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It was conceivable that
the presence of Margo Quine would, in only a few days, cement his
momentous decision, but before too much emphasis was placed on that
event, the weary monographer dismissed it altogether. Of much more
interest – in a mysterious, in a curious way – was Meakin’s recent
correspondence with George Kembal, whose smug, theatrical mask was
known to millions nationally, and was pinned on an ebullient
personality. Just what was his interest in a disillusioned
academic? Kembal wouldn’t know the professor’s state of mind,
particularly when, in reply to his probes, he never offered more
than he had to, and rarely expressed a personal view. Now though he
was being asked for a view. A request, definitely, threaded
the bombastic loops in Kembal’s newly minted note, the latest in a
chain, in peril of dissolution in the steam of Meakin’s
bathroom.

‘Huh! What do I
think of Izzy Glicksteen?’

A flick of his hairy
wrist launched that folded notepaper into short, crazy spirals
through the agitated steam, but it fell woefully short of its
destination – a daylight crack in the door – and plopped down among
the fog of things on the cork floor: digital scales; a wicker bin,
partially filled with florets or speckled tissues; blunt,
disposable razors; a long-lost sliver of soap, dried out and
wafer-thin at its tips.

Professor Meakin fished
about between his legs and caught, swirling around, his favourite
green flannel, then broke the surface of his bathwater
triumphantly. He wrung it out and applied its warm dampness to his
face. His buttocks tautened for a moment when he slid down the
enamel, his hirsute torso sinking beneath the bubbles, under the
bobbing luffa, under a hideous plastic frog. He stretched out an
ankle heavily and searched for the hot tap with a fleshy big toe,
and there improvised a finger grip, though after a few spluttering
warm dribbles the hot water soon ran cold. Instead, the exploratory
toe hooked up the plug on its chain.

Just then the phone
rang, and the surfacing whale of Professor Meakin assumed its
correct Homo sapiens deliberation, the back foot following
the front over the rim and onto those absorbent tiles. He slung on
a towelling robe. We may follow the plash of his footsteps before
they dry, through the door, across the hall, into the study, and
glance at the broad shrugging shoulders, the receiver pressed to
his ear, and take down one or two snatches of conversation: Tuesday
at four – that could be difficult – Monday would be better… What’s
that? He’s out till then? Oh, what about later, Wednesday say…? Off
to America! Lord! Back when…? Mm… Yes, yes, of course. Tuesday at
four – or could he make it five…? Splendid! Tuesday at five – I
shall be out of London, you see…

He slammed down the
receiver without much ceremony and thought he saw the swish of
someone’s disappearing coattail when he turned for the door, but
knowing that to be impossible returned to the bathroom. Here with a
palm to the mirror he produced in the smears and sluices something
like a reflection, and pressing up to it smoothed back the sodden
quiffs of his hair. Then he got down low, and flailed around in the
metropolitan smog for Kembal’s latest communication. All he could
find was that bit of pre-war soap.

§

A dry and fully clothed
Professor Meakin, despite his altitude above the courtyard, heard
the persistent scrabbles below. Moreover, the rosy helper, doing
dishes in a rear kitchen opposite his own, saw only a sedulous
middle-aged man in profile at his balcony. He’d found the note, and
easing up the sheet of blotting paper that smothered it took in the
resultant mirror writing. Its schoolboy blobs hadn’t concealed the
truth: where Kembal had previously asked for samples of his work on
Mahler, now he demanded his view of Izzy Glicksteen – a composer,
conductor, or what? Well, perhaps the chirpy George Kembal enjoyed
these practical jokes, dispatching Meakin to his Grove’s
fruitlessly, or was this his response to a review of a recent
‘Titan’ he’d sent him? Your lesser author hesitates at further
defamation, so, when the conductor’s silhouette stood on the
podium, arms spread, baton maniacally raised, an unnamed orchestra
launched itself Hollywood-style, its clarinet fanfares reminiscent
of a teenage poltergeist. Meakin stuck with it, an eccentric
reading, only for so long. He passed over the second movement, and
in a late, redrafted paragraph wondered which of his readers had
already guessed the moment he’d stormed from the auditorium. Meakin
much preferred a heavyweight bout on a pub TV. One other writer
summarised the whole (‘Titan’ that was, not the fight), as a thing
charged and overwhelmed with emotional energy. But anyway. This is
all beside the point.
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