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To Miss Ethel Sands










Gaze on the wretch, recall to mind


His golden days left long behind.


                                        Emily Brontë










CHAPTER I


‘THIS is a quiet little hole,’ said the cook. She was telephoning to a friend in the market town of Swirrelsford, eight miles away.


‘I don’t think I shall want to stay here long. And Effie doesn’t want to either. Her feet play her up something terrible. All stone floors they are in our part, and the scullery, you never saw such a place, a real death-trap. And then there’s that man. What’s that you said, dear? Oh not him, he’s all right in his way, a bit potty, if you ask me. No, it’s him. . . . Oh, I thought you understood who, dear. I wouldn’t demean myself by mentioning his name. The gardener, if you can call him one. You’d have to laugh if you saw what he brings in. Yesterday I took the basket straight in to Mr. Casson, just as it was, and showed him. ‘That’s for three people,’ I said. I didn’t need to say any more. So I just said, ‘Will you please speak to him about it?’ But he won’t, not he, he hasn’t the spirit of a wood-louse. And where does it all go to, that’s what a good many of us would like to know, because it doesn’t come in here. It’s not very nice, is it, dear, having to deal with people like that? that you can’t trust, no, not an inch. And what makes me mad is that Mr. Casson likes him, just because he sponges up to him. But of course he’s lived abroad and doesn’t understand what honesty is. Italians are not people according to our ideas, and anyhow they’ll soon be fighting against us, the dirty tykes. Ice-creamers, some call them, but it’s too polite for them. So under the circumstances I shall give in my notice. . . . Why don’t you say something, dear, you leave me to do all the talking. . . .


‘I don’t know what you mean. Of course you could have got a word in. Anyhow you have now, haven’t you? You’ve said quite a lot. Yes, of course he is a single man, I admit that, at least I suppose so, you can’t be sure with anyone who’s lived abroad, and he doesn’t go poking his nose into what isn’t his business. He wants to have guests though, but I put my foot down about that. “I can manage,” I told him, as straight as I’m telling you, “if you don’t have guests.” “I get rather lonely sometimes,” he said. “Yes,” I said, “but think if you were in the trenches like our poor boys are. They’ve got good reason to be lonely, they have.” People ought not to talk that way even if they are too old to be out there. He didn’t say anything, what could he say? Besides the tables are turned now, they can’t talk to us like they used to, they know they can’t get anyone in our place. The boot’s on the other foot now. That’s why I shall give in my notice. You aren’t saying very much, dear, you never used to be so silent. . . .


‘Yes, I can, I know it is nice to be near you, dear, but I could get a place in Swirrelsford any day, and the buses only run from here three times a week. Yes, I should think he’s fairly well off, it’s not that, and I must think of Effie first, as I always do, and she always has liked the country. She says the air would be doing her good if it wasn’t for her feet. But I don’t know – the mists that come up out of this old river – why, sometimes you can’t hardly see across the lawn. I shouldn’t call it healthy. But Mr. Casson says he wants to go out in his boat. He must be mad. Think of boating in this weather. We ought to have central heating with Effie as delicate as she is.


‘Yes, dear, I’ll think over what you said, but I think I shall give in my notice all the same, because it never does to be put upon, and if I do, he will understand better how difficult things are here and what I have to put up with from that man. Goodbye, dear, cheerio, Abyssinia.’


She put down the ivory-coloured receiver, opened the shutters, switched off the light, and left the telephone room to glimmer pallidly in the winter dawn. In the hall she found Effie, sweeping the black and white square tiles.


‘Oh, Beattie, what were you saying?’ The housemaid was tall and slender, with pretty, fluffy, faded golden hair and a small round face flushed with tea and exertion. Beatrice was short, dark and compact, her powerful nose a curving ramp beneath her continuous black eyebrows.


‘What made you tell her you were giving in your notice?’


Making a great effort, Beatrice turned on Effie a look that was almost hostile. ‘I wish you wouldn’t listen at the keyhole, dear.’


‘I wasn’t listening,’ cried Effie, indignantly. ‘You don’t know how you raise your voice when you get excited. Anyone can hear you. I expect Mr. Casson could hear you quite well. Hark! He’s running his bath.’


