
also by Gabriel Josipovici

fiction
The Inventory (1968)

Words (1971)
Mobius the Stripper: Stories and Short Plays (1974)

The Present (1975)
Four Stories (1977)
Migrations (1977)

The Echo Chamber (1979)
The Air We Breathe (1981)

Conversations in Another Room (1984)
Contre Jour: A Triptych after Pierre Bonnard (1987)

In the Fertile Land (1987)
Steps: Selected Fiction and Drama (1990)

The Big Glass (1991)
In a Hotel Garden (1993)

Moo Pak (1995)
Now (1998)

Goldberg: Variations (2002)
Everything Passes (2006)

Heart’s Wings: New and Selected Stories (2010)

theatre
Mobius the Stripper (1974)

Vergil Dying (1977)

non-fiction
The World and the Book (1971, 1979)

The Lessons of Modernism (1977, 1987)
Writing and the Body (1982)

The Mirror of Criticism: Selected Reviews (1983)
The Book of God: A Response to the Bible (1988, 1990)

Text and Voice: Essays 1981–1991 (1992)
The Modern English Novel (ed.; 1975)

The Sirens’ Song: Selected Essays of Murice Blanchot (ed.; 1980)
A Life (2001)

The Singer on the Shore: Essays 1991–2004 (2006)
Whatever Happened to Modernism? (2010)

Cb  
editions

  Only Joking

GABRIEL
JOSIPOVICI



for DavidI am grateful to George Szirtes for introducing me to  
the poetry of Sándor Petöfi and allowing me to use his  

translation of the poem which appears on page 84.

First published in Germany in 2006
under the title Nur ein Scherz

by Gerd Haffmans Bei Zweitausendeins
This edition first published in Great Britain in 2010

by CB editions
146 Percy Road London w12 9ql

www.cbeditions.com

All rights reserved
© Gabriel Josipovici, 2010

The right of Gabriel Josipovici to be identified as author
of this work has been asserted in accordance with

Section 77 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988

Printed in England by Blissetts, London w3 8dh

isbn 978-0-9561073-6-7



[ 1 ]

1

When the Baron, as he likes to be called, wants to talk, he 
always sits in the front. Felix, at the wheel, knows better than 
to initiate a conversation. He busies himself manoeuvring the 
large silent car through the congested streets of Henley.

It is not till they are approaching the motorway that the 
Baron speaks.

– Miss Jenkin was in her usual excellent form, he says.
– I am glad to hear it, sir, Felix says, as he always does 

when the Baron imparts this item of information after his 
weekly visit.

– Her memory of my childish misdemeanours was sharper 
even than usual, the Baron says. I sometimes think she makes 
up these stories solely in order to make me squirm.

Felix smiles, his eyes on the road.
– To listen to her, the Baron says, you would think I had 

spent my entire youth in an effort to make life as miserable as 
possible for those whose company I was forced to keep.

The Baron is silent for so long after this that Felix, his eyes 
on the road and the rear-view mirror, might have been for-
given for thinking he had gone to sleep.

– And yet she seems to bear me no grudge, the Baron fi-
nally resumes, as though he had not paused at all. Quite the 
reverse, in fact. In her memory my escapades and practical 
jokes become the signs of a loveable zest, a charming inde-
pendence of spirit.



[ 2 ] [ 3 ]

as to leave me his name and telephone number when we get 
home.

– I will be happy to do so, sir, Felix says as he guides the big 
car off the motorway and heads towards Highgate.

The Baron sighs and looks at his watch. – Five o’clock, he 
says. Sports report.

Felix leans forward and switches on the radio.

The Baron lapses once more into silence.
– At least, he resumes after a while, that is how she appears 

to want me to imagine she looks back at my youthful self. At 
the same time she seems to suggest by her demeanour that 
this is the view of an overindulgent and slightly senile old 
lady, and that quite a different interpretation of my behav-
iour is not only possible but quite likely.

– The question I keep asking myself, the Baron says, is 
whether she is conscious of this or not, whether she wants me 
to draw this inference from her manner and remarks or it is 
only my guilty conscience which makes me do so.

Felix, his face impassive, steers the big car soundlessly past 
the rest of the traffic on the outside lane.

– Felix, the Baron says, there is something I have been 
meaning to ask you.

– Yes sir? Felix says.
– Felix, the Baron says, would you, with your extensive ac-

quaintance, happen to know of someone who might be able 
to help me?

