not so much by what he had said as by his outrageous manner, the reckless explosion, Nancy had had enough. Noisily she hurried out of the room; and, throwing a word of apology to Ravenstreet, Prisk went after her. To Raven­street’s surprise, Sepman ignored these de­partures; he emptied his glass and then stared at it sullenly.


    “Mr. Sepman, what did you wish to say about my friends and me?” Marot enquired smoothly.


    “Nothing worth saying. I lost my temper. I’m sorry. I’m having rather a difficult time—feeling raw. Apologies all round. I understand,” Sepman continued hurriedly, “you three have met to discuss something. May one ask what your subject is?” He glanced round at the three of them, ending with Wayland.


    “We try to discuss certain problems,” Wayland told him, with an apologetic air. “For example, the problem of the sixth dimension.”


    “Is very difficult, of course,” cried Perperek. “How he works—perhaps to make spiral—very difficult.”


    “Sometimes we understand,” said Marot, shaking his head and looking very old, melancholy, defeated, a monument of intellectual futility. “Sometimes we cannot understand at all.”


    “Don’t blame you,” said Karney, ignoring Sepman and giving Mervil a meaning glance.


    “Nor I, gentlemen.” Mervil was very dry and appeared to be completely composed again. Now he caught Ravenstreet’s eye.


    “Yes,” said Ravenstreet, responding. “We’ll have coffee in the drawing-room. It’s probably waiting for us.” He left them to straggle out and went to find some cigars that he knew were in the small study. He felt both depressed and irritated, a nasty combination. All that had been achieved so far was an unusually strained and ill-mannered dinner party, for which he must accept responsibility. And there were still three hours or so to get through somehow or other, most probably with Mervil, Karney and Sepman, arguing about objections that he would have to invent, to justify his bringing them here. Then he turned, cigars in hand, to find Wayland standing in the doorway.


    “I thought I could safely have a minute with you,” he said softly. “You’re feeling unhappy about this evening, aren’t you?”


    Ravenstreet did not try to hide his irritation. “I’m certainly not feeling very cheerful about it. I don’t know what you three think you can do, but I can’t believe you’re doing it. The magic doesn’t seem to be working. And as I told Perperek just before dinner, I can only keep them here tonight, and very soon Mervil will insist upon our having our business talk. I suppose I can invent something, but it’s ten to one I’ll be made to look a fool. In the meantime the combined efforts of you three have merely brought an outburst from Sepman, who would probably have lost his temper anyhow—he’s always angry. I’ve done what you asked me to do—here they all are—but I must say, Wayland, that now I’m rather sorry. All we’ve got, it seems, is a futile evening.”


    “I think not.” Wayland was calm and easy. “Don’t worry about your business talk. There won’t be one. But Mervil is stronger than we thought he would be. He’s protected to some extent, just as we are, only his comes from the other side.” He dropped to a whisper. “This may well be the trial of strength we were expect­ing, though we didn’t know how or where we’d find it. Thanks to you, here it is. But I mustn’t keep you.”


    As they moved out, Ravenstreet said quietly and in all sincerity: “Doesn’t it ever occur to you, Wayland, that you three may be living in an imaginary world?”


    “We’re all living in imaginary worlds, Ravenstreet. If you could catch a glimpse of the real world, you’d think you’d gone mad. But ours is nearer the ultimate truth than yours is, I believe; it has far less self-deception in it. And let me give you one piece of advice. Don’t be deceived by the apparent solidity of things. That’s the grand illusion of the senses. The old warnings against trusting the senses weren’t all pleas for asceticism, as most people think, but were concerned with false knowledge, wrong beliefs. You have to reverse all common-sense judgments. What seems solid is fluid, even gaseous, spectral. What seems ghostly, lighter than air, come and gone in a second, may have more true solidity than Gibraltar.” They were now within a few paces of the drawing-room door, and Wayland halted him, without any smile this time, looking almost as bleak as Marot. He spoke very softly. “I didn’t follow you to apologise because nothing is happening. I came to warn you that soon a great deal may happen, and some of it you may find very disturbing. You won’t believe, I’m afraid, that these strange or tragic events are only one chapter in these life stories, that they can be changed in time alive. But please remember that is what we believe. So—it may be bad, but not as bad as you think.”


    He put a hand on Ravenstreet’s arm, let it rest there for a moment, then gave him a little push forward. Ravenstreet found him­self entering the drawing-room, babbling about cigars and brandy. Through one tall window the sunset, ending angrily, glared, with molten bronze under a deep purple canopy of cloud. It turned the room into a cave of heavy shadows flecked with particles of fire. The men in it had the featureless faces of crowds in a dream. Still absentmindedly playing host, he heard himself shouting the usual commonplaces, switched on all the lights, drew the curtains. The stage, as he believed they said, was set.


    


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER EIGHT


    Crack Up


    “Have you seen my wife?” Sepman asked uneasily.


    Ravenstreet said he hadn’t. “She’s probably somewhere around with Prisk,” he added.


    Sepman pushed out his rather thick lower lip. “Well, I don’t want her somewhere around with Prisk.” He drank his brandy, in a curious defiant way, rather as if he had not really been offered any but felt he was entitled to some. But then this was his general attitude.


    Karney had overheard them. “I thought I heard a car just before we left the dining-room. Probably they’ve gone for a little spin. Prisk knew he wouldn’t be wanted.” Karney’s curiously deep bass voice might have smothered a malicious inflection. Sepman looked at him suspiciously.


    “I don’t care whether Prisk’s wanted or not. I certainly don’t want any part of him. But naturally I’d like to know where my wife is.” He looked at his glass, then moved rather uncertainly across the room towards the brandy.


    “I’d suggest that should be his last, Ravenstreet,” Karney murmured. “And I think Mervil’s getting impatient. Another ten minutes—and then we’ll get down to it.”


    “I’ll see.” Ravenstreet was irritable. “It’ll do Mervil no harm to control his impatience.”


    “Yes, but you know what he is.”


    “I know what he thinks he is.”


    “Now, now, my dear fellow, we can’t have you losing your temper too. Look—he’s signalling.”


    Ravenstreet refused to look. “I give the signals in this house. Stop fussing, Karney. You haven’t to take orders like Prisk. And we’ll talk business all the better when we’ve given ourselves a little time to settle down.”


    “Is good that.” This was from Perperek, who had now joined them. He was smoking a cigar and holding a monster helping of brandy, and was the self-indulgent old Balkan merchant to the life. “Always I talk moch business—many places. Always I have nize cigar—nize brandy—plenty coffee. You think, Sir Karney?” He was all beaming innocence.


    The high wide shoulders moved in a shrug, and Karney’s head seemed to sink lower than ever. “Some­times, not always.” He hardly glanced in Perperek’s direction but gave Ravenstreet a meaning look.


    Perperek raised his voice. “Is wonderful you do so good here in England.”


    “I don’t understand you.” Karney sounded annoyed.


    “But is easy to unnerstan’.” Perperek’s protest filled the room; everybody listened. “I say is wonderful you do so good here in England.”


    “I’m not deaf, my dear sir. But I don’t understand what you mean, that’s all. It doesn’t make sense to me. However, let’s drop the subject.” And to make sure that it was dropped, he went across to join Mervil.


    Perperek did not follow him but did go forward several paces, finally standing in the middle of the room, claiming all eyes. He pointed his cigar at Karney. He was still smiling but the look of beaming innocence had gone, the clown mask was melting away, the little dark eyes no longer twinkled; and there was a suggestion of concentrated force that Ravenstreet, who had seen it once or twice before, recognised at once. This was undoubtedly the real Perperek, a most formidable personality.


    “Now what’s the matter?” The demand was im­patient but there might have been a faltering note in Karney’s deep bass. He looked uneasy, too; not at all the man who had told Perperek to drop the subject and had contemptuously walked away from him. “Well—what is it now?”


    “I say is wonderful you do so good here in England.”


    “All right, man, you’ve made your point.” Karney sounded faintly relieved. “It’s wonderful I’ve done so well here in England. Let’s leave it at that.” He turned to speak to Mervil.


    “Have good remembering. Moch difficult training for remembering. So I think—I think—where is it I see Sir Karney before.” Perperek had all Karney’s attention now. “So I remember. Is why I say you do so good here in England. In 1921 you were very young man—in Constantinople—and I see you in police house because of smoggling. Perhaps you go to prison—perhaps no. But in 1921 you are young smoggler there—now you are Sir Karney here. Is wonderful, I think——”


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” It was a fine roar, but already his eyes were afraid and he was beginning to sweat.


    “No? Have care now.”


    “I tell you I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    “Look here, Ravenstreet,” Mervil called, crisply and commandingly, “you really must put a stop to this. It’s intolerable.”


    Before Ravenstreet could reply, the awkward little scene suddenly flared into strange drama. Perperek spoke rapidly in some foreign tongue; Karney re­sponded in the same language, but hesitatingly and fearfully, like a servant caught pilfering; then Perperek lashed him with words that whistled and cracked like whips. This brought about a remarkable trans­formation, for Sir Edwin Karney suffered such an immediate change that he might almost be said to have disappeared; the high wide shoulders dropped, almost seemed to melt; the sunken head, now wet with perspiration, reared up on a writhing neck; and there between Mervil and Ravenstreet, in place of the stiff City knight, was a terrified Levantine, wriggling and abjectly protesting.


    Perperek regarded him sombrely for a moment or two, saying no more, and then sat down to enjoy his cigar and his brandy. Karney, his persona still in ruins, found a few muttered words of English, rolled despair­ing sepia eyes, and bolted.


    “Well, what was that in aid of?” Sepman demanded harshly.


    “You tell,” said Perperek to Wayland.


    “Mr. Perperek knew something of Sir Edwin Karney’s early history­,” Wayland began, smoothly. “And he reminded him of it in the language associated with that time, which I imagine to be Turkish. This produced rather a strong effect, as you saw.”


    “That’s about what I thought,” said Sepman. “But what’s he supposed to have done wrong? All right—he isn’t English, but what does that matter? When he was young he did a bit of smuggling—so what? Why attack him just because he’s made something of himself?”


    “Yes—but——”


    “I tell, Wayland,” cried Perperek, then stared at Sepman. “Why you so foolish? Three times I say—is wonderful he do so good in England. Three times he has chance to say ‘Yes, yes, I do wonderful, thank you very moch.’ But no, no. He say he don’t unnerstan’. He say I not know what am talking about. Is very proud, very stiff, in false personality. Snail stay in shell. So I crack shell. Why you think? Because he change nation—because he is once young smoggler? Pooh-pooh—pooh! I change nation—I smoggle—is all noth­ing. But proudness, falseness, big stiff lie—all that is something. So I crack it. I attack him, you say? Yes—a little. But most he attack himself. You see?”


    “Near enough,” Sepman replied sourly. “Even if you did tell me not to be foolish. I’ll admit I didn’t care for him much before, but when I saw him standing there looking so damned miserable, I felt sorry for him.”


    “Is good that.” Perperek beamed upon him now.


    “I suppose he’s not going to be fit for much the rest of the evening,” said Mervil, without any signs of regret. “I always suspected a soft timid streak in him—and his servility worried me.” He gave the company a bleak little smile. “Perhaps I ought to feel grateful for this—er—psychological experiment.”


    “We are interested in such things.” This was from Marot; a dry whisper from the old stone tower.


    “So I gather.” Mervil answered Marot’s brooding stare with a quick glance, took in Wayland and Per­perek, then squarely faced Ravenstreet, who knew at once that behind his icy manner Mervil was very angry indeed. “And now, Ravenstreet, I want an explanation.”


    “Of what?”


    “I took the trouble to check your story about the local hotel wrecked by aircraft. I found it was correct. It’s a reasonable explanation of the presence of these three here.” Mervil hesitated a moment.


    Ravenstreet made the most of his opportunity. “I’m glad. But as the tone you’re taking seems to suggest we ought to forget ordinary good manners, I must tell you I don’t care for this Scotland Yard style of yours. No crime’s been committed here, as far as I know. And you’ve not been invited to conduct an investigation. So I don’t like all this stuff about wanting an explanation, checking stories, reasonable explanations. If you want to ask questions, go ahead, but not in that tone, Mervil, please.”


    “You don’t know me very well, Ravenstreet, or you wouldn’t talk like that. I’m entitled to an explanation, and I propose to have it. Why did you insist upon this meeting here? It seemed to me from the first un­reasonable—probably out of character as far as you were concerned——”


    “Now wait a minute,” cried Sepman. “I was all for it myself—and quite right too. You were keeping me waiting——”


    “Sepman, you talk and behave like a child. Enter­prises of this kind can’t be set up in a few weeks. And don’t interrupt,” Mervil added sharply.


    “Look—I’m sick of this,” Sepman shouted angrily. “We’re all children except you. You’ve been giving us this half the night. Nobody except you and a few rich pals have grown up at all. Now, cut it out, for God’s sake. I’ve got something you want just as you’ve got something I want—don’t forget it. No, and don’t forget this—you can’t find what I’ve got anywhere else—but there are other people who can give me what I want from you.”


    Mervil regarded him with cold distaste. “Don’t be too sure about that, Sepman. Other people can go a long way but not as far as I can. I must also remind you that I can hinder you just as easily as I can help you—in­deed, it would be much easier and it would cost me nothing. A Press campaign—a few questions in the House——”


    Sepman was on his feet, an ugly little figure of impotent fury. “You’d do that, after all you’ve said to me? After all the years of work I’ve given it! You couldn’t do it. I’d show you up—I’d—I’d——”


    “Sit down and keep quiet, man. You made a threat, so I met it with another. Now we know where we are.” He turned to Ravenstreet as Sepman sat down again. “But I don’t know where you are. Why did you want us to meet here, in such a hurry? What was the object of it? Where do these three come in?”


    As Ravenstreet hesitated, he caught a little affirmative nod from Marot. He took the chance. “It was at their suggestion that I asked you here, but not of course for any business reasons. You can take my word for it that these three gentlemen——”


    “Aren’t competitors,” Mervil interjected, impatiently. “Of course I can see that. Don’t hedge, and waste time, Ravenstreet. What did they want?”


    Ravenstreet allowed himself a faint smile. “They wanted to have a look at you.”


    “Is true—yes.” Perperek sounded innocently en­thusiastic. “Big important man. Is good time for little nobody men to have a look——”


    “Don’t play the clown for my benefit, my dear sir,” Mervil told him. “It’s a waste of effort and an insult to my intelligence. Whatever else you may be, you’re obviously an extremely shrewd man——”


    Marot took charge now. The old ruin became a fortress, bristling with power. “We wanted to look at you. We have looked at you.”


    “So I’ve noticed for the last two hours. Fortunately I’m used to being stared at, otherwise I might have asked you to mend your manners. And what has all this looking and staring shown you?”


    “Only another child. And not a pleasant child.”


    Much to Ravenstreet’s astonishment, Mervil did nothing but make a small protesting sound, which appeared to choke in his throat. All three Magicians were regarding him fixedly. Mervil remained motion­less; even his eyes were still; he might have been blind. Sepman, leaning forward, gaping, muttered something unintelligible. Mervil closed his eyes and swayed a little. Time did not seem to pass: this moment grew and grew, swelling intolerably; then it burst.


    Mervil opened his eyes, and now they were furious, snapping, the eyes of an angry child. His face was flushed; he was clenching his fists; he was stamping and shouting. “You wait, that’s all. You just wait, you’re bloody rotten stinking fools. I hate you—I hate you—I hate you. I hate everybody except Nanny—and you sent her away. Well, I’ll send you away, all of you. Yes, I will—and you can’t stop me. Filthy idiot pigs! I’ll run away and get bigger and bigger and then when I come back I’ll beat everybody—I’ll stamp on your silly faces—I’ll make you eat shit. Yes, I will—I will—I will—I will.” He ended his screams by stuffing his hand into his mouth and biting it until the blood ran. Then he collapsed.


    Marot waved Ravenstreet away, and it was he and Wayland who attended to Mervil, kneeling over him, bringing him round, explaining when he became conscious again that he appeared to have had a black­out, and finally helping him up to his room. “Is better they do it,” Perperek told Ravenstreet. “They know this thing.”


    “So that’s the great Lord Mervil,” said Sepman, gloomy rather than malicious. “With the lid off. It’s about what you might expect. Whose turn is it next? Mine?”


    For once Perperek had no smile; it was a blank moon face he turned to Sepman. “For us is no more turns. If things happen, they happen. We don’t make happen.”