The two women listened to the sound as it came sliding down the curving stair.


‘I don’t care if he does hear,’ said Beatrice. ‘Do him good, that’s what I say.’ She paused to savour her defiance, and then went on in a different tone.


‘But what’s come over you, Effie? The other day you were as keen to go as I am.’


‘Oh I dunno,’ said Effie, ‘I can’t be forever chopping and changing. You go if you want to. I shan’t, not for a while, anyhow.’


Beatrice looked at her in consternation.


‘But we’ve been together all these years.’


‘You don’t need to tell me that,’ said Effie airily. ‘Maybe we should get on better on our own. A change is good for everyone, they say.’


The pause that followed was broken by the rasp of hob-nailed boots grating on the flagstones in the kitchen.


‘There he is!’ cried Beatrice. ‘I declare the sound of him makes me want to gag. Come with me, Effie. I really dursn’t face him alone.’


‘Why, what’s wrong with him?’


‘What’s wrong with him? And you of all people to ask me that!’


‘I’ve got my sweeping to do and my table to lay,’ complained Effie. ‘He’s no different from other men. He won’t eat you.’


‘Oh, Effie, and I done the telephone room for you and opened up the shutters.’


‘Very well, then,’ said Effie. ‘But talk about people wanting their own way!’


Propping her brush against the white panelled wall, she followed Beatrice through a swing door down a short passage which ended in a side door, and had a door on the right which led into the kitchen.


‘Good morning, ladies,’ said the gardener, straightening himself from the stooping position which gardeners so readily assume. ‘How are you, this fine morning?’


His bright brown eyes held them. He was a thickset man of about forty-five, whose breadth made him look shorter than he was. His brown moustache was inclined to be ragged, and even at this early hour his hands were caked with earth.


‘Mind your muddy boots on my clean floor,’ snapped Beatrice. ‘I had to do it all over again after you yesterday.’


‘There now, isn’t that a shame?’ said the gardener, shifting his glance from Beatrice to Effie. ‘If I’d known, I’d have done it for you.’


‘Like hell you would,’ said Beatrice, but her tones lacked conviction, and the taunt fell flat.


‘ ’Tis Mrs. Burnett that do the scrubbing anyhow,’ said the gardener. ‘You’ve no call to grumble.’


‘Mrs. Burnett didn’t come yesterday,’ said Beatrice, triumphantly establishing her ground of complaint. ‘She sent a message to say her mother was took ill. There’s some folks in this village whose relations are always falling ill, I’m thinking.’


The gardener smiled at Effie.


‘What a nasty sarcastic tongue your friend’s got,’ he said. ‘I wonder you don’t get kind o’ sour, listening to her day in, day out.’


‘Well, she does get a bit on my nerves at times, but I don’t mind, do I, Beattie? I dare say your wife says a few words to you on occasion.’


‘Oh no, Mrs. Wimbush doesn’t, not she,’ said the gardener. ‘She’s got plenty to do without that. She’s got five children to look after, not counting me. She wouldn’t know what to do with herself if I was a well-off single gentleman like Mr. Casson. Some people has all the luck.’


‘Meaning who?’ demanded Beatrice.


‘I shan’t mention no names because you wouldn’t like it if I did. And I don’t mean Mr. Casson, either.’


He winked at Effie, who found it increasingly easy to keep her temper as the others were losing theirs.


‘Now, you two,’ she said pacifically. ‘You’d argue the hind leg off a donkey. Don’t pay any attention to him, Beattie, he only wants to tease.’


‘I wish he’d clear out of my kitchen, then,’ stormed Beatrice. ‘The proper place for gardeners is in the garden.’


‘All right,’ said Wimbush. ‘You can bring your own wood in next time. I’m not going to get it for you, you old so and so. . . .’ The rest of his remark was drowned by the sudden whirr of an electric bell.


‘That’s him,’ exclaimed Beatrice. ‘Now he’ll be wanting his breakfast. Men are all alike – they’ve no consideration.’ She bustled into the larder, slamming the door. Wimbush picked up the empty skep and said to Effie:


‘Don’t you ever get fed up with that old bitch?’