His eyes on the road, Felix waits for him to continue.
– A friend of mine, the Baron says, is looking for someone, 

a reliable man, to tail someone for him. Would you happen to 
know of such a man?

Felix gives no sign of having heard. The Baron, however, 
is content to wait.

Finally Felix says: I believe I do, sir.
– A reliable man?
– He does things in his own way, Felix says. He should be 

left to do them in his own way, if you understand me, sir.
– I am sure my friend would not dream of dictating to 

him, the Baron says. Perhaps you would be so kind, Felix, 
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swivelling round on the bench to look at the Baron, who goes 
on staring at the river.

– May I? Alphonse asks finally, holding up the photo.
– Of course, the Baron says. That is why I brought it.
Alphonse puts it carefully away in his wallet.
An envelope materialises in the Baron’s hand. – As I am 

sure you realise, he says, there must be the minimum of 
contact between us. Inside you will find, as well as the ad-
vance agreed on, my mobile number followed by my home 
number. Please destroy them as soon as you have memorised 
them. You will only use them in an emergency. My wife is 
extremely suspicious. She must not have the slightest inkling 
that anything is going on. I will ring you regularly to find 
out how you are progressing but you will only ring me in an 
emergency. Is that understood?

Alphonse slips the envelope, unopened, into his jacket 
pocket. – These things take time, as you will appreciate, he 
says. First of all there is –

– Spare me the details, please, the Baron says, laying a 
hand on his arm.

– As you wish, Alphonse says, a note of disappointment in 
his voice.

– I am not in a hurry, the Baron says. What I need is firm 
evidence.

Alphonse draws his dark overcoat tight around him.
– She has always been a little eccentric, the Baron says. A 

little – how shall I say? – lacking in awareness of the unspo-
ken rules that regulate social behaviour. In recent months, 
however, I have had the feeling that she was starting to lose 
control of herself. And now I have reason to believe that she 
is seeing another man.

2

– The person in question, Mr Alphonse, is my wife, the 
Baron says.

– Just Alphonse, the man says.
They are sitting on a bench overlooking the river, between 

Westminster and Lambeth Bridge, on a cold spring day.
– Everybody calls me Alphonse, the man says.
The Baron acknowledges this with a little smile.
– The lady lives with you? Alphonse asks.
– In a manner of speaking, the Baron says. In a manner of 

speaking.
He produces a photo from his wallet and hands it to Al-

phonse, who studies it in silence.
– What else do you need to know? the Baron asks.
– I would appreciate a timetable of the lady’s movements, 

Alphonse says.
– A timetable?
– Only as a rough guide, you understand.
– If that is what you require, of course, the Baron says.
Alphonse goes on scrutinising the photo. A helicopter 

passes overhead, following the river southwards.
– Slightly flattering, the Baron says. She’s very photogenic. 

Always was. In real life she shows her age.
– Which is? Alphonse asks, still gazing at the photo.
– Fifty-four, the Baron says. Or thereabouts.
– I see, Alphonse says. A handsome woman, he opines, 
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it, then flicks it into the river. He takes out the envelope the 
Baron has just given him, opens it, counts the money, returns 
the envelope to his jacket pocket.

– There you are, the Baron says, tearing a sheet out of his 
notebook and handing it to him. Alphonse glances at it. 

– I will study it at my leisure, he says, slipping it into his 
wallet next to the photograph.

– Is there anything else you need to know? the Baron 
asks.

– No, Alphonse says. I think I have enough to be going on 
with.

– Good, the Baron says. He stands up. I will be in touch 
with you a week from now, he says.

– A great deal of patience is required from all parties in 
matters of this kind, Alphonse says.

– Quite so, the Baron says. Good day to you.
He sets off in the direction of Lambeth Bridge. Above him 

the gulls wheel and screech.
Alphonse takes the packet of cigarettes out again, selects 

one, puts in it his mouth, lights it and, leaning back on the 
bench, closes his eyes as he slowly exhales.

Now it is Alphonse’s turn to gaze out at the river.
– I must confess I was surprised, the Baron says. She has 

never evinced any interest in men or sex, only in money.
– Perhaps the man has money, Alphonse ventures.
– I doubt if he has as much as I have, the Baron says. I have 

taken the liberty, he goes on, of glancing at her diary. She 
seems to be plotting with this man, or to imagine that she is 
plotting with this man, to kill someone. If that is indeed the 
case, I would want to save her from herself. If I am to be the 
victim, I would naturally want to save myself. All that needs 
to be investigated. Who is the man? Is he her lover or an ac-
complice or both? Who is the intended victim, if indeed there 
is one? And so on. Do you understand?