    “Some of the psycho-analysts and psychiatrists work on those lines,” Sepman continued. “One of ’em told me he’d seen patients of his—grown men—behaving like kids of two, screaming, yelling, tearing the place down. But that must be after weeks or months of breaking ’em down. And then they’re neurotic to start with. How did you people work it—hypnotism or something?”


    “Or something,” Perperek repeated, offhandedly. He was making no attempt to return to his jovial per­formance. “Few men are whole men—all one piece. Most are many—all different little pieces. Some are two—one outside, one inside very different. Is possible make man show inside, forget outside. Like this Lord Mervil. I go see what happens.”


    As soon as they were alone, Sepman gave Ravenstreet a sour little smile. “You collected a queer bunch, didn’t you? Do it on purpose?”


    “No. I told you what happened.”


    “Was it just Mervil they wanted to look at? Or all of us? And what’s the idea? Who are these chaps, anyhow?”


    “Have a whisky and soda?”


    “Thanks. I could do with a drink. But does that mean you’re not going to tell me anything?” He waited then until Ravenstreet came up with the drink. “Thanks. Cheers!” He swallowed half of it, and it was a big strong one. Then he stared mournfully over his glass at Ravenstreet. “Don’t tell me if you don’t want to.”


    Ravenstreet hesitated. At this moment there was something appealing about this little man, harassed, forlorn, ugly. Ravenstreet decided to tell him the truth, to accept or reject as he pleased. “You want to know who these three are, and what they’re doing here. I’ll tell you what they told me. To begin with, Way­land is a retired civil engineer, Marot an optician in Bordeaux, Perperek some sort of merchant operating between Italy and Greece. But they call themselves magicians—it’s half a joke, I think—and apparently they meet every few years to discuss how they can save the human race. Those are the facts, Sepman.”


    “I believe you. I thought they were that type when I first met them—harmless old cranks—but then after­wards I began to wonder. But of course the Karney business was just lucky—I mean that fat chap re­cognising him. As for Mervil, he may have been in a queer state when he arrived—seemed jumpy to me. But what was the point of their wanting to see him?”


    “Perhaps they wanted to save the human race from him.”


    “They almost can, for me. I can’t make up my mind about Mervil,” Sepman continued, gloomily. “I suppose he’d put the stuff across better than anybody else, and if I took it away from him now, he might try to do me down. But I don’t like him and he doesn’t like me.” He finished his drink. “Have you noticed that? Hardly anybody likes anybody else any more. Hell of a thing—but there it is. And don’t let anybody tell me it’s because most of us aren’t religious. Most of the Christians are the worst—always denouncing everybody except themselves. But I’m not talking now about people loving one another—but just ordinary liking. It’s going out, fading away, honestly it is. If you ask me, it’s one reason why people now put away so many double gins and whiskies they can’t afford. They’re trying to like one another—and can’t. You must have noticed it. I don’t know whether it’s money and jobs and being on the make, or something the War did to us, or what’s happening all over; but people don’t like one another any more. You work with people, you live near people, you have drinks with people—but you no longer like ’em, and you know they don’t like you. It’ud be all the same if the whole dam’ lot were suddenly changed, you wouldn’t feel any different. It didn’t used to be that way, I’ll swear. I can remember liking plenty of chaps and girls. I was glad to see them, they were glad to see me. But now, who cares? That’s one reason why I want to make a lot of money—and as soon as possible. I’ll buy what I want. I won’t expect anybody to like me. I’ll get out of this rat pit and just give orders. Mind if I have another drink? No—I’ll help myself.”


    It was while he was at the decanter, with his back to the door, that his wife and Prisk entered, rosy and merry and impudent. “Hello, hello, hello!” cried Prisk. “Where is everybody?”


    Sepman wheeled round, said nothing, but still carrying the decanter marched across the room, shouldered his way between the newcomers, and closed the door behind them by leaning against it. This compelled them, after a moment’s hesitation, to come further in, exchanging a quick glance as they moved.


    “Ernest,” said Nancy reproachfully, “I believe you’re tight.”


    He made no reply but looked from her to Prisk, who turned to Ravenstreet. “Conference over or not started, old man?”


    “Not started. Both Karney and Mervil left us, for various good reasons——”


    “I’d better see what’s eating his lordship,” Prisk began.


    “Whatever’s eating him,” said Sepman, still at the door, “it can go on eating him a bit longer. I want to talk to you two.”


    “Look, chummie, he pays me and I have a job to do——”


    “I haven’t noticed you doing it this past hour——”


    “Ernest, stop it. Besides, I want to go to bed.” Nancy was hovering somewhere between fear and anger.


    “You’ll go to bed when I tell you to go to bed. We’re having this out now.”


    Prisk forced a grin. “Mind if I borrow that decanter first, Sepman old boy? I’m a drinking type, let’s face it.”


    “Let’s face a lot more while we’re at it. And keep back or you’ll have this decanter where you don’t want it.” He looked at Nancy. “Now then—what about it?”


    She made a fatal decision, plumping then for anger. “All right, all right—let’s have it out then. You disgraced me at dinner—made a fool of yourself—and I was upset and couldn’t stay. But you couldn’t come after me—oh no, not you—so it had to be Major Prisk—and we drove round a bit in his car till I felt better. So what? Instead of shouting you ought to be apologising.” She glared at him defiantly. But somewhere behind this glare, Ravenstreet felt, there was a kind of hopeful appeal, one part of her silently begging him to play the scene this way for all their sakes.


    Sepman kept silent for a moment or two. He seemed to dwindle, age and wither, turn cold, suggest a little stone figure; with all his long anger and frustration transformed into weariness, a final and infinite disillusion. “He’s been having you. And not for the first time. Don’t bother denying it. Don’t put on an act. Too late. I guessed it last night. I’m certain now. When I use my eyes properly, your look gives you away. And I’m remembering how many times I’ve seen it before. They’ve all been having you, anybody that fancied it. I could mention some. Laughing at me. Poor little sod! Working half the night to make some big money, so that hot little piece of his can offer it all over the place!”


    She made her second and final mistake. “You shut up,” she screamed, a scarlet fury. “If you hadn’t a filthy horrible little mind, you couldn’t talk like that. And what good have you been to me? I did my best at first—but it was hopeless. I had to have something—somebody. I tried to tell you at first—but you wouldn’t listen, you were so full of yourself and your wonderful plans and discoveries. And there I was, with my life ticking away, existing in that miserable hole. So I had to make my own friends and have my own fun. Yes,” she continued wildly, reckless now because she knew she was hurrying down the wrong track, “and some of them did laugh at you. And sometimes I had to laugh too. You were always so pleased with yourself, so patronising—what you were going to do for me—when you hadn’t even the sense to see I hated you to touch me——”


    “That’s enough, Sepman,” cried Prisk, lumbering forward as he saw the other man about to move.


    The heavy decanter caught him full in the face and fell unbroken on to the carpet. Prisk reeled, screamed sickeningly like a hurt child, clutched at something that could not support him, then fell, blinded with blood. As Ravenstreet rushed across, he heard the hard slap of Sepman’s hand on Nancy’s cheek and her lost wailing over her world in ruins as Sepman apparently hustled her out of the room. But he had no time for them: Prisk seemed to be seriously injured. Wayland and Perperek hurried in, and he asked them to do what they could for Prisk while he telephoned for a doctor. It was at least ten minutes before he found one in, and by that time Marot and Mervil were down too and Wayland and Perperek between them had washed the deep cuts on Prisk’s face and were doing a rough-and-ready job of bandaging.


    “A doctor’s on his way,” Ravenstreet explained. “Nothing more we can do, I suppose?”


    “There’s not much more you can do,” said Mervil. His tone was cold, his look venomous. “But there’s a great deal more I can do. And I’ll do it, Ravenstreet.”


    “Just now I’m not interested, Mervil.”


    “What about the Sepmans?” asked Wayland.


    “I haven’t had time to bother about them,” Raven­street told him. “He dragged her off——”


    It was Perperek who interrupted him. “I think time to bother. Is more serious now—Sepmans. I think——”


    He stopped because they heard a car starting up. It was Sepman’s old rattling two-seater. “Sounds as if they’re going,” said Ravenstreet.


    “We go after,” cried Perperek. “Come—quick. I go too.”


    But before they entered the garage, they saw the rear light of Sepman’s car, an angry wavering eye, far down the drive, and heard his horn harshly challenging the night. It was a wide and mild and faintly luminous night, one of those that seem vaguely tolerant of our affairs, willing to provide a hushed and not too deeply shadowed setting for them, but not disposed to help or hinder us on our way to disaster.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER NINE


    Two More Have Had It


    “The trouble is,” said Ravenstreet, as he drove as fast as he dared through the village, “that although this car has twice the speed of his and I’m probably a much better driver than he is, we’ve lost him now and don’t know which road he’s taking. Even assuming he’s making for home.”


    “He make for home, I think,” said Perperek. “Is somewhere to go. But if he was as you say, perhaps he never get home.”


    “He didn’t seem quite suicidal. Too angry. But probably he isn’t caring a damn what he’s doing.” Ravenstreet slowed up for a moment and then turned into the main road, increasing his speed.


    “Is bad all this,” said Perperek. “In old times when man is angry—not caring damn, as you say—he walk and walk or perhaps ride horse. He is tired or horse is tired—then is better, has time to think. But now he is angry in car—very fast—faster, faster—car is not tired. No chance to think. So something happen.”


    “It’s the same with guns. An angry man gets hold of a gun, and he blazes away, perhaps kills three or four people, before he knows what he’s doing. If he’d had to use a slower weapon, he’d have had time to calm down and ask himself what he was up to. And there’s another thing I’ve noticed,” Ravenstreet continued, slowing up his speech as the big car gathered speed. “There’s a gap somewhere between deliberate suicide and mere accident, where a man isn’t trying definitely to destroy himself but at the same time isn’t really trying to keep himself alive, and that’s where Sepman may be head­ing for this minute.”


    “Yes, yes,” cried Perperek, leaning forward to peer through the windscreen. “One little self says ‘I think we finish now—is all too difficult for us’—and turns wheel. Is finish then—but is called accident.”


    “This might be them.” But it was a belated van; and Ravenstreet passed it, going well over sixty during the next few miles. Then he slowed down and finally stopped at the crossroads that offered an alternative route to Stafford. On the left was a police telephone-box, and drawn up alongside it was a police car.


    “I’m following a small two-seater, heading for Stafford and South Cheshire,” Ravenstreet explained. “I wonder if you saw it go past.”


    “Why might you be following it, sir?” the older of the two policemen asked. Ravenstreet, who had got out, saw that he was a sergeant.


    “The owner of it was staying with me. There was a row. He left in a temper.”


    “Sure he wasn’t drunk, sir?”


    Ravenstreet remembered in time that it is the drunken motorist and not the one blind with anger who is a criminal. “I wouldn’t say he was, Sergeant. He’d had a few drinks but was certainly far from being incapable. But he was extremely angry. Why do you ask? Did you see him?” He did not try to hide his impatience.


    This was a mistake. Few pleasures come the way of a conscientious police sergeant on duty in the Midlands late at night; this chance of delaying an impatient gentleman who had alighted from a Rolls was not to be missed; the sergeant made the most of it. “Now, now, sir, just a minute! Have you the licence number of this vehicle?”


    “No, I haven’t——”


    “But you could give me a description?”


    “Not a very good one. It was dark green—not one of the usual makes—might be French——”


    “And the name and address of the owner, if you please, sir.” By this time, the sergeant was in official slow motion, every syllable shod with lead.


    It would have been folly to refuse, so Ravenstreet rattled off the name and address as fast as he could, then went on: “I’ve been here too long already. Now if you saw him, tell me which way he went.”


    But the sergeant was trying to write in his note­book. “I’ll have to have that name and address again, if you please, sir.”


    Ravenstreet repeated them impatiently. “Now come along, Sergeant. This is urgent.”


    “What’s urgent about it?”


    “That’s my business.”


    “I wouldn’t take that tone, sir. After all, it might turn out to be our business too. And I don’t think you need to hurry now. I’d just been telephoning ahead about him when you came up. Passed us driving like a lunatic—I thought he was mad drunk—car nearly out of control—full speed and all over the road. I don’t think he’ll get much farther if he keeps to the main road. They’ll stop him. However, he went that way. Just a minute, sir. I think I’d better have your name and address too.”


    When they were on their way again and he had explained to Perperek why they had been delayed so long, he said rather wearily: “I feel that happened in the maddening way it did just because I was after poor little Sepman. It was all in his particular atmosphere, if you see what I mean. I’m pretty certain he himself was always running up against men like that sergeant—that that was a typical bit of Sepmanism—of the world he hated and yet somehow created.”


    Perperek agreed, enlarging obscurely on the theme that we attract to ourselves certain types of persons and events. Ravenstreet neither understood nor even caught half of what he said, preferring to give most of his attention to the road. There was more traffic now, most of it heavy commercial stuff. Ravenstreet was far from feeling sleepy but he felt tired and depressed. Just before they reached the next main crossroads they had to stop: the lorries ahead had been halted; there was no sense in trying to pass them. He lit a pipe, Perperek one of his pungent cigarettes. The bloom and faint far glitter of the night was lost to them here; they might have been in a tunnel with their throbbing engines.


    “It’s more than likely that by this time Sepman’s trying to explain himself to the police. What he’ll say, I can’t imagine. I didn’t know what to say to that sergeant. Hard to explain anything to a policeman’s notebook.”


    “Always I tell lies,” said Perperek indifferently. “To police—to official peoples—always lies. When I am young—not so many. Now—more and more and more. Of all machines man makes now—State is biggest—stupidest—asks more and more, gives less and less. Is like a cancer. You feed him—he grows—you don’t grow. Of all men, these men of State—politicals, officials, expert foreign affairs, expert business, expert war, expert monkey nonsense—are most stupid, most far away from truth, from wisdom. Better be peasant—be circus clown—be drunk merchant—perhaps do no good but do little harm. Now we move again—eh?”


    “Looks like it,” Ravenstreet grunted, reaching for the starter. “I’m beginning to feel there’s something futile about this rescue party. By this time either Sepman’s beginning to behave sensibly or he’s beyond our control, probably under arrest for trying to hit a policeman.”


    “Or is much worse,” said Perperek gravely. “Now I think much worse. When I see him before dinner I say to myself ‘Is bad.’ And wife too I say ‘Is bad too.’ Is not like other two. We make nothing happen for him. Is not necessary to make happen. Is there already—something bad—all fixed.”


    Ravenstreet waited a few moments before replying; they were now approaching the crossroads. “Oddly enough I felt something like that about him last night, when he was trying to tell me what he’d do when he was rich. I suddenly felt—and I don’t pretend to be good at this sort of thing—he’d never escape, that he hadn’t a hope. But I can’t tell you why, of course. I might have interfered tonight, when he started that scene with his wife. Normally I would have done, but somehow I felt they just had to play it out. Your influence perhaps, Perperek.”


    “We catch you at right time, I think. Last year, no—next year, perhaps no—too much business, too much common sense, no time for foolish old men.”


    Ravenstreet crossed and kept going to the north-west, maintaining a steady forty now. “You’re quite right. Everything was nicely flattened out so that I couldn’t pretend I was too busy and too sensible to bother about you. A year ago I certainly wouldn’t have listened for ten minutes. I’m not sure about next year. In fact I’m not sure about anything. Again, perhaps thanks to you three. Hello, what’s this?”


    There was an open space to the right of the road, and in this space eight or nine cars and lorries were parked, all turned away from the road, they combined head­lights, full on, brilliantly illuminating the patch of ground ahead of them. Ravenstreet pulled up behind one of these parked cars, and walked forward with Perperek. The lighted ground finished abruptly, with a jagged edge that showed tufts of grass, bright and metallically green against the sudden darkness. Here was the rim of some deep old quarry. There was a police inspector shouting instructions into the void.


    “What’s happened?” Ravenstreet asked a lorry driver, who was leaning against one of his giant front wheels and having a smoke.


    “Two more ’ave ’ad it, mate, that’s what’s ’appened.” The driver was a small beaky fellow, like an em­bittered gnome. “Two-seater goes off the road an’ straight over the bloody edge to Kingdom Come. Man an’ a woman inside. They’re bringin’ what’s left of ’em up now—an’ we’re all throwin’ a bit o’ light on the subject. An’ I’ll tell yer something else, mate, while I’m at it. Keeps ’appenin’ all the flamin’ time nowadays. Fellers go over an edge. Fellers go smack through shop winders. Or try knifin’ or coshin’ each other. Or run away with school kids an’ fill ’em with gin. Read the Sunday papers—they’re full of it. ’Alf the fellers on the road today are goin’ mental. If I told yer a quarter of what I see, yer’d never believe me. Well, there’s two ’ere isn’t goin’ to worry no more.”