Effie drew herself up. ‘What a horrid word to use, Mr. Wimbush. I won’t talk to you if you speak of my friend like that.’ She looked at him again and at his big earth-caked hand, as brown and tough as the skep that dangled from it, and something in her melted. ‘Well, I do a bit at times,’ she said.


‘Now you’re different,’ said the gardener. He squared his shoulders, and smoothed his hair with his free hand. ‘You and me could get on quite well together.’


‘Oh Mr. Wimbush,’ tittered Effie. ‘You oughtn’t to say that.’ The larder door opened, and he stumped out.










CHAPTER II


TIMOTHY CASSON sat down at his writing table. It was of oak, or imitation oak, stained nearly black, and very solid; large brass studs clamped the scratched and faded leather to the wood-work. It had the inertia, without the strength, of massiveness; it was a dead weight, which challenged his mind to lift it. He looked across the ink-stained surface to the snowy scene beyond. The light streamed up at him, filling the cornices behind his head with pale blue shadows. Gingerly he pushed open the shell-inlaid lid of the converted knife-box; it fell back with a startling rattle, as though guillotined. Lined with violet velvet, the deep slots did not surrender the quarry easily, but at last he fished up a sheet of paper, and began to write.


 


THE OLD RECTORY,


UPTON-ON-SWIRREL,


NR. SWIRRELSFORD.


16th January, 1940.


MY DEAR MAGDA,


I am here at last. As a matter of fact I ‘moved in’ just before Christmas, but seem to have had no time to turn round. Not that I’ve much to do, but you know how curious and unreal one feels in a strange house. Nothing here is mine, of course; my things are all at Villa Lucertola, in the care of dear Amalia and Armando: you remember them – you thought them such a handsome couple. I know you don’t like Italians much, but they weren’t really Fascists, though latterly they had to pretend to be.


Well, I took this house furnished. I can’t imagine what you’ll say to the furniture; it’s what you most dislike, heavy and dark brown, everything upholstered and self-important like a stage dowager of the ’nineties, with some shiny stream-lined pieces of modern date among them, hard and sharp and engine-turned, that look as though they would hurt if you touched them. The house itself is rather nice, or might be; it’s been bedevilled, of course, but the garden-side isn’t altogether un-Queen Anne and has such a lovely view. There’s the substratum of a little terrace, and then a dipping lawn, and then the river; and beyond the river, on the opposite bank, a Stonehenge effect of fantastic pink Wagnerian rocks, leaning affectionately towards each other, like drunken dolmens, and the green of the moss on their sides and the yellow grass on their crests – I can’t tell you how vivid it is against the pink. Not now, of course; now they’re covered with snow, and the pink, which shows in patches, looks almost black. Snow falsifies every colour-value, doesn’t it? but I must say the Welsh hills, which must be any number of miles away, do look rather wonderful, and with that remote, high, mystical light on them where their summits touch the sky.


The boat-house you would love. It’s Gothic Revival, with stained-glass windows and a pointed roof, which just shows from where I’m sitting. And I needn’t tell you there’s a boat inside, my boat that I had brought here – indeed I took the house, really, to give a home to the boat. For reasons too boring to go into I haven’t been able to use it yet. But I shall. What do you think I ought to row in? Shorts do not become my advancing years (forty-nine now, dear Magda) and flannel trousers are so dull. But now I must, if only to keep my figure from falling too far below your exacting requirements. Tell me when you write. You have an absolute sense of period – but I never quite know what period I belong to!


I haven’t mentioned the war, have I? But then no one does. Most people think it’s practically over. But you’re in a better position to judge than I am, with your work at the Ministry of Appearances. I expect I ought to have tried to get a war-job, but then I am so unwarlike. And you have always said that one has but one duty – to look right for the circumstances. But I’m not sure I could look right in a war. Khaki’s the only wear.


 


Timothy paused, thought, and sighed heavily. On the blotting-paper he tried to make a drawing of Magda’s face. The parrot beak was a vile travesty of her nose, which was really only a little pronounced; and the wavy hair, that was always dressed so smartly and as though it had a special understanding with the brush, had turned to copper-wire.