– Of course, Alphonse says.
– That is why, when I say I am not in a hurry, the Baron 

says, it does not mean that we have unlimited time. If we are 
to save her from herself. And others.

– I quite understand, Alphonse says.
– I think that is all, the Baron says. Where do you wish me 

to send the timetable? 
– You could write it out now, Alphonse says. It would save 

trouble. It really would.
The Baron brings a little notebook with gold corners and 

a gold-tipped pen out from an inner pocket. He crosses his 
legs, hitching up his trousers to save the crease, and opens 
the notebook on his knee. Alphonse takes out a crumpled 
packet of cigarettes, selects one, lights it, and inhales with 
relish.

– I would rather you didn’t smoke in my presence, the 
Baron says, without looking up.

Alphonse takes the cigarette out of his mouth, examines 
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– Employ you? she says. But he can’t. I’m employing you 
already.

– He doesn’t know that, Alphonse says.
– You didn’t tell him?
Alphonse leans across the table. – He wants me to tail you, 

he says quietly.
– To tail me?
– Yes.
– What does that mean, Alphonse? she says, growing pale 

beneath her make-up.
– It means follow you, Elspeth, he says. It means look into 

your affairs and see what you are up to.
– Oh, she says, laughing wildly. I thought it was like 

topped and tailed.
– He thinks, Alphonse says, lowering his voice, that you 

are seeing another man.
– Me? she says.
– You know, Alphonse says, as the waiter wheels the des-

sert trolley forward, I think I would rather like some of that 
crème caramel.

– With cream, sir?
– Why not? Alphonse says.
They wait while the man goes about his business.
– And for madame? he asks.
– I’ll just have coffee, Victor, Elspeth says. And a brandy.
– For me as well, Alphonse says.
– Coffee or brandy, sir?
– Both, Alphonse says. Both.
When he has gone she leans across the table and says to 

Alphonse: Look at that man! Look at him slouching in his 
chair! It’s disgraceful!

3

Elspeth, in a purple dress and matching hat with peacock 
feather at a jaunty angle, is entertaining Alphonse in one 
of her favourite restaurants, Xavier’s in Marylebone High 
Street.

– He has been taken over by these people, Alphonse, she 
says. They have warped his mind. They have made strangers of 
us. When he looks at me now, she says, it’s as if I was some-
thing the cat had brought in. And whenever we meet they 
positively gloat. Alphonse, she says, when are you going to 
act?

She lights a cigarette from the butt of the one she is smok-
ing and then crushes the butt out fiercely in the overflowing 
ashtray. A waiter materialises out of nowhere, and with a sin-
gle gesture removes the ashtray and substitutes a clean one, 
then vanishes again.

– You smoke too much, Elspeth, Alphonse says. You really 
do.

– When, Alphonse? she says, tossing back the feather. 
When?

– The Baron got in touch with me last week, Alphonse 
says quietly.

– The Baron?
– Yes, Alphonse says. He really did.
– The Baron? she says again. Why?
– He wished to employ me, Alphonse says.
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– Think about it, Alphonse says, smiling. He raises his 
brandy glass to his nose and closes his eyes as he inhales.

Light dawns on her. – You mean you? she says.
He smiles at her over the rim of the glass.
– Ridiculous, she says.
– It’s the truth, he says. From his point of view. It really is.
– But how did he –? What . . .?
– He found your diary and read it, Alphonse says. I told 

you to be more discreet.
– He couldn’t have, she says. I’m as discreet as could be. 

Besides, it’s in code.
Alphonse sips his brandy.
– Alphonse, she says. Do you think he knows about our 

plan?
Alphonse shrugs.
– But why you? she says, struck by a sudden thought. Why 

did he approach you of all people with this . . . tailing?
– Felix recommended me, Alphonse says, smiling at her.
– He couldn’t have, she says. He recommended you to me.
She takes out her compact, applies lipstick, snaps the com-

pact shut and lights another cigarette. Soundlessly, a waiter 
removes the ashtray and in one movement substitutes a clean 
one.