    “Is Sepman, I think,” Perperek whispered, as they moved away.


    “That’s my guess too,” said Ravenstreet, “though I suppose the odds are against it. But something tells me it’s the Sepmans. Better stay here while I tackle that inspector.”


    The period that followed, scooped out of the dead middle of the night, always seemed to Ravenstreet, both then and there and afterwards in recollection, to be time borrowed from Hell. There was first, underlying everything, the sick realisation that this indeed was what had happened to the Sepmans. Then, built uneasily on this ghastly foundation, was an immense bewildering pagoda-like structure of slow-motion official procedure, of questions and answers, names and addresses and dates, of notebooks and forms and licked pencils and broken-nibbed pens, of irritable and suspicious fuss in the open above the quarry, of elephantine questioning in the front room of a police­man’s cottage, of dubious queries and impatient answers and yawns and stares and cups of sepia tea and tobacco that began to taste like straw in the com­parative glare and stale atmosphere of the police station of the town some miles away, where the inspector finally insisted upon conveying them. Common measurements of time were meaningless during this period. The night, it seemed, was not moving toward daylight and sanity. A man might never escape it. His very name and addresses, any hint of his concerns, began to appear idiotic, and might well be received suspiciously. It was only down below, where the dark, sick horror still crawled, that Ernest Sepman and Nancy Sepman had any reality, for on this surface of dreary fantasy, where their names were scratched interminably on hairy paper, they were already unlikely spectres or perhaps characters in some insane plot apparently devised by himself and the incredible Perperek, whose powers of resistance against this nightmare, however, appeared to be far greater than Ravenstreet’s. Indeed, Ravenstreet began to feel grateful to Perperek, who at first seemed likely to complicate the situation, for being there with him, never leaving his side throughout the whole crazy labyrinth. Finally, however, this æon of idiot darkness wore itself out, and they were free to go, to taste a night that still had no dawn in it but was at last moving again toward another day, with a warning that they might be summoned to attend the inquest. They moved off at last, at no great speed, though the road was empty now, for Ravenstreet felt deathly tired.


    “How you do it, I don’t know,” he told Perperek. “Part of the magic, I suppose. But I ache with tiredness, right down inside. Not just because I’ve been kept up late. I’m used to being kept up late—my business has kept me up round the clock many a time. But this is different. It’s been altogether too long and too thick a day. And don’t forget, Perperek, it began with the Sepmans at breakfast in their own house and ended with them as bones under a sheet and two names on a lot of forms. Remember what that sour little brute of a lorry-driver said when we first arrived at the quarry? Two more have had it. We’re all beginning to look like names on forms and loads of meat.” He paused, managed an apologetic laugh of a sort, then added: “Forgive this. I ought to be able to do better, even at this hour.”


    “Is perhaps good you talk. I like to hear—any things. If you are feeling hurts—is better. Never matter what foolish talk. Not to feel hurts is bad thing—dead inside then—moch troble after for peoples dead inside.”


    Ravenstreet considered this as they rolled down the vacant green tunnel of a side road. “I’m not dead inside. Raw and bleeding, I’d say. There are a lot of men I liked much better than I could ever like Sepman and yet even when they died shocking deaths somehow I didn’t feel it as much. To be honest, I didn’t like Sepman. A little of him was quite enough. But I began to feel sorry for him hours before he crashed down into that quarry. Now I feel worse about him. The poor ugly little man thought he had a chance—but he never had, never would have had, not a hope, I suspect. I know—I know—he was a skilled chemist—probably not too badly paid—with a better job than most men have ever seen—pretty wife, nice bungalow, all the rest of it. But he’d just enough fire in him to turn it all into ashes. Just enough and no more. He ought to have had more or been taught to expect less. As it was, he felt perpetually cheated and frustrated. I thought last night he was the typical cheated, frustrated man, who some­where inside didn’t give a hoot if everything went crashing into a quarry. I believe there are millions of ’em now—not throw-outs and misfits, on their way to prisons and asylums—but responsible citizens, educated types, skilled technicians, who feel just about what he felt—and they’ve been hurriedly fed with coronations and royal visits, parlour games on TV, films that look better than life, news jazzed up by Mervil’s editors, breathless sporting events, all the fun of the fair; but when they’re not irritated and restless, they’re yawning, with one bit of them wondering all the time what it would be like to rev the old car up to sixty and then make for a quarry. They think perhaps it would save a lot of fuss and grief. Yes, I know you say it wouldn’t, and you might be right—I’m not sure. But it’s a dead certainty they wouldn’t believe you. Did you try Sepman with any of your more peculiar beliefs, Perperek?”


    “We have little talk—not much. He know better of course. Clever science man. Know just enough to build walls round himself—not enough to make door and windows. These peoples now, I think, have terrible way of life—perhaps worst ever.”


    Ravenstreet attended to his driving in silence for a minute or two. Already the rich darkness was thinning out in the eastern sky. “That’s all right, Perperek. But we can’t all be magicians and find ancient wisdom in Central Asia and practise Yogi tricks and raise our levels of being and knowledge and all the rest of it.”


    “Is true. Not for all. Not for most. But if no life of wisdom, then next best is life of tradition—like peasant, Eastern merchant, many peoples. Is some­thing there for each part of man, of woman. Some true things felt. Some little wisdom perhaps—and much contentment. But this Sepman life is nothing—all a waste—confusion and anger and sadness. Perhaps soon, after moch of this, even insect life seem better. Is then safe from hurt feelings for ever. That is what we fear—why we come to talk—to do some little things. But you have seen, my friend Rav-en-street, have helped us too.”


    “I wouldn’t like to think I helped the Sepmans into that quarry——”


    “No, no—is wrong thinking. I tell again, we do nothing to them. They destroy themselves——”


    “But only after I asked them to pay me a visit—with Prisk there——”


    “Today, tomorrow, next week, next month—it must happen soon, they destroy themselves—is no real will for life, only for death. You think I am not sorry for them—I am old man made of metal. Is not so. All the time I do this work is because I am sorry. But in different way from you. You think all over with poor little Sepman and foolish pretty little Mrs. Sepman—no chance, never again. I know is not so—many chances—not tick-tock but time alive. So for me is less important. We speak more about these things?”


    “Not now, Perperek, if you don’t mind.” Ravenstreet spoke draggingly. “Driving this car at this speed along these empty roads may look easy—and in a way it is easy, too easy, for you begin to imagine the car will find its own way—but I’ve got only about enough energy and interest left to see us home, so I’d better con­centrate on that.”


    The sun was still invisible when they turned into the drive, but there were broad washes of primrose and pale cinnamon in the east, the garden and the house were hazily emerging from the last ebb of night. No lights were to be seen in bedroom windows. Ravenstreet hoped every man there was miles deep in sleep; he wanted no questions. Too weary to garage the car, he left it at the front door, tasted the chill sweetness of the air for a moment, then dragged himself indoors. And there in the hall were Wayland and Marot, already listening to Perperek.


    “I hope you don’t mind,” said Wayland, looking untidier than usual but in no way worn, “we sat in your small study, after making ourselves plenty of coffee. The doctor cleaned and bandaged Prisk’s face and gave him a sedative. I think Mervil and Karney probably gave themselves sedatives. They’ve all been asleep some time. You look both exhausted and unhappy, Raven­street.”


    “I suppose I am. Whatever you fellows have got hold of, you’re certainly tougher than I am. I was glad Perperek was with me. I’m turning in now.”


    Wayland considered him gravely. “I hope you can sleep. But you may feel too shaken-up or sad—or both. Is there anything we can do for you, my dear Raven­street?”


    “I think not, thanks.” He turned to go.


    “There might be, I think.” But this was Marot. “Wayland will come and see perhaps?”


    Ravenstreet saw them making for the small study again, apparently ready for more talk, still another session of their conference, even at this hour. An indomitable trio, whatever else they might be. He undressed slowly, eating a couple of biscuits without really tasting them. His thoughts, if they could be called thoughts, moved slowly too, groping about in some place of darkness and pain. He seemed to see himself stumbling along a narrowing cul-de-sac. Per­haps Sepman, over the edge for ever (no matter what these fellows might believe), had won after all. He stretched himself out between the unexpectedly cold sheets, shivering a little, but before he could switch off his bedside lamp, there came a tap at the door and Wayland entered.


    “You won’t feel worse if you talk for a minute or two.”


    “No, I shan’t,” he admitted.


    Wayland sat on the edge of the bed, smiling down at him. A strange fellow; superficially the least fantastic and fabulous of the three, the most obviously sym­pathetic, yet in some odd way the most unreal; as if a being from another planet were masquerading, with infinite cunning and resourcefulness and yet without complete conviction, as a trim, leathery, cranky elderly English gentleman.


    “I think you’ve lost the idea of time alive,” said Wayland rather reproachfully.


    “I never quite got it. Oh—yes—something happened the other night when Marot did whatever he did—compelled me to remember, I suppose. And I’ll admit that what came back, fresh as paint, was alive all right—but it turned out to be an experience I hadn’t wanted to remember, had most conveniently forgotten.”


    “I told you next morning it wasn’t memory, some­thing recaptured from brain cell traces,” said Wayland, with a gentle impatience characteristic of him. “You were brought to recognise what exists. It is always there. It is really you—as you can’t help being, and from which there’s no escape, only certain possibilities of change, a new creation of one’s life. If you think you can sleep at once—and would rather do that, out of your weariness and despair—then I will go. But we’re anxious to help you, after what you’ve done for us. So if you feel you can’t sleep and are dreading the thoughts that will crowd in on you, because you’ve no hope, no feeling that life can be lived as you wish it to be lived—then I could try to bring you again into time alive.” He added, with a smile: “Not by putting you into an hypnotic trance, as I think you still imagine, but by pulling you out of the trance you are always in——”


    “My own work, I think you said before——”


    “Reinforced by many powerful influences, hardly ever leaving you free. But forget theory. Think of yourself—your life—stop anywhere along the way you feel you have come—no, you needn’t look at me. Forget I’m here. Think of yourself—all that has been—and still is—Charles Ravenstreet——”


    He was falling, falling, falling asleep. And then he woke up once again in time alive. . . .


    


    


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TEN


    Time Alive Again


    He was still in bed but it was a different bed, and everything was different. There was so much light. He knew at once that it was early morning sunlight, still pale, striking the dormer window with a great level shaft—the glass was a white blaze of it, and the apple-green colour-washed walls of the attic bedroom reflected it like a shimmering sea. It was another sun shining upon another world, pouring down the light of Eden. There was little to see in the room—a chest of drawers, painted a yellow ochre, with white porcelain knobs; a ramshackle one-legged table heaped with a boy’s junk; an upholstered rocking-chair, spilling its stuffing; some school paintings fastened with drawing-pins—but everything there replied to his idlest glance with a precision of form and colour, as if they belonged to a painter of genius. The muslin curtains trembled in a breeze that brought with it an awakening world of sounds and scents. The time had an incredible richness and promise; he returned to it after years of existence that was nothing better than an old blurred film with rusty and fading voices on its sound track; he might have gone to sleep in some frowsty moving-picture theatre and wakened in the great gold morning of the living world.


    His elbow felt the hard edge of a book, and he saw that it was a story by Harold Avery, one of the favourite authors of his boyhood. He knew now where he was, of course; in the attic bedroom in the house in Atworth Terrace, a new house into which they had removed when he was—what?—eleven or twelve? He waited a moment, and then everything became quite clear, as if the consciousness of this younger self were like a book that now he could read. Yes, he was twelve, and this must be the early summer of 1910. Most mornings he slept late and had to be shouted at, almost pulled out of bed, to be in time for school. But this was not one of those mornings; it was Saturday, and he had wakened early, long before breakfast would be ready, because something special was going to happen. Some sort of excursion, wasn’t it? He found himself jumping out of bed, the flannelette nightshirt still hot and entangling, to stare out of the window, making sure it really was a fine morning.


    There was Atworth Terrace, still only half-built, looking rather raw in this searching light, still with the triangular stacks of builders’ timber on which he and his chums played by the hour, often climbing down inside, into a sort of lattice-work cave, for a hiding place. Across the main road at the end of the terrace was the wilderness of the Atworth Estate, with its Amazonian jungle of overgrown rhododendrons, its three ruined summer-houses in which—bang! bang! bang!—they had played tremendous ‘last stands’ against Zulus and Red Indians, its reedy lake where he had been allowed to share a raft with the Waterson and Bedford boys, all older than he was, and all to be killed, mostly on one July morning, in the First World War. The Ravenstreet who stared out of the window through a boy’s eyes, who could live in the boy’s mind but could add to it forty-odd years more experience of this life, now realised sharply, with a poignancy that stabbed the heart, that he was now looking at a world that had not yet given its name to a war, that saw no blood on its hands and was not yet haunted by the faces that turned into mud and bones, and so had an almost Eden-like innocence. He was aware of this not only at that moment but through­out the hours that followed, so that it seemed to him that the very sunlight was different, not merely because it came to him through a boy’s eye but also because it was not yet clouded by the horror and guilt we tried to forget. He could still feel the weight of our new Iron Age on his spirit, but he knew he had brought this with him, that neither this boy nor anybody he would meet on this morning would know anything of it. At least—if this multi-dimensional idea of things should be true—all they would know would be a faint shadowing, a cold breath, just beyond the reach of sense and reason, an unseen dark frame that yet threw into relief these last golden days, these nights that never conjured up accusing ghosts.


    Meanwhile, his boyhood self, whose sense of the sheer goodness and promise of the morning he could experience and enjoy, was impatiently pottering around in his attic bedroom, now trying another page or two of Harold Avery, now thumbing through collections of cigarette cards, now returning to the window to see Atworth Terrace come to life, with the newspaper boys slipping from door to door and the milk carts jangling round the corner. The breeze occasionally lifted little clouds of dust from the main road, where already a few covered wagons, not as impressive as when they were lighted at dusk, went lumbering and creaking toward the distant warehouses around Market Square. Every detail of what could be seen from that dormer window claimed old acquaintance, yet the whole scene was as strange as a prospect of Peru.


    He found himself washing rather perfunctorily and then hurrying back from the bathroom, only half dry and with his eyes still smarting from the strong carbolic soap, to pull on a flannel shirt, short trousers held in place by a striped cricket belt fastened with brass serpents, and long wool stockings that had coloured tops to turn down. His boots had lace-holes halfway up and then those shiny little hook things, several of them bent too far over and a few missing. Dressed now, he felt wonderfully compact, well co-ordinated, bursting with energy. He went clattering downstairs, to the kitchen, through brightening golden air, the gold of this lost sunlight, lost innocence.


    In the kitchen, which was small, painted blue, and always smelt of gas, two people sat at the table. The man looked a rather old forty-five, for he was already going grey; he wore his hair rather long and had a luxuriant moustache; he was dressed in flannel trousers, a shirt without a collar, and an old stained house­coat; he had an anxious and perhaps vaguely petulant look, as if he had been vaguely disappointed by what life had offered him, after expecting too much of it. The woman was younger, fresher, rosier, with a smiling dark glance; her black hair was still in iron curlers, and she was wearing a flannel wrap of a dirtyish pink shade. They were a rather stuffy pair, old-fashioned and provincial, not successful nor even very sensible people, but with an appealing air of innocence about them. And of course they were his parents, seen for once not as fond institutional beings but, for the first time, as persons. And of all the drama, bewilderment, sorcery, of his experience in ‘time alive’, this glimpse was the most potent, the most memorable, perhaps the ex­perience most dangerous to routine ideas. As he heard himself muttering the kind of remarks made by im­patient boys when their parents are being fussy, preparing for an expedition but not yet in a holiday mood, the time-traveller, older and far more experienced than they were, felt his heart go out to them, with a sym­pathy, a helpless affection, that was almost anguish. If he could have assumed command of this younger self, this muttering impatient boy, he would have astonished and delighted these two by the affectionate warmth of his response; but he had no such command, had no power to change anything (though the Magicians were certain this was possible, at least to some few), could only experience the living time and not even begin to recreate it. Yet possibly, he felt, the warmth and depth of his feeling, now a new factor in this scene, were not entirely futile. Afterwards he was assured by Wayland that his intuitive feeling here had not misled him; for if the past had not been extinguished but was existing, alive, responsive, then strong feeling about it was not useless. We had in fact to think of ourselves linked forward and backward along these circular or spiral time tracks, still in communication, through our deepest feelings, with every part of our lives; and this, Wayland argued, was the great responsibility we shirked by pretending that we moved forward in time with everything destroyed behind us, living a mere sketchy charade of life. And certainly this strange encounter with parents who were at this point much younger and far less knowledgeable than he was, this sudden and quite shattering glimpse of them as persons, brought Ravenstreet closer than anything else did, chiefly through wonder and compassion and a sort of confused creative hopefulness, to an understanding of what this ‘time alive’ might mean.