 


By the way, did you get a small token from me at Christmas? A bottle of scent – I got it at Bertini’s the last day I went shopping in Venice. The name would have amused you, but it was so embarrassing that I soaked the label off, so as not to shock the Customs. Italians love up-to-date English slang, but they don’t always know when to use it. I can only say (and this is a compliment, so don’t be offended) that if the object had really been what it was so quaintly called, to have given it to you would have been like sending coals to Newcastle. All the same, little as you need it, I can’t help hoping it reached you!


My spare rooms aren’t quite what I could wish, but when they are more comfortable, you will come, won’t you? Such heavenly country, and only five hours from London – a mere nothing.


Ever yours, TIMOTHY.


 


I like your cagey address. But you seem to have turned into an algebraic symbol!


 


He took an envelope and wrote—


    Mrs. Magda Vivian,


      Box 2xy, W.C.D.O.


Timothy got up and walked about, rubbing his hands, for the wood fire did not suffice to warm the room. But he regarded the fire with pride and affection and it warmed his spirit because he had cut the logs himself, with the help of the gardener and a two-handed saw. Coal was already getting scarce, but Timothy, like others in those early days, found an exhilaration in answering the call to austerity.


His circulation restored, he sat down again, and again angled for writing-paper in the finger-pinching velvet.


‘Esther, my dear,’ he wrote,


‘This is just to wish you, rather late, a very Happy New Year, and to give you my news, such as it is.


‘As you see, I took the Upton house after all – you called it a golden plan, and I hope it will turn out to be. In the end I decided in a hurry, and without showing the agreement to my solicitors, which was perhaps not very sensible—’


Timothy broke off. Esther had a wholesome horror of a grievance, and after all he had only himself to blame.


‘Miss Chadwick, my landlady, is a very nice woman, and descended, I should think, from a long line of Deans. She has a patina of 1880 Isle of Wight high bourgeois culture, which I like. She wasn’t in the least impressed when I told her I was “Lombard” of the Broadside; she only said, with acid sweetness, that my article made the rest of the paper seem so high-brow, and added “I’m afraid you won’t find our farm labourers as picturesque as your peasants.” To my relief, the Broadside is keeping me on, to write about the English countryside instead of the Italian, and my job is listed as a reserved occupation, which means I shan’t be “directed into industry.” “Pictures of Britain” they want me to call my sketches. At any rate I ought to have a fresh eye, not having lived in England, except as a visitor, for eighteen years.


‘The only drawback is, the people round here are much less forthcoming than my friends on the Brenta; so the one article I’ve written so far was a landscape without figures. Miss Chadwick said something about behaving in a neighbourly way, and I fully mean to, but she also said that village people are naturally reserved with strangers: so how am I to begin? At present I rely on the society of my servants, two middle-aged women of extreme respectability, who have always been in service together. I think I am going to like them very much. They are a little distant with me, but of course that is the way with English servants, and doesn’t mean that they like one less. My gardener is an amusing fellow, a regular card; and I think they all have good times together in the kitchen (Servants’ hall we have none. This is a small house, six bedrooms all told). I can hear their voices sounding most animated over their elevenses. I think we are a happy nucleus.


‘But to return to my neighbours, or lack of neighbours. I feel you can advise me about them, having lived so much in the country. I wish I’d taken notes, all the times I’ve stayed with you at Langton Place! Only of course it’s different for you: your family is the pivot on which the village has turned for generations. If you want to know anyone, you merely have to call on them. I can’t do that, I have to wait to be called on, it seems. (In Italy, as you know, it’s the other way round.) But I have one acquaintance in the district – a very important one, only I haven’t seen her yet: Mrs. Lampard.


‘She is important because she is the chief landowner round here, she rules the roost; and she is specially important to me because, apparently, I have to get her permission before I can use my boat. It’s a question of the fishing-rights. The agents told me—’


Timothy thought, frowned, and scratched ‘the agents told me’ out. Esther would not want to hear the tale of their misdeeds.