– Felix has confidence in me, Alphonse says. He knows 
I’m good.

– I don’t care if he knows everything, she says. He’s not 
going to stop me.

– He’s only guessing, Alphonse says. For the moment he 
wants me to tail you and find out more.

– You can’t be sure with him, she says. He never gives any-
thing away.

– Elspeth, Alphonse says.
– Waiter! she calls. And, when he has come: A piece of 

paper and a pen, Victor, please.
– Elspeth, Alphonse says. Did you hear what I said?
– It’s disgraceful, she says. I can’t bear to see people slumped 

in their chairs like that. It’s bad for their backs. It’s bad for my 
back just seeing him.

She scribbles, folds the sheet in four and hands it to the 
waiter. – Please give it to the gentleman there in the corner.

– The gentleman?
– That man there. Slumped in his chair.
– Very good, madame.
– Elspeth, Alphonse says. Listen to me, will you?
– In a minute, Alphonse, in a minute.
She watches intently as the man opens the missive with 

the waiter hovering in attendance. He glances at her, folds it 
again, puts it in his pocket and resumes his conversation with 
his friend.

– It’s for his own good, she says. He’ll be bedridden before 
he’s sixty if he goes on like that.

– Elspeth, Alphonse says. I wish you would concentrate on 
what I am telling you and not draw attention to yourself like 
that.

The coffee and brandy arrive. Elspeth lights another cig-
arette. Alphonse pushes his empty dessert bowl aside and 
draws the coffee cup to him. – He thinks you’re seeing an-
other man, he says again.

– Rubbish, Elspeth says. He knows me better than that.
– You aren’t?
– It’s none of your business if I am, Elspeth says. But as it 

happens I’m not.
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she says. You confuse me with all your words. We don’t have 
much time left, Alphonse, she says. You’ve got to act now if 
you’re going to act at all.

– I’m making my plans, Elspeth, Alphonse says. I really 
am.

– That’s what you keep saying.
– And why do I keep saying it?
– How should I know? she says.
– It’s because it’s the truth, Elspeth. It really is.
– We shouldn’t be seen together, she says. I don’t know 

why we meet like this in public.
– It was your suggestion, he says.
– Well we’re not doing anything wrong, she says, tossing 

back her feather. I can eat with who I like, can’t I?
– Yes, Elspeth, he says.
– He may have seen us together, she says. You don’t know 

what he’s like. Don’t be taken in by his charm, Alphonse.
– Calm yourself, Elspeth, he says. Please calm yourself.
– I’m perfectly calm, she says. What are you going to tell 

him?
– Who?
– The Baron.
– What about him?
– What are you going to tell him about me? About me see-

ing another man?
The two men in the corner get up. A waiter helps them on 

with their coats. As he goes out the one to whom she has sent 
the note purses his lips and wags a finger at her. She lights 
another cigarette from the butt before stubbing the butt out 
fiercely in the ashtray.

– I’ll think of something, Alphonse says. I really will.

– I can be sure, Alphonse says. I really can.
– What are you going to do? she asks.
– Do?
– What are you going to tell him, Alphonse? And stop 

smiling like that, I can’t stand it when you smile.
– I shall report to him, Alphonse says, going on smiling 

at her over the rim of his glass. I shall keep him informed. 
Meanwhile, we will proceed as planned.

– Alphonse, she says, the quicker you get this done the bet-
ter. I told you it was urgent.

– Elspeth, he says. I’ve explained to you. These things take 
time. They cannot be done in a day.

– You’ve had time, Alphonse, she says. You’ve had time 
and you’ve had money. I want to see some results now.

– It won’t do to rush it, Alphonse says. Not a job like this. 
It really won’t.

– That’s what you keep saying, she says.
– And why do I keep saying it? Because it’s the truth, El-

speth. It really is.
– Oh, Alphonse, she says. I’m so frightened. What if he 

knows our plans? What if he’s only waiting to pounce?
– Calm yourself, Elspeth, he says. Leave everything to me.
– I have left it to you, she says. And look what’s happened. 

Nothing.
– You know what the secret of being a good clown is, El-

speth? he asks.
– No, she says. You’ve told me but I’ve forgotten.
– Innocence, Elspeth, he says. A clown is innocent. He is 

innocent because he has not been born into our world. He is 
innocent, Elspeth, because he has not been born at all.

– I don’t know what you’re trying to tell me, Alphonse, 