    Here in the kitchen all was clear, and humming and burning with life. Through the open door—for they never closed it on warm mornings—he could see the steady blaze of this May time, a section of the small flower-bed that as yet showed more sticks and string and labels than it did flowers, the newly-plastered garden wall that seemed to glitter with specks of silver in the sunlight. He was eating his breakfast cereal out of the blue-and-white bowl that had a Dutch windmill on it; and his cocoa was waiting for him in the gilt-rimmed mug that had a pinkish picture of a sailing-ship on the side; there was a green tin of golden syrup and alongside it the bowl of honey that looked like a little yellow beehive; and above his mother’s head he could see on the shelf the tea-caddy that had a dark brown Chinese junk painted on it, the biscuit tin like a miniature treasure chest, the mysterious little boxes of spices that had fascinated him when he was younger. A green­grocer out with his cart was calling down the back street. His father was drinking coffee out of his extra-large black-and-white cup, smoking a thin pipe with a silver band on it, and frowning at the cricket scores in the Daily News. His mother, not eating and drinking much, was talking away, with a lot of sudden smiles and funny little face-­pullings, in her happy going-somewhere style, teasing him about the other people who would be with them in the wagonette to Tuxvey Cross and the grand lunch that had already been ordered at The Bell there.


    Every sensation, from the feel of the flannel shirt round his thin shoulders to his impression of the blue radiance beyond the open door, was clear and sharp. But the talk and the boy’s reactions to it were dreamily vague, unless of course the boy felt something deeply. There was some teasing chatter now about possible play­mates for Charlie on the expedition, perhaps for a bit of French cricket or rounders after lunch; Mr. Stanbury’s boy, Hugh, was mentioned; Mrs. Flockton might be bringing her daughter, Alice; and Charlie, with the gloom of boys for whom parents are trying to make cheerful arrangements, pointed out that Hugh Stanbury was only ten and always had something wrong with him, that Alice Flockton was fourteen and big and bouncing for her age and capable of wrecking an afternoon in ten minutes. What the boy did not add was that all Alice Flocktons and the like were dust and ashes to him because ever since March he had had a devouring but bodiless passion for Edith Metson, a pale fair being, hardly belonging to this world at all, who had performed a Skirt Dance at the Union Club Young People’s Social and had then vanished into some region of beauty and mystery, though in fact she only lived quarter of a mile down the main road and had a father who kept a Leather Goods shop in Market Square. Charlie’s father often mentioned Joe Metson, famous at the Union Club for his snooker; but the two families were not on visiting terms, and the pale fair Edith, who was fifteen at least, remained a mysterious remote being, a princess in a tower, a Snow Queen. And because the boy, his imagination captured, felt this deeply, Ravenstreet felt it too, so that the romantic image of Edith Metson was in fact less vague and dreamy than the talk round the kitchen table about the excursion, a private wagonette trip arranged by the Ravenstreets and a few friends. A wagonette, the boy knew, was very grand, not like the cleaned-up coal carts that were used for children’s out­ings, when you were taken about two miles for mugs of tea and buns and for races that nobody ever knew who had won.


    The wagonette was waiting for them, magnificently yellow and scarlet in the sun, just outside the livery stables in what remained of an old square down the main road, a drowsy place of crumbling brickwork and sycamore and chestnut leaves and ancient idlers smoking clay pipes. The men wore town suits and high stiff collars, but crowned them, rather rakishly, with Panama or straw hats. The ladies were trying out the fashionable large hats and the new narrow skirts, and they all had an upholstered look, as if they were pieces of furniture and had no real bodies. Mr. Linder was there—the glorious Mr. Linder, Charlie’s favourite among his parents’ friends—the great comic of Christmas parties, the immortal clown—there he was, jolly and fat, with his bulbous nose and unreal ginger moustache, wearing a pink shirt and a light green trilby that might have belonged to an actor. So was Mr. Linder’s friend and chief butt, Mr. Walbush, the wholesale tobacconist, thin and solemn, pale-faced and darkly-bearded, who looked exotic and villainous but was really an anxious and rather simple sort of man, another kind of clown perhaps. And of course Mrs. Linder and Mrs. Walbush, who were the exact opposite of their husbands, being mournful and jolly respectively, as if a balance had to be kept. And Mr. Dallas was there, the estate agent and auctioneer, who was enormously fat and loud-voiced and very generous, always wanting to pay for everything, as if he were the richest man in the world, which at one time was little Charlie Raven­street’s guess about him. And Mr. Dallas was saying that Mrs. Flockton and Alice would not be with them, but he hoped that two other people, not here yet, would take their places. Little Hugh Stanbury had arrived with his parents; he was a miserable small boy and he had already been sick that morning; his parents were not too bad, in a melancholy way, but you felt they would have been disappointed if they had had a healthy son. Mr. Dallas and Mr. Linder, like ring­master and clown, had now begun bossing the party, which was all right for Charlie Ravenstreet, because they had already told him he could sit with the driver. He climbed up to make sure of his place, though the others were still standing about, waiting for the two who were coming instead of the Flocktons. From his high perch, under a canopy of chestnut leaves and blossom, he waited patiently, wearing the anxious grin of boyhood, for them to climb in and be off. Why bother about these other silly people? Oh, come on! And indeed, as if his invisible tuggings at them were taking effect, they mastered their sluggish adult inertia and began to take their places behind him. It looked as if he would have the driver to himself.


    Then, quite suddenly and unexpectedly, like all miracles, it happened. She was there—Edith Metson—in a flutter of white and palest pink, her golden face shaded by a wide straw hat, the Snow Queen back from Lapland, the princess down from the tower—Edith Metson! And with her, smiling broadly, smoking a cigar, was a large sunburnt man, wearing with careless ease and grandeur some sort of outlandish tropical suit, clearly a formidable male from the outlying Metson region of beauty and mystery, impossible to fit into any narrow pattern of shops and commerce and rate-paying, newly returned, you might guess, from snatch­ing the Golden Fleece or outwitting the Cyclops. And this tremendous chap, who was in fact Edith Metson’s Uncle Bob and a ship’s engineer on leave, demanded at once that he and his niece should sit up in front with Charlie and the driver; and he put himself next to Charlie, to whom he apologised jovially, in a cloud of fragrant cigar smoke, for the amount of room he needed, keeping an arm round the pale bewitching princess on his other side. But there she was, not more than a yard away, and if he leaned forward, Charlie caught the magical profile he had tried so hard to remember—and once she smiled at him. And off they went, the horses at a smart trot, clickety-clickety up the old dusty main road; a few thin clouds sailing high in the blue, the lilac and laburnum spilling their blossom in the breeze, in the great golden morning of the world.


    It was then that the revisiting elderly Ravenstreet, like a man long in the desert feeling the rain on his out­stretched hands, knew again an experience he had long forgotten, one that all children and probably most women know but that men forget, a sense and feeling compounded of cosy security, gratitude and wonder, just because nearly everybody they want to be there is there, all enormously and magically themselves and securely set in the same atmosphere; a sense and a feeling into which there enters an obscure conviction of immortality; as if somewhere at the root of it there might be knowledge, buried deep in the heart, that nobody blessed by this atmosphere of well-being and affection, lit with such wonder and delight, could possibly go away for ever, die and turn to dust, be lost in the dark spaces of the universe; as if there stirred in our homeless minds some faint memory of the fields of paradise. And Ravenstreet, recapturing this ex­perience just as he tasted again the morning’s long-lost sights and smells, wondered if he might be merely recovering one of childhood’s illusions or returning to a wisdom mislaid in the scramble of passing time, be­coming aware of a profounder insight into the nature of our life and being.


    Then for a while he was neither the man of fifty-five nor the boy of twelve, was no longer perched up on the wagonette nor yet aware of his bed in Broxley Manor; he was removed from place and time. He seemed to have broken through into eternity, not everlastingness but the level of being not governed by passing time; and he felt like a man sitting high up and alone in some vast solemn theatre, catching a glimpse on some multi­dimensional screen far below of a whirling panorama of his lives. As such a man might do, he suddenly stared hard, immediately slowing up the whirl of people and scenes, bringing them nearer, giving every detail a more exact form, more colour, individual sound, smell. . . .


    And there he was again, wedged between the driver and Edith Metson’s Uncle Bob, with the road going cloppety-cloppety-cloppety-clop below, the horses’ rumps glistening and steaming, well out of the town now and the hedges gay with hawthorn. The driver was talking, Uncle Bob was talking, everybody was talking. The hills rose nobly into the blue air. Men working in the fields turned and waved; little lanes winked in­vitations; whitewashed farm buildings, barns in the shade, bright strips of garden, ponds flashing between dark trees, mysterious copses, glittering streams, thickets where birds darted and cried, some great house smouldering remotely beyond wrought iron gates and an avenue of poplars, brick-faced lads on cart-horses, rosy rich children on ponies, a sleepy village or two, all went dancing past; and everything seen, heard, caught only in some evanescent fragrance, was bulging and shining with promise, infinitely inviting, crammed with beautiful and mysterious possibilities, more than enough for a hundred long lives. This too was a feeling he had long forgotten, this feeling of the unimaginable promise of things, of enchanting possibilities branching out every­where, of Iliads and roaring sagas and the gleaming elaboration of a thousand and one Arabian Nights waiting to open out for him at the turn of the road, the flickering entrance to a wood, behind any door they passed. And again he wondered. Was this another illusion of boyhood recaptured? Or was he waking out of the long sad sleep of middle-age, not hurrying away from reality but discovering it again, in some gleam or two of wisdom?


    Perhaps because he was pursuing a thought, once more there was some vagueness, some loss of the boy’s sensations. The arrival at Tuxvey Cross, a white hamlet in a leafy sun-flecked hollow where a stream gurgled and flashed, the halt at The Bell, all the fuss and jokes and laughter of the general descent from the wagonette, were dream scenes, full of muted far-away sounds and coloured shadows on a bubble; and even the large lunch he ate, at the end of a table with Edith Metson and her Uncle Bob, in the long room at the back of the inn, was spectral, hushed, richness and glory behind a veil. Was it all shredding away, thinning out, a lost world dissolving?


    Then, with everything crystal-clear again, he was standing by the old iron pump outside the rough white­washed wall of the long room, the warmth of the afternoon pressing heavily on him. The smell of the country when it really was country was back with him, that smell of fresh cow-dung and whitewash and hens and hay and bruised grass with the sun on it. And again the promise of things—even the rusty iron of the pump, a patch of blue in a puddle, an old scythe against the wall—was almost unbearable. Now, heightening this promise to a painful ecstasy, Edith Metson and her Uncle Bob were beside him; the man, with another cigar alight, bold, all-knowing, immensely travelled, his red-brown leathery cheek and bright male glance fetched from jungles and wild seas; the girl with her pale gold and white rose beauty, her mysterious feminine smiles and mysterious slow feminine glances, her suggestion of some secret and magical treasure, standing so close he could see the golden down on her arms, yet still belonging to some impenetrable region of mystery and enchantment. And she was saying, very softly as if this too were part of some wonderful secret: “Charlie, Uncle Bob and I thought we’d explore the stream. There’s a waterfall further up, isn’t there? Would you like to come with us?” And Uncle Bob was putting a great heavy hand on his shoulder: “You do, my lad. Then I’ll tell you a bit more about electricity. That’s the thing to go in for these days, if you’re smart—electrical engineering. No end to it. Bigger oppor­tunities all the time. If you’ll take my tip, that’s the game for a bright lad like you . . .”


    Why, of course, that was what had started him off, that voice out of the great magical hour. He heard himself stammering some­thing, caught a last glimpse of the dark but glowing face of adventure and the pale clear smiling face of beauty, and then was out of time alive, falling through night into sleep. . . .


    


    


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER ELEVEN


    Into Thin Air


    Ravenstreet opened his eyes and saw that Wiverson was there, looking at him apologetically. “I didn’t like to wake you earlier, sir, but as there’ve been several urgent calls from Mr. Garson at the works—and as it’s now half-past eleven——”


    “That’s all right, Wiverson. Time I was up. Tell Mrs. Wiverson I’ll just have some coffee. Oh—and what about Lord Mervil—and the others?”


    “Went about two hours ago, sir. His lordship left a message. Shall I bring it, sir?”


    “No, I’ll have it with my coffee. You go down to the kitchen. I’ll ring Mr. Garson from here.”


    He told Garson he had been kept out of his bed most of the night by a car accident, then asked him what he wanted, reminding him not altogether humorously that he was no longer at all times at the service of New Central Electric. Garson groaned, again perhaps not altogether humorously. “I know, I know—you needn’t remind me,” Garson continued. “But it’s those E.G.12 jobs for Brazil—your pigeon, originally, old man—and we’ve struck a nasty snag. We all think you must have foreseen it—but we can’t find any reference to it in your E.G.12 notes you left us. Come over for lunch and tell us all about it. Otherwise, we’re stuck—and Selby’s screaming for a delivery date. I’ve a thing or two to tell you about him too.”


    “I’m not interested,” Ravenstreet told him. “But I’ll be with you as close to one o’clock as I can make it, to help you with the E.G.12s.”


    He found Mervil’s note with his coffee in the little study. It was short and probably murderous. Mervil said that of course all plans for manufacturing and marketing Sepman Eighteen would have to be abandoned, though something on similar lines might be attempted, not however in association with Sir Charles Ravenstreet, who was advised to keep well away from any enterprise with which Mervil was connected. Ravenstreet read it twice, then tore it up. Probably by tonight Mervil would be instructing one of his editors to start a Ravenstreet smear campaign. As he was considering this, wondering how much he would care, Wayland joined him.


    “You had a good sleep after your experience of time alive,” said Wayland smiling. “Was it an interesting experience?”


    “It was. In fact, considerably more than that. I returned to a day in the country when I was a boy of twelve. It was more than memory—now I’m certain of that much. There are some things I’d like you to explain, but not now—there isn’t time—I have to go to the works. I’ve had a farewell note from Mervil. Fortunately I’m not a public man and I’ve no job to lose, otherwise he might do me a lot of mischief. He’s very angry, of course.”


    “He is, and so, I think, are his masters, who were beginning to forget they could be defeated. But I won’t waste your valuable time with these fanciful notions of ours.” The irony was there but so was the oddly attractive smile. “Mervil and Karney went off together—to the north. Prisk went to London but wasn’t allowed to drive himself as he was still wearing his bandages. This drug will not be manufactured and sold now.”


    “No. Mervil makes that clear. But he won’t let the whole thing go. The idea’s too attractive. He’ll probably try something else along the same lines, as close to Sepman’s formula as he can get. I’m afraid you haven’t won yet, Wayland. I wish you had. I’m against Mervil and all he stands for—but you know that. Now I may be away all day—it may be late tonight before I can get back—is there anything I can do for you there?”


    “No, thank you, Ravenstreet. We are, as I hope you know, very happy here, though we may not be here much longer. Is there anything we can do for you? We feel considerably indebted to you, my friend.”


    Ravenstreet finished his coffee before replying. “As between Mervil and you Magicians,” he began slowly, “I’ve made my choice. Even if you’re wrong, you’re wrong in the right way. You make things come alive, take on significance, point somewhere, instead of killing and burying them. Even if it shouldn’t be true—and I don’t say it isn’t, I still don’t know—that a man is really all his time and that he may have the chance, if he really wants it, to change both himself and all that has happened to him, it’s better to think so, to take the long, hopeful, creative view, than to believe you’re being hurried helplessly into the grave, the victim of a meaningless savage joke. A fool would think yours an easy, wishful sort of creed, but I can see now it isn’t—very stern and demanding in many ways. To escape no consequences—and I take it, that’s what you believe—that’s an idea that calls for more patience, courage and faith than most people have to spare now. But there’s size to it, hope in it. I see it as the opposite of what I used to call ‘the cyanide philosophy’ of the Nazi leaders—you do what the hell you like because we’re all doomed anyhow, so you keep a pinch of cyanide handy in case you lose and have to get out quick. I suspect it’s a fairly popular view of life these days, only they worked it with the lid off.” He laughed at himself. “After telling you I haven’t time to listen to your explanations, I’m lecturing you on your own subject. All I really wanted to say was—there can’t be any question of debts between us. Not when you’ve almost brought me to life.” He felt rather foolish and inadequate, and continued hurriedly. “I must push off to the works, which haven’t finished with me even though I’m supposed to have finished with them. Please don’t wait dinner. I’ll ring Wiverson if I’m going to be very late.”