‘Miss Chadwick told me that the fishermen would certainly resent my rowing my boat on their private waters. I said I knew nothing about fly-fishing; but surely it doesn’t begin till the mayfly rises? She said, “No, but the fish have to have a quiet time to breed.” I went into this with my gardener, who after all belongs to the place and knows how fishes behave, and he said it was rubbish, because the fish withdraw from the main river and go into creeks and inlets to breed, so my boat couldn’t disturb them. “Anyhow,” he added, “Nature is nature, and if the fish wanted to breed neither your boat nor a battleship would stop they from breeding.” I challenged Miss Chadwick with this, and she said, with a slight air of superiority, that one would not go to gardeners to learn about the habits of fish. In fact she disabled his judgment. “And in any case,” she said, “if you do put your boat on the river it will be regarded as an unfriendly act and make a bad impression. But of course if Mrs. Lampard says you can!—”


‘So what luck that I know Mrs. Lampard. At least she was brought out to lunch with me at the Lucertola – twice, if I remember. And she asked me to call on her in London, but I never did. That was a good many years ago; she was rather formidable then, and I gather is more so now. But I wrote to her just after Christmas, reminding her of our meeting and asking if she had any objection to my using the boat; and her secretary replied, quite civilly, but rather formally, and not referring to our having met abroad, to say that Mrs. Lampard was not very well but she would let me know about the boat later. And there for the moment the matter rests. Don’t worry! – I shan’t make a grievance of it!


‘It looks as if the war might fizzle out, doesn’t it? But I expect you are frightfully busy, helping and organizing and smoothing things over. I haven’t any evacuees yet, and I rather hope I shan’t, for Beatrice and Effie, my very nice maids, don’t like the idea of them. So at the moment I have three spare bedrooms, or shall have when I’ve collected a few more sheets and blankets. Miss Chadwick—’


Timothy erased ‘Miss Chadwick’. He hadn’t realised how the scores were mounting up against her. He went on – Langton is a long way off, but if you could spare a few days at the week-end or in the middle of the week, you know how welcome you would be, dear Esther, and you would raise me in the esteem of my staff (who have had rather ‘good’ places, they tell me). Just send a telegram.


Timothy signed his name and had already written on the envelope ‘The Hon. Mrs. Morwen, Langton Place,’ when he paused, shrugged his shoulders, sucked his lips in, puffed his cheeks out, opened and closed his hands. To weigh one imponderable against another, what a hopeless task! He took up his pen again.


‘By the way, did you get a small gift from me at Christmas? Very likely not, so many things go astray, besides, the shop may have forgotten to put in my name. It was a thermos flask – a dull, empty present, but I’m told they may get scarce. Don’t bother to write if you have got it – what can one say about a thermos flask? But send me a postcard if you haven’t, and I’ll stir up the shop.’


Two letters by eleven o’clock and such long ones; already he had something to show for the day. But not very good letters: too much about himself and not enough about his correspondents. Mme. de Sévigné would have made them feel, from the first word, that they were living in her mind, and that they were the object of these letters which, without them, and her need to get into touch with them, to glorify them and surround them with a pearly nimbus of affection, could never have been written. And she would have contrived to give them news of herself, all the same – only, herself mingled with them, drenched in their consciousness of her. And he had said almost nothing about the war.


What would they think of that? Though so different, they were alike in being far more war-minded than he was. Mme. de Sévigné frequently referred to the wars – ‘The success of the French in every country surpasses belief, and I give thanks for this in my evening prayers.’ But enough of her.


Posterity, at whose dim, unexpectant face Timothy sometimes peered, would learn nothing about Magda and Esther from these letters. It would not see Magda’s tall slight figure with its awkward grace, or hear her throaty voice, a little huskier, perhaps, from the cocktails and cigarettes; they would not realise how purposeful was her transcience as the air parted and closed behind her in flat and bar and restaurant and night-club. She hated to linger; she must move on or be overtaken by the boredom which was ever at her heels – her only constant companion. Of her two husbands there remained no trace, not even the name of the last one. She was about as permanent as a manicure or a massage, much less permanent than a permanent wave. And she had rather that effect on one; that was why people liked her (those who did like her). She was a wash-and-brush-up, a shampoo; to those whom the phrase applied, a beauty treatment; astringent, but freshening. One associated her with any fashionable resort, but not with any special place.