    That was one thing about the works, he didn’t feel foolish and inadequate there. It was a pleasant change to be back in his own territory again, the old master. After lunch, during which he heard a lot of complaints about Selby from Garson and did little but raise his eyebrows and shrug his shoulders at them, he settled down with Garson and some of the young men to find the snag in the E.G.12 production. After a good deal of warm afternoon argument round Garson’s table, and some hurrying round from there to the drawing office and then to the far corner of the big shed, he spotted the trouble: there had been a wrong delivery of a small part not made by New Central Electric, and he wiped off some worried looks—too many worried looks for the good of the place—by claiming that the fault had been his. The prototype job had the right part, of course, but seeing it run again left him dissatisfied with two or three features of it, there was some overheating, so he decided to stay on, to see what could be done, and asked Garson to be ready to pay old Tom Hurdlow, the foreman, and his boys some overtime that would be well earned. Garson, who had been badly rattled by this E.G.12 problem, eagerly accepted this offer to clean it up, then left them to it, making a hurried escape that would have been unthinkable to Ravenstreet when he was running the place. However, that left him with old Tom Hurdlow.


    Old Tom was his veteran ally, perhaps the only man he still respected at the New Central Electric. And Tom’s obvious relief at taking orders again from Ravenstreet was very pleasant to observe. “Like old times, this is,” he said, showing his blackened stumps in a lop-sided grin. He was sixty—perhaps a few years over sixty if the truth were really known—and a bulky, impressive figure, half comical like a muttering grizzly bear, half noble like some antique Roman warrior: a foreman in the great and now decaying industrial tradition; absolutely honest, slowish but dependable, an old battling trade union type, bristling with grumbles and grievances but ready if necessary to work on the job until he dropped. Ravenstreet knew him through and through; Garson and the executives only thought they did.


    “They’ll be a good half-hour, Tom, putting her together,” said Ravenstreet later, after giving some instructions. “We might as well go out and cool off—and have a smoke.” Not far from the end of the big shed where they were working was an attempt at a garden, with a seat or two. There they sat while the day went down, leaving an evening sky that was spacious but subdued, touched with melancholy. The works them­selves, quiet and deserted now except for this one corner, had something of the same melancholy. It was a time when two men who had worked together for thirty years, building up mutual respect, could talk out of their minds and hearts.


    “Yes, it’s like old times,” said Tom, pulling away at the rank little pipe he always seemed to smoke. “But for how long? Five minutes, you might say, Mr. Ravenstreet. I’m sorry—I can’t get used to this Sir Charles business—d’you mind? No, I thought you wouldn’t. Tomorrow it won’t be like old times at all. Very different. An’ to tell you the truth, Mr. Raven­street, I’ve had enough. Not my kind o’ people—not my kind o’ job any more. Soon as I heard you weren’t Managing Director any longer—I says ‘That finishes me.’ So it’s only a question o’ time now. But if it’s not a rude question, Mr. Ravenstreet—what are you up to, these days?”


    Ravenstreet laughed. “I’m entertaining some Magicians, Tom.”


    “Magicians?” Tom sounded shocked.


    “Well, never mind about them. I’m mostly just sitting about, trying to think. But perhaps I’ve left it too late, Tom. I can take things apart to some extent—I’ve had to do that here—but I can’t put ’em together again in a new and satisfying way. Which, I take it, is what is needed.”


    “I wish you’d have a good try for me.” Tom spoke slowly, and was deeply in earnest. “I can’t see no farther. I’ve always tried to think for meself—but now—God’s truth—I’m baffled—fairly baffled. Either we’ve got to a dead end—or I’m going soft in the head.” He rubbed his pipe against his coat, raised his old centurion’s profile and glared at the immense mild evening.


    “Why do you say that, Tom?”


    “What else can I say? What do we do? Where do we go? What’s the next move? Seems to me we’re on a roundabout and can’t get off—and in the middle, front o’ the organ where them moving dolls pretend to play, are the politicians and suchlike, all parties, arguing an’ arguing, talking an’ talking, an’ never saying anything. Mr. Ravenstreet, there’s something I can’t put my finger on—a kind o’ leak somewhere in people, drainin’ ’em away. You can’t say there’s anything downright wrong with most of ’em, but they’re not right neither. I’m not so particular, but I don’t want to work with ’em nor sit about at night with ’em neither. I’m a family man, as you know, Mr. Ravenstreet. But take my youngest daughter—she’s got herself tangled up with a chap that’s just one o’ these spivs. An’ does she care? Not a bit. Any sense she had she’s losing fast. An’ my other girl—an’ the lad who’s working here—they’re not much better. They’re all so bloody silly, Mr. Ravenstreet. Something won’t let ’em grow up any more. What they want is greyhounds on ice on TV—and that’s about all, if you throw in some gin an’ brown ale. They can neither work right nor play right. They won’t have a good go at anything. They look smarter than their mother an’ me did, but when you’ve said that, you’ve finished. All they do is to pass the time. They don’t believe in anything an’ they don’t get any fun out o’ not believing, the way we used to do sometimes. An’ if you tackle ’em about it, get ’em serious for two minutes, they begin to tell you about atom bombs—what’s the use of anything if there’s atom bombs waiting for us all?—an’ all that sort o’ talk. All right, if it’s atom bombs that’s doing it, why don’t they lose their tempers an’ say to these bigwigs ‘Any more o’ this atom bomb business an’ we’ll chase you up Whitehall’? I’ll tell you why, Mr. Ravenstreet—they haven’t the interest, they haven’t the energy, they haven’t the guts. An’ what’s to be done, I don’t know. I’m beat. An’ I’ve always taken a lot o’ notice when you’ve talked to me, Mr. Ravenstreet—so if you’ve any ideas, I’d be obliged if you’d tell me.”


    “I have a feeling, Tom,” Ravenstreet began slowly, “that we’ve gone as far in one particular direction—along the lines laid down by politicians, economists, officials, boards and committees—as we possibly can. We need a creative idea, one that’ll wake people up and give ’em enthusiasm and energy; and if and when such an idea arrives, it’ll come from another direction. I think it’ll be a kind of religious idea, Tom. Yes, I know,” he continued hurriedly, “you don’t like the sound of that. But this idea, if it ever does come, will be quite different from anything you have in mind now. People pass the time, as you say, because they feel their lives are no longer important. If they enjoy trivial amuse­ments, it’s because they’re trying to make the best of a bad job. It’s all a vicious circle of exhaustion and boredom and triviality, and nothing that’s been tried already and has failed is going to lift people out of that circle. This means, then, an idea from a new direction, a new way of thinking and feeling about life in general, about ourselves and our work and our play. It’ll bring back to men a sense of their full humanity, give ’em real values again. It’ll put things in a proper perspective. Everything’s topsy-turvy just now. Most men and women are denied what they really want, to satisfy their deepest desires, and are bribed and fobbed off with a lot of comforts and toys and nonsense that don’t matter—or even may do more harm than good. If people feel their lives are meaningless, without sense and dignity, what have they to struggle for?” He knocked out his pipe, stood up. “Tom, when I can see things clearer, we’ll have another talk. Come over to Broxley some Sunday. What about that other boy of yours—the one who came to us after the War and then didn’t like working here?”


    “Dick? I was going to have a word with you about him, Mr. Ravenstreet.” They moved slowly through the dusk, towards the lighted end of the big shed. “He’s got a chance of a shop in town here—electrical business, fittings and so forth—an’ he’s trying to persuade me to go in with him, so I could look after the shop while he’s doing the outside jobs—an’ also ’cos he wants a bit o’ capital. Well, it’ud take nearly all I’ve managed to save—an’ its a risk. He’s talked his mother into it—but not me yet. I wanted to ask you what you thought, Mr. Ravenstreet.”


    “Do you really want to leave the Company, Tom?”


    “Yes—now you’ve gone an’ several more o’ the old lot—an’ we don’t do so many o’ the fine big jobs—an’ I have to work with so many o’ these spivvy lads—I’ve had enough.”


    “How much does your son want?”


    “Seven hundred an’ fifty, if I can manage it. An’ he admits that’s cutting it very fine—an’ no matter what the wife says, we’d have to live on savings till the profits came in.”


    Ravenstreet halted him. They were now close to the shed. “Tom, I’ve taken a fair whack out of this business, and I wouldn’t have earned some of it if it hadn’t been for you. If it’s a reasonably sound pro­position, I’ll put a thousand into it in your name——”


    “Mr. Ravenstreet, I wasn’t askin’ for money, y’know——”


    “Never mind about that. I’d like to do it. Now let’s see how the job’s going.”


    Tom was moved, though desperately anxious not to show it. “Thank you, Mr. Ravenstreet. It ’ud make all the difference—an’ I’m not going to pretend it wouldn’t. Mind you, I wouldn’t leave if you were still here—we knew what we were doing, not like some o’ these chaps—this Mr. Selby they’ve got now, f’rinstance, who come round the big shed the other day like a rich old woman doin’ a bit o’ slummin’——”


    “Ah—he’s not an engineer, Tom, he’s a financial expert——”


    “Well, I don’t want a financial expert, I want a real man to work for. And as there isn’t one, I’m off. With me mind easy, it seems, thanks to you.” They entered the shed, and Tom was able to relieve his feelings. “Now then, lads,” he roared. “What you think you’re doin’? Makin’ a bloody wireless set?”


    They finished shortly afterwards, and then Raven­street, at Tom’s urgent request, went home with him and ate some cold meat and salad and drank bottled ale, while he heard young Dick Hurdlow’s account of the shop proposition. He agreed to accompany Dick and his father to the Constitutional Club, where they found a fat little solicitor called Talban, who ordered more bottled ale, became more of a fat little solicitor than ever, and gave Ravenstreet further details of the shop proposition, all with a deeply impressive, sweating gravity that suggested the Suez Canal was about to change hands. The four of them then returned to the Hurdlows’, where the image of a smirking young woman was banished from the television screen and all female Hurdlows were told sternly either to keep quiet or leave the room, which by this time was very warm indeed and cried, not in vain, for more bottled ale. Young Dick Hurdlow was delighted by all this swift progress; old Tom, hugely solemn, craggy-browed, the Roman veteran turned capitalist, was tremendous; little Mr. Talban happily sweated away and gave a fine character performance as an infinitely cunning but friendly legal man; and Ravenstreet, rather sleepy after so much bottled ale, found he was having as pleasant an evening as he had known for some time. Something, if only a small electrical business, was being created; the glimpse of family life was reassuring; and people were people again, solidly there with all their absurdity, their pathos, their flashes of courage and faith that illuminated the darkness like lighthouses, real people instead of the bloodless creatures that existed only in statistics, theories, and discussions. Indeed, as he drove home slowly and sleepily, he almost envied old Tom Hurdlow and felt rather sorry for himself, a man alone. It was very late when he arrived home; if the Magicians were still awake, then they were talking quietly in one of their rooms; he went straight up to his own room and was soon asleep.


    Next morning he was confronted by a demand, as peremptory as a fire alarm, that he and one ‘Nicholas Pardurep’ should that day attend the inquest upon the bodies of Ernest and Nancy Sepman, which said inquest would be held in the Infants’ School at Feltcrow and presided over by T. Brigden Coss, Coroner.


    “I don’t like the look of this,” he told Perperek. “It’ll be like the other night all over again. And there’s something about the Coroner’s name that suggests he’ll be a pompous ass, but we’ll have to go.”


    Perperek looked dubious, pushing out his enormous lower lip. “As I tell you, I do not like official things. To such peoples, always I tell lies. Is only thing to do. I do not go, I think.” He caught Ravenstreet’s look. “Ah—is troble for you then, eh? So I go. But first I have some important conference with Marot and Wayland. When you call out I am ready to go.”


    He was, too; nevertheless, they were behind time arriving at Feltcrow, which Ravenstreet remembered as one of the places of call after the scene at the quarry. It looked no better in daylight than it had done in the middle of the night. The Infants’ School was a dingy brick building that appeared to have been designed with an idea of its possible use for inquests. Their late arrival created a bad impression at once. A police inspector pounced upon them as if they had broken parole. Ravenstreet remembered this inspector as a figure in the nightmare proceedings that began at the quarry; his name, it now appeared, was Triffett; he was a tall, wooden sort of man not unlike a ventriloquist’s doll on a very large scale, and he seemed to have an unusually limited range of facial expressions and tones of voice, beginning with bewilderment and ending with baffled rage. The Coroner, this Inspector Triffett told them, had been enquiring about them, and would probably have something pretty sharp to say to them.


    Seated in the schoolroom below some faded pictures of the Cow, the Sheep, the Pig, designed for the instruction of the infant, Mr. T. Brigden Coss was holding court, offering a companion picture of Man Triumphant or the Judicial Intellect. He was not an impressive figure, being a smallish bald man with a long indignant nose, an ant-eater type; but his manner suggested he was eight feet high and ruling Charle­magne’s empire. He was indeed, as the dismayed Ravenstreet recognised at once, one of those portentous donkeys too often found among the minor legal luminaries of this realm, conceited and opinionated little men who make the most of every moment of authority, catching the eyes of reporters and then immediately airing their prejudices and bad temper.


    “Inspector Triffett, are these the two missing witnesses?” he cried, glaring at Ravenstreet and Perperek. “They are? I believe one of them to be of—er—foreign extraction. I hope that it has been ex­plained to him that the Crown is represented here, and that although this is not a court of law in the ordinary sense, contempt of court may be charged against—er—persons—er——”


    “Yes, sir,” said the inspector.


    “Is very important official man,” murmured Perperek, beaming at T. Brigden Coss, the other witnesses, the jury, the reporters.


    “Silence!” shouted T. Brigden Coss, glaring all round as if everybody were talking. Then he turned to his witness, who was the doctor who had been called to the quarry.


    This doctor, who looked shockingly short of sleep, wholesome food, fresh air and exercise, now continued to explain the manifold injuries that must have brought instant death to the Sepmans. Unfortunately he had some impediment that gave his voice a hollow boom and made his highly technical evidence hard to under­stand. The Coroner compelled him to repeat several statements, which annoyed him by reminding him of his impediment, with the result that very soon the two of them were angrily shouting at each other. The children playing down the road could have heard what were the final indignities that life inflicted upon the Sepmans. As he looked at the two angry men, heard the querulous bark of the Coroner and the doctor’s irritated boom, Ravenstreet thought how all this brawling in a decayed schoolroom seemed typical of poor little Sepman, the last ironic stroke that completed the miserable pattern. He remembered Sepman in his sitting-room, flushed with whisky, excited in a likeable boyish fashion at the idea of having a tiny lab in his yacht; and he remembered too how he had known then, with a strange certainty, that there would never be any escape to far seas, that Sepman’s doom was already heavy upon him. And because he wondered at this knowledge, and at himself for acquiring it so unexpectedly, over and above the compassion he felt not only for Sepman but for all the races of men with their confusion and frustration and bright tantalising visions, there hovered a sense, a feeling, an obscure conviction, that our life was indeed a dream. A man’s heart might know suffering and joy, his mind terror and triumph, but the adventures of the day were hardly more definite than the fantasies of the night; and we injured ourselves by giving these things a false finality, disregarding the voice within that told us we were mistaking a shadow show for reality. Ernest and Nancy Sepman had made some bad moves in a rough game, but this was not life’s final settlement with them; it was what it appeared to be, a mournful farce. But while this seemed clear, he found himself wondering too if he thought so simply because he had been caught by the Magicians.


    But his name was being called, and T. Brigden Coss was glaring at him again. He went forward and com­posedly answered the preliminary questions, establishing his identity and so forth.


    “This witness is important,” the Coroner explained to the jury, who looked as if they had all been educated in that schoolroom and nowhere else, “because this—er—unfortunate couple had been guests at his house. He can therefore tell us something about—er—their state of mind. If Sepman genuinely mistook the turning—then his death was accidental—and you must bring in a verdict to that effect. This would mean, however, that the local authorities are at fault in not making sure that such accidents do not occur. And I understand that they—er—deny all liability. The police evidence suggests that Sepman could not have mistaken the turning—that—er—in fact he must have given way to some suicidal impulse—and so deliberately brought about the death of his wife and himself. You must therefore—consider most carefully the evidence of this witness.” He looked at his notes. “I gather, Sir Charles, from what you have already stated, that in fact you did not know Sepman and Mrs. Sepman very well but had invited them to your house so that Sepman could meet some business associates of yours. Is that correct?”


    Ravenstreet said that it was, and explained briefly how he had stayed the previous night with the Sepmans and it had been agreed that there should be a business conference at his own house. “But we never had it,” he concluded.


    “And why not, if that was the purpose of the visit?”


    Ravenstreet hesitated.


    “Come, come, my dear sir. There must be some simple explanation. Was Sepman intoxicated?”


    “No. He’d been drinking fairly heavily, but he wasn’t drunk——”


    “He was sober, then?”


    “No, not quite——”


    “Come, come, either he was intoxicated or he was sober——”


    “It doesn’t follow, does it? He was neither drunk nor sober, like a great many people——”


    There was a laugh at this, which annoyed T. Brigden Coss, who immediately glared all round and demanded silence. “You’re not being very helpful. Are we or are we not to understand that Sepman had been drinking so heavily that it was impossible for you to discuss your business with him? We are concerned here with his state of mind. Now then!”


    “Sepman’s state of mind had nothing to do with the business he’d come to discuss. He had a violent quarrel with his wife, hurried her out of the room, and before the rest of us realised what he was doing, he had driven away.”


    “What brought about this—er—violent quarrel?”


    “Apparently he was very jealous—and considered that his wife had given him cause for jealousy——”


    T. Brigden Coss closed his eyes, allowed his nose to quiver in righteous indignation, then opened his eyes to stare meaningly at the foreman of the jury. As usual, the Judicial Intellect had felt outraged even by this glimpse of our warm, messy, mammalian existence. Now he looked at Ravenstreet with some disgust. “Was Mrs. Sepman’s behaviour on this particular evening—er—calculated to—er—arouse her husband’s jealousy?”


    “Possibly. He had lost his temper during dinner. She left the room. A little later, one of my other guests took her out in his car. It was when they returned that the scene I’ve described took place.”


    “What happened when your other guest took her out in his car?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “But it must have been discussed between them, in your presence, on her return——”


    “No, I don’t think it was. He was jealous, suspicious, angry. She was angry too. Can’t we leave it at that?”


    “I am in charge of these proceedings, Sir Charles. That was a most improper observation. Kindly answer the questions I put to you.” He turned to the jury. “As we have to decide whether Sepman deliberately killed himself and his wife or was merely the victim of an accident, you can see the importance of this evidence as to his state of mind. Probably you will agree with me that this witness is not being co-operative and may—er—even be withholding valuable evidence——”


    “Certainly not,” said Ravenstreet.


    “I am not addressing you, sir, but the members of the jury.”


    Ravenstreet began walking back to his seat.


    “Where are you going, sir?” T. Brigden Coss was now bouncing up and down with fury.


    “I imagined that you’d finished with me—as you pointed out that you were now addressing the jury——”


    “Inspector Triffett?”


    “Sir?”


    “Make sure that this witness does not leave the court.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “We will take the next witness—er—Mr.—er—Nicholas—er—Pardurep—who, I understand, was also a member of this—er—unfortunate house party—and so—er—can give us important evidence as to Sepman’s state of mind. Let us hope that he proves to be—er—more co-operative than the previous witness.” He gave Ravenstreet a final glare, and then surveyed Perperek with some suspicion. Perperek, deep in his fat old foreign clown act, beamed at him.


    “Your name is Nicholas Pardurep?”


    “What you like—anything.” Perperek waved a hand.


    There could not have been a worse beginning. “It is not a question of what I like or what anybody else likes. You are here to give evidence under oath. Is your name Nicholas Pardurep?”


    “No.” Then for good measure, smiling broadly: “No. No. No. No.”


    “Then what are you doing here? I want Nicholas Pardurep.”


    “If you want him, you find him.” Perperek’s tone suggested that he was trying to be helpful.


    “This is the man, sir,” the inspector called out. “Perhaps we haven’t got the name quite right.”


    “Is Perperek. Nicholas Perperek—Per-per-ek.”


    “Perperek,” the Coroner repeated, writing it down. Then he looked up angrily. “Why didn’t you say so at once?”


    “Am trying to please important official man. If you like Pardurep, all the same to me.”


    “Well, it isn’t all the same to me. That is not how we do things in this country. You are, I understand, a Greek citizen?”


    “Oh—yes. Greek citizen. Very nice.” Perperek’s tone suggested that any one of half-a-dozen citizenships would have done as well.


    T. Brigden Coss hesitated a moment, then decided wisely not to go into this question of nationality. He glanced at his notes. “You were staying with the deceased at the house belonging to Sir Charles Raven­street. You were one of the persons invited there, I suppose, to discuss business with Sepman?”


    “Is not so. Am there as friend of Sir Charles Rav-en-street. No business. In Greece, in Italy, plenty business—big merchant. If you like to know, I tell you of these things——”


    “No, no, we don’t need to go into all that——”


    Perperek looked disappointed. “Is very interest­ing——”


    “Yes, yes, but quite unnecessary. Now, Mr.—er—Perperek, you had an opportunity to observe Sepman during the course of the evening. What conclusion did you come to about him?”


    “Very unhappy man—this Sepman. I see at once he is very unhappy man.”


    “Because he was jealous of his wife?”


    “No, I think. Not unhappy because jealous. But jealous because unhappy.”


    “I see. And Mrs. Sepman?”


    Perperek spread out his hands. “If man is not right, woman is not right. When man is unhappy, then woman who is with him lives in bad weather every day. So she try other men for better weather.”


    “Yes, well I don’t think we need to go into all that. Sepman was unhappy because he was worried and anxious about his business—is that it?”


    “Anything you say.” Perperek’s indifference was enormous, like the blank moon face he turned to the indignant Coroner.


    “It’s not a question of anything I say. You must understand,” he continued very slowly, showing a certain forbearance towards this obtuse foreigner, “that you are here to give evidence and therefore must answer my questions properly.” He looked at his notes again. “When you heard Sepman driving off, why did you insist upon accompanying Sir Charles Ravenstreet? Why in fact did you both follow them?”


    “Is accident, I think.”


    “Ah—you thought there might be an accident, which of course you were anxious to prevent. But do you mean a genuine accident, due to careless driving, or a deliberate attempt at suicide on the part of Sepman?”


    “Yes, yes, yes.” And Perperek, smiling broadly, wagged his head.


    “You cannot have understood the question. I am asking what it was you wished to prevent when you followed them. Merely an accident—or an attempt at suicide?”


    “Is true—yes.”


    Somebody laughed, and this of course annoyed T. Brigden Coss all the more. “It must have been one or the other,” he shouted. “Do you know the meaning of the word accident—or the term suicide? You do? Good! Now we can get on. Did you think that Sepman might have an accident—or did you think he might commit suicide?”


    “Is same thing.”


    “It is not the same thing. How can it be the same thing? And if you understand a reasonable amount of English, you ought to have realised by this time that this is exactly what we are trying to determine. The verdict of this court depends partly on your evidence. And let me add that if I thought you were deliberately trying to confuse the issue, perhaps withholding evidence, I would have you committed for contempt of court, which in this country, you had better understand, is a grave offence. Now will you give some thought to the questions I am putting to you, then answer them properly?”


    “Only one can talk. If you talk all the time, then I cannot talk.”


    “That will do. But if there’s anything relevant you wish to tell me——”


    “Yes, I say some things.” Perperek was masterful now. “I tell truth to official for once.” He flashed a look at Ravenstreet. “Sepman is unhappy man. He has passing-time and chemical view of life. All is foolish—no meanings—but we can forget by having some little satisfactions—nice food and new suits—go to other places in a boat—little woman admiring man of strength and power. Of course he has selfs that say there is something different—but other selfs know better. And some of these selfs hate—hate—like so many—make drugs—make atom bombs.”


    “I said anything relevant. I don’t want any speeches about atom bombs——”


    “I talk of Sepman. These little satisfactions—they are long time coming—and is in passing-time—tick-tock-tick-tock. And woman is not admiring. It is all bad. Like so many, he believes in death not life—and like so many, that is what he wishes. He goes in car to look for death—deep-sleep-death, very nice. I know these things.”


    “Yes, yes, my dear sir, but what exactly, from the point of view of this court, do you know?” T. Brigden Coss’s nose was shaping little circles of exasperation. “What was his intention?”


    “To finish with life. Why are you so foolish?”


    “I beg your pardon!”


    “I forgive. But is better to listen. Sepman drive into that place because he think death is there. Is like our society. We are in Sepman age. We have wars—each more terrible. We have inquest—with important officials all shouting and understanding nothing. Verdict is that it is big accident—not other thing—suicide. But I tell you it is all same.”


    “It is not the same here,” T. Brigden Coss shouted. “The two verdicts would be entirely different. It’s quite possible that this unfortunate man genuinely mistook the road——”


    “Is still all the same,” Perperek roared. “But if you will not try to think—and will be important official shouting—do not ask me any more questions. I say is suicide caused by accident. I say is accident that is really suicide. Or I say just accident. Or I say just suicide. And I also say you are very foolish little man——”


    “Inspector Triffett!”


    “Sir?”


    “I propose to charge this witness with contempt of court—and in the meantime detail one of your men to take him into custody.”


    “Yes, sir.” Through an excited hubbub, Inspector Triffett marched up to Perperek, who had now come closer to Ravenstreet, who in his turn had jumped to his feet, about to protest.


    “I go to prison?” said Perperek, by no means panic-stricken, only rather rueful. “Always is the same when I am foolish and try to tell truth to officials.”


    “This is preposterous,” Ravenstreet began angrily.


    “Quiet! Inspector, hurry up—and make sure that Sir Charles Ravenstreet does not leave this court.”


    “Now you stay here, sir,” said the inspector to Ravenstreet, and then led away Perperek, who, to Ravenstreet’s relief, looked quite composed. As the place quietened down, it was discovered that the foreman of the jury was trying to make himself heard.


    “I wondered if I could ask this gentleman a question or two,” said the foreman, a solid fellow. “Then I think we could reach a verdict.”


    T. Brigden Coss closed his eyes, folded away his mouth, hunched his shoulders, so that he was now almost all nose. He stayed like this for several moments, presumably to show his disapproval. Then he opened his eyes and unfolded his mouth. “Very well. But I must warn you that in my opinion—and I have had a great deal of experience—this is not a reliable witness.”


    “If you’ll ask a few sensible questions,” Ravenstreet told the foreman, “I’ll try to answer them.”


    “When you followed Sepman, did you think he might try to commit suicide?”


    “No, I didn’t. But I thought he was in a bad state of mind to be driving a car in the middle of the night. He hadn’t told me he was going, hadn’t said good-bye, although our relations right up to the last moment had been quite friendly. He hadn’t given his wife a chance to say anything.”


    “It is not clear to me why Mrs. Sepman, with whom, we are told, he had quarrelled, allowed herself to be rushed away like that.” This was the Coroner. He stared angrily at Ravenstreet. “I cannot help suspecting that we are not being told the whole truth.”


    Ravenstreet ignored him.


    “What do you say to that sir?” asked the foreman.


    “What can I say? I wasn’t there when he decided to leave. If she had felt absolutely desperate, I imagine that she would have got away from him or at least screamed for help. She didn’t. Having made him so angry, probably she felt she daren’t disobey him. But I don’t know. Nobody knows. What I do know is that he was in a thoroughly bad mood, probably feeling reckless, was driving the car at what must have been a dangerous speed, and so easily might have had an accident in a place that would have been no danger to an ordinary motorist.”


    “That’s sense, that is,” cried one of the jury, a stout elderly man. “Let’s stick to that, and have done with it.”


    This was too much for T. Brigden Coss. “That will do, that will do,” he shouted. “All this is highly irregular. I don’t think we need waste any more time examining this witness. But I cannot allow you to leave the court, Sir Charles Ravenstreet. Inspector Triffett, kindly note that. Now who is representing the local authorities?”


    In spite of this reference to wasted time, the best part of an hour crawled by while T. Brigden Coss, now restored to his former majesty, examined several more witnesses. There was no further reference to Sepman and his troubles, these witnesses being there to answer questions about the road and the entrance to the quarry. Finally, the Coroner addressed the jury, with at least one eye throughout on the reporters. The story, as he told it, was almost there already in headlines—Big Business Orgies—What Happened at the Manor—Pretty Wife’s Grave Lapse—Wonder Chemist’s Despair—Jealousy Then Madness—Drink, Sex and Death! T. Brigden Coss, who appeared to think that a sermon had been demanded from him, pointed many a moral lesson along the way and did not hesitate to castigate those frailties of the age that must have played a part in bringing about the premature decease of this gifted research worker and his still youthful and handsome wife. There were probably some unsavoury elements in the case still undisclosed, but enough had been said to present a sad picture of two valuable lives wasted, for which it would not be just to blame the negligence of the local authorities, whose expert witnesses had indeed denied any such negligence—and so it went on, for nearly forty minutes. After which the jury, with what T. Brigden Coss clearly regarded as suspicious promptness, recommended a verdict of Accidental Death.


    Ravenstreet came out of his stupor to attach himself to Inspector Triffett. “This is monstrous, y’know, Inspector. What have you done to Mr. Perperek?”


    “I have done,” said Inspector Triffett with immense deliberation, “what I was instructed to do, sir. I got my sergeant to take him along to the station—couldn’t do anything else.”


    “But it’s ridiculous.”


    “That’s as may be, sir. But that’s how it is. I’m going to have a quiet word with the Coroner now, sir—to see if he’s changed his mind. And you’d better wait here, ’cos seeing you isn’t going to encourage him to let your friend off, is it? Quite so, sir.”


    After a few minutes he came creaking back, his expression poised nicely between his two extremes of bewilderment and baffled rage. “Adamant,” he an­nounced, “that’s all you can call it, sir. Adamant. You two ought to have been more careful. I tried to warn you. Between you and me and the gatepost, Mr. Brigden Coss is a tartar. But that’s how it is. So now everything’ll have to take its course. I suppose you want to see your friend at the station?”


    “Yes, of course I do. Idiotic business!”


    “Then I’ll go ahead in my car and you follow closely in yours, sir. I don’t say the case is hopeless. Strings might be pulled, as you might say, by somebody getting in touch with the Powers That Be. But once the machinery is set in motion—then—well, that’s how it is.”


    It was of course the same police station, the one he had been taken to towards the end of the post-quarry nightmare. Now it looked different, just a police station, yet it still refused to be commonplace, for as soon as Ravenstreet followed the inspector past the entrance he knew there was something wrong. Once inside the inspector’s little office, he told him so. The office had been recently colour-washed a startling pink so that it almost appeared to be blushing.


    “Wrong?” said Inspector Triffett, all wooden be­wilderment. “All that’s wrong here, so far as you’re concerned, sir, is that this foreign friend of yours has been here for about a couple of hours now. What else could be wrong?”


    “I don’t know. I just felt the moment I came in that something was wrong. I’m being fanciful, I suppose. Since I stopped being a busy industrialist, I’ve been rather fanciful. It might mean I’m beginning to break up, ten years too early, or it might mean I’m beginning to live. Well, let me talk to my friend Perperek, please. I take it you haven’t got him chained in some dungeon?”


    “Now, now, sir, none of that.” Inspector Triffett did not smile because his facial limitations did not permit such antics, but there was a faint suggestion of what would have been a smile on an ordinary face. “He’s been better off than we’ve been, I can tell you, probably enjoying his smokes and some cups of tea and nobody to worry him. Now, sir, don’t you get too fanciful about this place. We have to obey orders, whether we agree with ’em or not—that’s how it is. But if nobody gives any trouble, it’s all nice and friendly. Now we’ll have a word with the sergeant in charge first.” And he asked for Sergeant Parks.


    Even Inspector Triffett could see there was some­thing wrong with Sergeant Parks, who was a fat red-faced man who appeared to be too fat, too red-faced, as if he were about to burst.


    “It’s about this foreign gentleman, Mr. Perperek, you took in,” the inspector began.


    Sergeant Parks nodded vigorously. His lips were compressed; he had a wild look; he was sweating hard.


    “This gentleman, Sir Charles Ravenstreet, is a friend of his, come to try and fix things up. You’ve had Mr. Perperek nice and comfortable, eh?”


    The sergeant nodded as before, looking if anything nearer bursting point.


    “No trouble with him, I don’t suppose?”


    Sergeant Parks shook his head with what would have been enthusiasm if he had not looked so desperate.