Whereas Esther was inconceivable apart from Langton, and the many-voiced creative stir of its shifting or indigenous population – the relations, the children, the guests, the dogs, and now (Timothy felt sure) the soldiers and the evacuees. Timothy stayed with her whenever he came to England. She did not always notice him when he was there, but she wanted him in her system; she was indignant if he delayed to come, and rather reproachful when he went away. No one ever stayed with Magda, except for bed and breakfast, even in the days when she had a husband and a home; for long together, the non-amorous proximity of another person bored her.


Writing to them had made him wish for their company. He was handicapped, as always in writing to these two old and dear friends, by the fact that Magda had an æsthetic, and Esther a conventional, view of life. Two broad and comprehensive fields of vision; but anything that fell outside Magda’s bored her, and anything that seriously smacked of unconventionality puzzled and irritated Esther. They did not like each other very much, Timothy reflected; neither would be pleased to know that he had written to the other. To Magda, Esther seemed frumpish, muddle-headed, untidy, dull-edged if not dull; while Esther thought of Magda as too smart, too stream-lined, too soignée; trembling, no, poised on the edge of a world she did not care to know, not quite second-rate, but nearly; perhaps, in her hard bright glitter, a little selfish. . . . No, not selfish, for Esther, as a woman of the world, was chary of moral judgments. She would say that Magda was restless or unreliable or disappointing, or that she had thrown away her chances.


Thinking of moral judgments reminded Timothy that he still had a letter to write. But his mind, launched on its career of evocation, would not be turned aside. Suddenly it was filled with light, a light far warmer than the bluish pallor reflected from the ground beyond his window; the light of a July afternoon in the Piazza in Venice; and out of this radiance stepped Tyrone MacAdam, hatless, his wispy hair flickering over his oncoming baldness, like flames round an egg – unshaven, untidy, in fact almost dirty, swinging in his hand the paper bag in which he so often carried his lunch.


‘I’ve come from Verona,’ he announced. ‘I was just in time to see the last performance of Ballo in Maschera. Quite good; but they did it better at Dresden in 1934, and at the San Carlo in 1936, and not much worse, if the soprano hadn’t been so frightful, at Basle in 1931. You’ve seen it, of course?’


Timothy had to admit that he had not.


‘Oh, you disgust me,’ exclaimed Tyro, accepting the chair that Timothy pushed out, squeaking, on the pavement towards him. ‘You well-off English people – yes, I will have some tea, thank you – you come out to Italy and what good do you get from it? You hang about in places like this where you simply see other people like yourselves, gorging and guzzling like yourselves, killing time and killing thought; then just when it’s time to go home you have a look at St. Mark’s and the Doge’s Palace, and then you go back to England and say how rude the Fascists are, because they make you take your feet off the seats in the railway carriages, and how cruel to the Abyssinians, because they use against them the weapons of modern warfare which the English never use, oh never, against races less civilised than themselves. You could have learnt all that by staying at home and reading the paper. It makes me so angry when I see supposedly intelligent people like yourself doing that kind of thing.’


‘But I don’t, I don’t,’ protested Timothy, while Tyro with a grimy pocket handkerchief wiped his fingers and then his face. ‘I don’t like the Fascists, it’s true, and Italy has been far less pleasant since they came into power – for the Italians, as well as us. But I’m not politically-minded in the Continental sense, and I don’t want to be. I don’t think any good comes of it.’ Timothy glared at his friend, who was staring at the strollers and paying him very little attention.


‘I beg your pardon, Timothy,’ he said, with the charming smile and beautiful manners that every now and then flashed through his habitual air of crossness.


‘I was saying I didn’t want to be politically-minded.’ The remark sounded less striking when repeated. ‘I like the Italians very much, just as much as you do, only I don’t want always to see them in a contrast, and as one side of an argument. I just want to get on with them, and enjoy being with them as I have done, most gratefully and happily, for eighteen years, and mean to go on doing.’


‘You won’t go on much longer,’ said his companion, with gloomy relish, ‘because there’s going to be a war, and all brought on by people like you, with no moral sense.’