    “Here—here—here!” cried Inspector Triffett. “What’s all this head-wagging for? Can’t you talk, Sergeant? Got toothache—or something?”


    Straining away, Sergeant Parks said: “No, Inspector. Inspector, no. Toothache no. No toothache.”


    “By Christmas—you’ve been drinking——”


    “Inspector, no. No, Inspector. Drinking no——”


    “Stop that! What d’you think you are—a Zulu or something?” Now talk properly—or I’ll have some stripes off you for drinking on duty.”


    Scarlet, sweating, bursting, Sergeant Parks made a supreme effort. “Properly can’t hour,” he stammered desperately, “talk for an——”


    “You what? Say it again.”


    The sergeant mopped his brow with a shaking handkerchief, shut his eyes, and tried again. “For talk—an hour—properly can’t.”


    All baffled rage now, Inspector Triffett pushed him aside, threw open the door, and bellowed for a con­stable. A moment later, a bony young man with red hair came in, took one look at Sergeant Parks and then turned on to the inspector one of the sickliest grins Ravenstreet had ever seen.


    “Take that grin off your face, Dawe. Now what’s going on here?”


    “Talk can’t sir, properly——”


    “Don’t you start that——”


    “Help sir I can’t it——”


    “Help sir I can’t it!” the inspector repeated in a fury. “What sort of talk’s that? If you mean you can’t help it, why don’t you say so?”


    “No, that won’t do, Inspector,” said Ravenstreet. “Because if he could say so, he could help it.”


    Both the sergeant and the constable, relieved at having found an interpreter, nodded together, but the sight of his staff performing like figures on a Swiss clock only made the inspector angrier. “I’ll be obliged if you’ll keep out of this,” he told Ravenstreet. “This is my business. Though I’ll be buttered and sugared if I can make head or tail of it.”


    “Well, I did say I felt there was something wrong, didn’t I?”


    The inspector ignored that. He looked severely at his two wretched subordinates. “Now don’t try talking for a minute or two. Answer me by giving me a nod or shaking your head. Only don’t go on and on—just once’ll do. Now then. You’re both sober? Right. But you can’t talk properly—get the words wrong way round? Right. And this has been going on for the last hour? I see. Well, this beats me. I could understand one of you getting it—sort of brain mix-up. But both of you! Well, we’ll have to go into this—get the M.O. round. Now the sooner this gentleman’s away, the better it’ll be for all of us, so we’ll go along and talk to his friend. Go on, Sergeant—lead the way—let’s get it done with. And don’t try and talk—I can’t stand it.”


    All four of them marched to the end of the corridor, down a short flight of steps, then turned a corner and halted before a stout door. The sergeant, no longer wrestling with speech, produced a bunch of keys with something of a flourish, and was about to unlock the door when the angry inspector pushed him away.


    “It isn’t even shut, you blockhead,” cried the inspector, throwing the door wide open. “He’s not here. Where is he?”


    Sergeant Parks and Constable Dawe forgot their disability and started talking both at once and at full speed, still with all their words jumbled, so that it was impossible to understand what they were saying.


    “That’ll do,” roared Inspector Triffett. “Enough to drive a man barmy!” He gave Ravenstreet a hard look. “Now, sir, you go back to my office and wait there. And don’t make any mistake about it, I want you there when I get back.”


    Ravenstreet was there about half-an-hour, ample time to reflect upon Perperek’s humorous devices, before the inspector returned. It was obvious at once there would be no more easy informality. Here was no figure of fun. Even his very woodenness made Inspector Triffett more impressive, suggesting an implacable quality. He was like one stiff cog in some incredibly vast machine of detection, arrest and punishment that had the whole world in its grip.


    “I’ll want a good deal of information from you, sir,” the inspector began. “And there’ll be trouble if I think there’s any funny business. This is serious now. Before, it wasn’t. Now it’s different. Make up your mind about that, sir.”


    “I take it that Perperek worked that trick on your sergeant and constable and then walked out while they were trying to understand each other?”


    “No doubt about it. And we’re bringing him back, wherever he is. He can’t make a monkey out of us and hope to get away with it. We’re after him now.” Inspector Triffett tapped his desk. “I’ll tell you another thing. A chap that can work a trick like that and coolly walk out of a police station, he’s an old hand, been in trouble before. If he’s an ordinary sort of merchant, over here for a holiday, my name’s Mulligan. What is this chap? One of these foreign hypnotists?”


    “I don’t think I’d know a foreign hypnotist if I saw one,” said Ravenstreet. “Don’t forget I’ve already told you all I do know about him.”


    “Are you sure? Because I think you’re leaving something out. However.” And Inspector Triffett stood up, looking grim and purposeful. “You’re driving home, and I’m following you in my car. And don’t try to lose me, to get back first and warn him, because then you really would be in trouble. Now let’s be off.”


    They arrived together at the Manor in a melancholy late-evening spatter of rain. The house looked forlorn. Wiverson met them in the hall, and Ravenstreet saw at once that something had already happened to shatter the day’s routine.


    “Wiverson, this is Inspector Triffett. He wants to see Mr. Perperek.”


    Wiverson’s surprise was genuine. “But he isn’t here, Sir Charles. I thought he was with you. He never came back. And the other two gentlemen have gone.”


    “When? Where?”


    “They left about three hours ago, Sir Charles—just packed up and went. They didn’t say where they were going.”


    “Now just a minute,” said the inspector. “You say this Mr. Perperek didn’t come back? You’re sure of that? Well, did he get in touch with them—ring ’em up—send a message?”


    “No, he didn’t. Nothing happened. They just went.”


    The inspector stared at him. “And that’s all you know.”


    “Yes—he never came back—the other two left——”


    “I see.” The inspector turned away, and immediately Wiverson looked relieved. The next moment, the inspector was staring at him again, and this time pointing an accusing finger. “Knew you were hiding something. Now then, let’s have it.”


    “Go on, Wiverson,” said Ravenstreet wearily.


    “Mr. Wayland left a letter for you——”


    “All right, bring it here.” He regarded the inspector with some distaste. “I suppose you’d better see it or you’ll be imagining we’re all in some great con­spiracy.”


    “Well, if you’re not, sir, there’ll be no harm done, will there? And let me tell you something. People like you look nastily at people like us and say ‘great con­spiracy’ with a nasty sneer, as if there couldn’t be any such things as conspiracies any longer. But let me tell you there are more now than there ever were before—all sorts, from stealing atom bomb secrets to working out how to take van-loads of pound notes. We live in a queer world now, and one thing it’s full of is con­spiracies.”


    “I believe you, Inspector. But you won’t find one here. And I’ve no more idea what’s in this letter than you have, and you’re welcome to take a look at it.”


    So they read it together, after Wiverson had been dismissed.


    My dear Ravenstreet, Wayland had written, We must apologise for leaving you so hastily, but Perperek has com­municated with us and as we could not have stayed with you much longer anyhow, we have decided to go at once and join him, to continue our discussions elsewhere. We are all most grateful for your hospitality and many kindnesses, and you may be sure you will be often in our thoughts. If we could make you a happy man we would do so, but that is a man’s own responsibility. However, Marot, who knows most about such things, asks me to tell you that of the various choices offered to you in the near future, the one that seems to offer least will be the best, though it appears to be nothing but pain and dark­ness. And we shall meet again: don’t be impatient: the six dimensions of reality offer us many worlds, many times.


    “Could be a sort of code,” the inspector muttered.


    “It could be, but it isn’t,” Ravenstreet told him wearily. Now that the Magicians had gone, he felt dry and empty, further away than ever from time alive. “It means just what it says.”


    “But how could he communicate with these two? More fancy work?”


    “I imagine so, Inspector. They were a rum trio, full of fancy work, believing all manner of things that in a few years you may be able to put on a charge sheet. It’s already happened in some countries.”


    “I’ll take a note of their particulars,” said Inspector Triffett, bringing out his notebook. “Names—addresses—occupations—all you know about ’em, sir.”


    And that was his farewell to the Magicians.


    


    


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWELVE


    Gifts of the Magi


    He was talking to old George Hathon again in the club where they had talked after the last board meeting. It was about the same time of day, just after six, and the cavernous black-leathery smoke room was filling up once more with the representatives of power and money. They looked no better now than they had done before; if anything rather worse. Old George too, as Ravenstreet noticed with regret, looked worse, as if age at last were galloping away with his huge sagging carcase, his purple face that might burst like an over­ripe fig.


    “There’s one thing, Charles,” Hathon was saying, “I’ve won five pounds from young Garson. I bet him you wouldn’t say ‘I told you so’—and though I’ve given you plenty of chances, you haven’t done. He was certain you would. All these youngish chaps are the same—bounders. They think the rest of us are bounders too. I’m talking now about the round-about-forty chaps. The fellows younger still are trying to be gentlemen.”


    “I never pretended to be a gentleman.” Ravenstreet gave the statement no particular emphasis.


    “We’re probably talking about two different things. However, I’ve won a fiver. If he’ll believe me. He’ll probably ask you to confirm it. But let’s be serious, Charles. Are you sure you won’t change your mind?”


    “Yes, George. There isn’t a chance of my coming back to the Company. I don’t think I would even if I was broke. I also think you’re making a mistake—trying to swop horses again. It’s Selby’s type of enter­prise now, and you’ll be foolish if you try to take it away from him. Fight it out along that line. Or—if you don’t feel like doing that—get out yourself, as I did.”


    Hathon nodded, grunted, coughed over his cigar. “I’ve more than half a mind to. Look—there’s Karney—just coming in. What happened there, Charles? He seemed very sour when I mentioned you the other day.”


    “We didn’t get on. I don’t know if you read Mervil’s papers, George—but they’ve taken a few cracks at me lately.”


    “So I heard. Don’t read ’em myself. Don’t like papers that are always telling you about other people’s money but never tell you what the proprietor’s worth or what the editors are getting. Also, I want the news—not what Mervil and his friends are thinking about the news. Though I don’t want much of the news neither.” He finished his whisky, slowly, reluctantly, as if there might not be much more for him. “Well, I’ve asked you to come back, admitted we made a mistake, and you won’t, but never said I told you so—and that’s that. What are you up to now, Charles? Something, I can tell. Found a woman perhaps—eh?”


    Ravenstreet replied that he had not found a woman and had not been looking for one.


    “Young Treves told me something at lunch yester­day,” said Hathon. “Perhaps I oughtn’t to pass it on. It’s about a dashing smashing young woman called Mavis Somebody-or-other—a cousin of his wife’s, I think he said. Apparently you took her out once or twice, and told her that if she ever wanted a bit of help, financially, you might be ready to offer it. That right?”


    “Yes—though what that’s got to do with Treves—or, for that matter, with you, George——”


    “Steady, my boy! I haven’t come to the point yet. It seems that now she could do with that bit of help—it’s some scheme she has—but won’t ask you, she told Treves’s wife, because she feels she’s gone and fallen in love with you, Charles. Now I’d have said that would make her want to ask you. And as usual I’d have been wrong. They always do the opposite. Well, what do you think about that?”


    “I’m glad you told me. I’ll write to her when I get back into the country. Perhaps she’ll find it easier if she has to write and tell me what she wants. Anyhow, I’ll keep my word.” And here they were, he thought, the choices—the Company again, Mavis, what next? Where was the appearance of pain and darkness, the choice that seemed to offer least that would be the best?


    “What is it, then?” Hathon persisted. “You’re not going into anything with Mervil and Karney, I gather. Changed your mind about good works or politics?”


    “No. Same answer as before. You’re rooting about for something that isn’t there, George.”


    “But you wouldn’t tell me now that you’re dead. Remember—when we talked here before?”


    “No, I wouldn’t. I’m alive all right. Not kicking yet, but alive. Three old men did it—one of ’em must have been years older than you, George, though he didn’t altogether look it. They came to stay with me—I say, by accident; they said, by design—and they disbelieved everything everybody tells us to believe nowadays. If they’re right, we’re all wrong. And if they’re wrong, they haven’t done badly out of it—you wouldn’t catch them telling anybody they were dead. Last week, they disappeared—into thin air. No, George, that’s all I propose to tell you. And I won’t have another drink, thank you. No, you stay here—I’ll make a quick dive through the power and wealth and see myself out.”


    He left the place in a hurry, still looking the purpose­ful man of affairs, but hastening on his way to do nothing. Somehow he had not wanted to stay on at Broxley after the Magicians had gone. He had come up to town, staying again at his club, hoping vaguely to plan some long holiday, perhaps one of those long complicated journeys that look as if they mean some­thing, so much favoured by politicians out of office and deposed industrial czars. But apart from filling his room with a lot of brightly-coloured and obviously over-optimistic travel booklets, he had done nothing about this holiday. July was sullenly burning away and August was in sight; one man after another at the club announced his immediate departure for the sea or the mountains, but most of these fellows had wives and families clamouring to be off; and Ravenstreet found little attraction in the idea of merely travelling in space alone. If only, he thought, there was some bureau in a back street that was demurely offering travel in time.


    The message reached him one morning, toward the end of that week. Would he ring Purchester 457 and ask for Matron? When he did, Matron told him that a patient on the danger list in the Purchester Cottage Hospital, a Mrs. Slade, had been most urgently request­ing a talk with him. Even though the line was bad, sounding as though somebody were frying sausages inside it, Matron was able to convey her cold distaste for this possible encounter between Mrs. Slade and Sir Charles Ravenstreet. He suggested there must be some mistake as he could not recall any Mrs. Slade. Matron replied icily that Mrs. Slade thought Sir Charles might remember her maiden name—Philippa Storer. Ignoring his stammering enquiries, she went on to say that if he came to the hospital as soon as possible, a few minutes talk might be arranged, but even a delay of twenty-four hours might be fatal. She gave him the impression that he must have been dodging this message for at least two days, probably in order not to interrupt an idle riotous way of life, and when he tried to tell her that he had only just received the message and would go down to Purchester at once, she cut him off. He packed a small over-night bag and drove as fast as he dared towards the Sussex coast. It was lunch time when he arrived at Purchester but he wasted no time on food and drink, driving straight out to the Cottage Hospital. It was a long low building, freshly painted and as dapper in the sunlight as a new toy, and it had some of the finest roses he had seen that summer.


    Matron, a severe Abbess sort of woman in pale blue, regarded him coldly, and said that if he came back about half-past three a very short talk with Mrs. Slade might be possible. It was all most irregular, she added, only near relatives being allowed to visit patients on the danger list, but Mrs. Slade had been so insistent that an exception had been made. At this moment a youngish doctor, a horsy fellow, bustled in, muttered something to Matron that sent her off immediately, and flicked open a cigarette case under Ravenstreet’s nose.


    “Mrs. Slade? No hope there, poor woman. In­operable carcinoma—secondaries all over the place. Yes—about half-past three she might be able to talk to you, though don’t expect much—she’ll still be dopey. Only thing we can do, of course. Her son was in this morning—and he’ll be round again this afternoon, I suppose. Don’t know him? Nice fellow—bit cranky perhaps—but no harm in him. Nice wife and kids too. Had lunch? Try the back room at The George—and tell ’em Dr. Murdock sent you.”


    He told them Dr. Murdock had sent him, but if this brought him a better lunch, he was not aware of it, hardly noticing what he was eating. He was thinking about Philippa, drugged and dying. Passing time? If only Perperek, jeering at his tick-tock, were with him! Afterwards, he strolled round the pleasant little town, vaguely conscious of the sun’s warmth and the shadows and glitter of the streets, but feeling himself enclosed within some cold dream.


    On his return to the hospital, he drew up behind the most dilapidated little car he had seen for months. Out of it tumbled two small children, fat and brown, and their mother, an indignant-looking girl with red hair and blazing green eyes. They were followed by a tall dark young man wearing a blue shirt and corduroy trousers, a young man with a grave, remote air. Raven­street accompanied this family into the waiting-room, where several people were sitting, saying nothing, staring at the blue sky that seemed to belong to another world. In their clear uninflected voices, the two children began asking about Granny. The little girl had her father’s eyes, dark and deep-set; the little boy, freckled and green-eyed, was like his mother. The other visitors, as if grateful for this reminder that life was still in bud, stopped staring out at the lost world to smile at Philippa’s son, daughter-in-law, and grand­children.


    He followed a sister, starched and brisk, that Matron had sent to conduct him to Philippa’s small private room. “Now, Mrs. Slade,” she announced with the cast-iron cheerfulness of her kind, “here’s Sir Charles Ravenstreet at last. And I might manage a cup of tea for you both. I’ll see.”


    The room with its shaded window seemed almost dark after the brilliant white corridor. It smelt sickly sweet. For a moment he thought wildly that the whole thing must be a mistake, for he could not recognise the white-haired ravaged woman who tried to smile at him. But then he saw that it was indeed Philippa, looking at him through, rather than with, eyes slow-moving and hollow with drugs. Most of her, he felt, was already somewhere else. Her voice was very weak, wandering in and out of audible sound; and he sat close to the bed, fighting to control himself.


    “The delay wasn’t my fault, Philippa. I came as soon as I received your message—only this morning.”


    “You—haven’t changed—so much, Charles.” She spoke with an obvious effort, as if her mouth were too dry. “I didn’t want you—to see me like this. But—there was something—I wanted to say—and nobody can say it for me.” She showed him the ghost of a smile.


    “If there’s anything I can possibly do, Philippa,” he began. But she stopped him.


    Had he noticed a tall dark young man——?


    “With a red-haired wife and two delightful children? Yes—and I felt at once he was your son. He is, isn’t he?”


    Her eyes gleamed for a second. “Yes—my son—Bryan.”


    The sister came in with two cups of tea. She gave one to Ravenstreet, nodding brightly at him to suggest he was in for a great treat, then helped Philippa to take a few sips from the other cup. After warning them that the visitor would be allowed only a few more minutes, she went out.


    “I liked the look of him very much, Philippa—in fact, all the little family. I want to get to know them.”


    She smiled, a real smile this time. Probably the tea had refreshed her, for now her voice was stronger. “Yes—my son Bryan. And—Charles—your son too.”


    “My God!” Then he understood it all. “That last day we had in the cottage, you wanted to tell me—but couldn’t. That was the hidden thing, the secret. Of course I’d no idea then there was anything. I dis­covered it quite recently. You see, Philippa, I was—oh!—hypnotised or something, and I re-lived that last day, when we quarrelled because I insisted upon going back to the works. It’s true—I re-lived every moment of it. In what was described to me as Time Alive—still there, all of it, not gone. And that’s it—you were going to have a child—and then couldn’t tell me——”


    “I never meant to tell you—and then suddenly I had to——”


    “Of course. Does he know I’m his father?”


    “No. Though I think he’s guessed something. But I had to see for myself—how you’d feel——”


    “I’m glad, Philippa. It’s strange news—but wonderful.”


    “Have you any children—I mean, any other children—Charles?”


    “No. And my wife died some years ago.”


    “You’ve nobody—then?”


    “Nobody, Philippa. But now I have. Why—those two are my grandchildren. We’re a family—good God!”


    She nodded slowly, closing her eyes. He did not feel she was dismissing him, only that she had made a great effort and was now exhausted. So he talked to give her time to recover. “I didn’t simply remember that day, Philippa. I lived it all over again, as I was then but also as I am now. It’s hard to explain, but that’s how it was. Everything’s still there, nothing’s gone, but if we make the right sort of effort, these people say, we can change it. Please remember that, Philippa—nothing’s gone, nothing’s lost. I know now that’s true. That day when I should have stayed instead of going back to the works, when you should have told me what had happened, that day’s still there, and if we can remember—then we can change it. Look—everything’s different from what most of us think it is—we’re just deceiving ourselves in the dreariest possible fashion—condemning our­selves——” But there he stopped, for he could not believe she was still listening. Perhaps she had drifted away altogether, although she was still breathing. He rose, trembling, uncertain what to do.


    Then her eyes opened wide, and now for a moment or two there seemed no sickness and death in them; they were alight with gay intelligence, almost mischievous. “Another man spoke after you stopped, Charles.” Her voice was stronger too, nearly exultant. “I heard him quite clearly. He was a foreigner—and laughing as if nothing mattered. He said—and I’m quite sure of this, please believe me, Charles—he said that you knew now we didn’t live in tick-tock—yes, that’s what he said—tick-tock—not in tick-tock but in time alive.”


    “Perperek!” he cried. “That was Perperek, my dear. Telling us all’s well——”


    There was a noise behind him. The life seemed to drain out of Philippa’s face. “Oh—no—Matron, please,” she muttered, her eyes closing again.


    “You must go now,” the Matron told him. “I thought you would realise that you mustn’t begin shouting at a patient in this condition.” She was holding the door open for him, dismissing him with freezing contempt. He heard her voice, gentler now: “Don’t worry, Mrs. Slade. Doctor will be here shortly——”


    He walked slowly along the clean hard corridor, as bright and sad as the new world we have made, and somebody, perhaps it was Dr. Murdock, spoke to him, but he shook his head and went blindly past. He knew it would not do, that he was being unjust, but he hated this place and all the people who served it. Here, he felt, was one of our temples of destructive time and death. The patient must be hurried away from any opening vista of life, to be kept quiet, prepared for the mortuary, the undertakers, the coffin and the grave. This was, after all, our goal. We sentenced ourselves to wait in the condemned cell.


    “I’m Bryan Slade,” said the young man. He was stand­ing outside the waiting-room door. “You’re Sir Charles Ravenstreet, aren’t you? You’ve been seeing my mother.”


    “Yes. The Matron just turned me out. I heard her say something about the doctor coming shortly. I’m afraid I don’t know when they’ll let you see her. But you know about that, I suppose. I’m going down to book a room at The George. I’d be glad if you would come and see me there. It’s important or I wouldn’t worry you now. Any time up to midnight will do—or even after that.”


    It was about ten o’clock, the end of a day that dragged on interminably, when he came, to join Ravenstreet in the small empty lounge and to accept a beer. “I took my wife and the children home, had some food and then went back,” he explained. “They let me see her for a few minutes, that’s all. They know I’m here. They don’t know how long she’ll last out—but not long, they think.” He gave Ravenstreet a curious searching look that was very disturbing.


    Ravenstreet moved uneasily. The room was cool enough but seemed to have no air in it. Loud voices came from the bar outside, but they made no sense. Wondering what to say, he stared hard at a notice of a Young Farmers’ Rally, as if it might contain important news. “I hope the little talk we had didn’t take too much out of her.”


    “That was probably the hospital view. I think it did her a great deal of good. Some things you said to her.” Bryan hesitated a moment, raising his eyebrows in a way that suggested wonder rather than scepticism. “Some­body else spoke to her too, she told me. From a distance. She seemed quite clear and certain about it.”


    “I think he did, you know. She might possibly have found his peculiar turns of speech in my mind, but I don’t think so. I know the man and am sure he has some strange knowledge and powers, and I believe he linked himself to me in some way and then spoke directly to her. It sounds fantastic, I know, but you must take my word for it.”


    The young man nodded, hesitated again, then smiled rather shyly, looking so like his mother in a certain mood that Ravenstreet found it startling. “She says you’re my father.”


    “Yes. We talked about that. She told you of course that I never knew?”


    “She explained that—yes. I wasn’t altogether surprised. There were some things I never understood. And children notice far more than their parents imagine they do. Deb—my wife—and I have often compared notes about that. We’ve decided to assume that our two’ll know everything about everything. You liked my family, mother said.”


    “Yes, I did, Bryan. I took to the whole four of you—before I knew where I came into it.”


    “We’ve a cottage about four miles away—not much of a place, I’m afraid. It was almost derelict when I took it over, but I’m making it into something. Come and have a look at us. Deb doesn’t know definitely about you yet, of course, but I think she began to do some quick guessing this afternoon. And she liked the look of you too, I may say.” He swished the beer round in his glass mug, and for the first time looked somewhat embarrassed. “I don’t think they’ll let you see mother again. They felt they were stretching a point today. I can’t make a fuss. They’ve been very good about various things——”


    “I didn’t expect they would. And I know it doesn’t matter now. Death’s serious enough, and I’m not pretending it isn’t. But we are in our time, and our time lives. I know enough now to know that, even though I can’t hope to understand it all. But we’ll talk about that later. What I want to say now is that I’ve retired from industry, have been handsomely rewarded, have nobody but myself to look after, and I want you, like a sensible chap, to tell me how I can make myself useful. By the way, what’s your job, Bryan?”


    “It’s a mixture. When I left the Army I wanted to work with my hands. I’ve always liked working with my hands. So I tried all sorts of jobs, usually just one jump ahead of that particular union. I must warn you, I’m against the trade unions——”


    “Sorry to hear it,” said Ravenstreet, not too heavily. “I’ve had plenty of fights with ’em in my time. But I know they’re necessary. What’s your objection? Political? Are you one of these new young Tories?”


    “No, it’s not political. But as an odd-job man—and that’s what I’ve been, still am up to a point—I think they keep everything too inflexible, slow and wasteful. Like the State and its ministries. I believe we could have gone twice as far as we have done since the War if we hadn’t had these dead hands everywhere. Most men would have enjoyed themselves more too, producing some food or helping to build something. Most jobs nowadays are much easier than people think they are. And what’s the point of deliberately slowing ourselves up? Half the men I know are just plain bored. Either they haven’t any skill or they have skills they can’t use properly. So, these days, when I’m not doing odd jobs for people, I go round talking to groups of chaps——”


    There was a message that the hospital wanted to speak to Mr. Slade. When his son went to the tele­phone, not hurrying and fussing but moving towards it with a quick easy grace, Ravenstreet began thinking about him. He was quite different from any son he had ever imagined for himself, some figure that would have been merely a reflection of his own ego. Clearly he could differ sharply with this boy, argue and lose his temper with him; here was a personality that, making allowance for youth and inexperience, was at least as definite and solid as his own; and Ravenstreet found himself delighted with him. Nevertheless, he con­cluded, he would never really know him. This delightful, probably most lovable, young man might be said to enter Ravenstreet’s world from a country that Ravenstreet would never see, for he represented his own generation, not his father’s. But what a wealth of promise, like that of time alive, there was in all this!


    “The night sister says I might as well go home. I’ve no telephone there, and she knows that, but she’s pretty sure I shan’t be wanted. So I’ll get along, because Deb will be worrying. What are your plans?” He suddenly produced a quite unexpected broad boyish grin. “I haven’t a clue what I ought to call you.”


    “We’ll not bother about that just now. And the only plan I have is to stay here. And to see you—and perhaps the family—to­morrow.”


    Philippa died in her sleep the following night, and two days later Ravenstreet walked with Bryan and Deborah to see her coffined bones laid in the earth. Various relatives were also present of course, mostly middle-aged people who contrived to look indignant all the time as if they might have done something about this miserable business if they had been told about it earlier; and Ravenstreet was grimly amused to discover how Bryan and Deborah merely endured these people politely and turned instinctively to him. He had been able to be of considerable service to the bewildered youngsters, who had been hit harder than they had expected to be by the actual fact of death and by all its grisly paraphernalia. Deborah, who had lost her own parents during the War, had taken to him at once; and already his relationship with her gave him something deeper than pleasure. She was, he realised quite soon, an enchanting creature, as gallant as a last hopeless cavalry charge, at once despairing and gay, like so many young middle-class wives and mothers in Britain these days, the perfect mate for the atom-heavy, bewildered, badgered young male. And unlike Bryan, who was happy with his hands and things and a few simple crusading ideas and was quite incurious about the universe and life in general, she could never hear enough about the Magicians and spent entranced hours, constantly interrupted of course by the loud demands of the children, Patience and Rufus, asking him questions about them. And of course Patience and Rufus were always asking questions too, about everything. It was wearing but wonderful.


    After the funeral, he insisted upon their staying with him at Broxley. Any doubts Bryan may have had, because of his various jobs, were instantly demolished by the impetuous blazing-eyed Deb, who announced that a third August in that cottage would be unendur­able, that the lives of the children were menaced by the wet plaster in the kitchen, and that all Bryan’s jobs, plus a few more, would be waiting for him when he got back, a stronger, healthier man. So they set out, in brilliant sunshine, for Warwickshire, Ravenstreet taking Deb and Rufus, who contrived to be sick and yet bright scarlet with excitement, and Bryan taking Patience, who divided her loyalties between her father and the dilapidated little car, which she felt would be hurt if she preferred the great shiny Rolls.


    “I’ll tell you a secret,” cried Deb as they rolled across Berkshire and Rufus slept in her lap. “I adore luxury. I don’t expect it—I know that doesn’t work, you have to give up too many other things that are better—but when it suddenly arrives, I adore it. Now Bryan doesn’t—he’d just as soon be uncomfortable and a bit squalid, so long as he’s doing what he wants to do. Mind you, he really wants everything clean and sensible—that bit squalid wasn’t really fair—but he doesn’t want anything extra—like linen, flowers, silver, cold white wine in very thin glasses, evening clothes, a sumptuous car like this. He’d much rather be driving our little old monster. And instead of stopping for lunch somewhere, eat cheese sandwiches under a hedge with Patience, who’s just like him, at least just now. Later of course she’ll turn into a woman—and begin wanting something extra. I hope we women haven’t overdone it—some obviously do, American types queening it like mad. You’re enjoying all this, aren’t you? Not the luxury part—you’re used to it—but having a share of a family—um?”


    “Yes. And I’ll tell you a secret now. I’d forgotten this part—no, that’s not true, but I didn’t like to mention it before. The Magicians—you see, they come into it——”


    “I hoped they would. I’m all for the Magicians.”


    “As well as showing me time alive, they always seemed, in a rather vague way, to promise me some­thing good—not depending on ideas and beliefs but perhaps something they knew I wanted even if I didn’t know I wanted it——”


    “We come into this. Shut up, Rufus. Go to sleep again or look for cows or something. Yes?”


    “I’ll show you Wayland’s letter when we get to Broxley. The one he left behind. In it he said that Marot told him to tell me that I’d have various choices in the near future, and that the one that seemed to offer least would be the best. Though it seemed nothing but pain and darkness, he said. Well, you can see what that was.”


    “Yes,” she said, frowning a little. “We know what that was.” Then in a different tone, coming from a cleared brow: “But it made her much happier too. Quite different. Bryan’s sure about that—and he saw her twice after you and I did.”


    There was one of Mervil’s newspapers in the hotel where they lunched. On the front page was a column headed Wonder Drug on the Way, with some vague but artfully enticing stuff in it about a possible cure for worry. So Mervil, with or without Sepman’s formula, had found the idea too attractive to resist. Did that mean that the Magicians had lost after all? Or was Mervil bluffing? And where were the Magicians now?


    He was not the only man asking that question, as he discovered after dinner, when he had left Bryan and Deb in the drawing-room and had gone into the small study to do some accounts. With the dusk and the bats and the sound of the nightjars came Inspector Triffett, seemingly taller and more wooden than ever, wearing his bewildered expression.


    “I rang you up a day or two ago, sir,” said the inspector, “but you were away. Being not far from here on an enquiry, I thought I might venture to call. And this time I’m lucky. But it’s the only piece of luck I’ve had so far on this foreign hypnotist case. Now I’ll put it to you straight, sir. I asked for—and you gave me—some particulars of those three. There wasn’t much to go on——”


    “All I had, Inspector.”


    “That’s what I want to know, sir. And no funny business? You gave me just what you knew about ’em?”


    “Certainly. I wish I did know more about them.”


    “And you’ve had no contact since they left here, sir?”


    “No, I haven’t, Inspector. Again I wish I had. I’m even more anxious to find them than you are.” He motioned to the inspector to sit down. “I feel I owe them a great deal. I keep wondering where they are and what they’re doing.”


    Inspector Triffett, sitting bolt upright, stared hard in his own unblinking fashion. Then, like a ventriloquist’s doll who had taken to conjuring, he produced from nowhere a well-worn notebook, which he flicked open with his thumb. “Then you’re out of luck too, sir. Not only we don’t know where they’ve gone but we can’t discover where they’ve ever been—or who they are—or what they are. Now here are the details, sir.” He read from the notebook, very solemnly. “Wayland, supposed to be a retired civil engineer who has worked for many years in the East. Not known anywhere. No line of enquiry shows any result. Nicholas Perperek, probably Bulgarian by birth, now a merchant travelling between Italy and Greece. Same thing. No trace. Marot, French, an optician in Bordeaux. Now that looks more likely, doesn’t it? But it isn’t. We heard two days ago there’s no optician in Bordeaux called Marot. So we don’t know where they’ve gone to, where they came from, who they are.”


    “I’m not surprised,” said Ravenstreet. “They were like that.”


    Inspector Triffett closed his notebook with a sharp slap, rose majestically, held out his hand. “Well, that’s how it is. Now if one of them should get in touch with you, Sir Charles, will you promise to let me know?”


    Ravenstreet smiled as he shook hands. “Certainly not, Inspector.”


    


    THE END
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