‘I like that!’ cried Timothy, ‘I’ve done my best, in a small way, to foster good feeling between England and Italy. I’ve even had a row with the editor of the Broadside because I haven’t more openly condemned the régime.’


‘Oh, I know your “Lombard” stuff, exuding sunshine and sweetness, and the signore inglese, cosi buono, cosi ricco, distributing kind words and kinder soldi among the snivelling contadini – cosi grati, cosi riconoscenti. That’s not what’s wanted. What’s wanted is to tell the English that, with their record, they have no right to take a high moral line against aggression. Such hypocrisy! It only brings morals into disrepute. As an Irishman and a Scotsman, and for all I know, as a Welshman, I can tell you that when I hear the word aggression on an English lip it makes me sweat at my knee-caps.’


‘But you always said you were an American.’


‘By birth, yes. But don’t speak to me of nationalities. I’m a citizen of the world, I hope. It makes me so angry when I hear people vaunting their beastly birthplaces, just as if there was some virtue in being born a Siamese or a Hottentot.’


‘Oh come now,’ said Timothy. ‘Your morality is a form of war-mongering too. But couldn’t we dine together? Where are you staying?’


‘My usual address – care of Cook’s.’


Timothy directed a baffled glance to where, on the left side of St. Mark’s, the homely English name, writ large on the Venetian wall, had begun to assume, in this troubled and menacing summer of 1939, an air as comforting and reassuring as the word ‘policeman’ to the well-doer.


‘Couldn’t you stay at the Lucertola, and still be care of Cook’s?’


‘I suppose I could. Thank you, Timothy. “Be given to hospitality,” the Apostle said, and you are. But don’t imagine your hospitality will avert a European War. I suppose you think, from the way I spoke just now, that I’m in favour of Fascism?’


‘It sounded a little—’


‘Well, I’m not. I’m not in favour of any country, and not particularly keen about the human race. There’s not an ounce of good in any of them, as you’ll find out if you live long enough.’


‘My dear Tyro,’ wrote Timothy, and stopped, for he could not remember his friend’s address. Care of Cook’s would find him, no doubt; but it was discouraging when you had written someone a letter, as Tyro had to Timothy, a long one, to discover that not only had the recipient failed to keep it, but had not even troubled to make a note of the address.


Timothy had a large correspondence, some of it from Italians both in Italy and England, commenting on his articles. Scarcer than they used to be, the letters from Italy also took longer to arrive, and they were disfigured with large rectangular smudges as of lamp-black, around which could be described a few limbs of letters, tossing like disjected fly’s legs on an inky sea. To think that his communication with Italy, once perfect and complete, should be reduced – when the correspondent had anything he really wanted to say – to meaningless pot-hooks!


Timothy had a habit of leaving small caches of letters wherever he sat or lingered; they sprang up like rubbish dumps in the hollows round a village. He regretted them, but could not stop them. Now he must visit each in turn, like a Government employee collecting salvage. How gay and welcoming the hall would be if only the fanlight over the door, and the larger lunette, above the somewhat exiguous window on the staircase, were not permanently blacked out with cardboard! Dark, dark, dark, total eclipse! No, not total, for the severely rationed, snow-sunlight filtered shyly through the banisters. Slender, twisted, closely set, they had an air of breeding, and Miss Chadwick had been right to beg him not to break them.


Up he went, and down a dark passage on whose indigo-tinted skylight the snow lay piled; and so to his bedroom with its blue rep carpet and the two deeply-recessed windows looking on the river. On the long pointed roof of the boathouse snow lay in patches; the little cluster of bamboos in which it nestled, shivered, he could almost hear the dry rustle, as the wind stirred their yellow stems and withered leaves.


But here, too, his search was vain, for the heap on the dressing-table only yielded long bluish letters of business cut, from which Timothy’s mind shied away. Downstairs again, and into the telephone-room. This pile was much tidier than when he left it: Effie had done her work well – or was it Beatrice who ‘did’ the telephone-room? They each had their bounds beyond which they might not pass. He fingered the miscellaneous missives and at the bottom lay Tyro’s.


A feeling of guilt mitigated Timothy’s triumph, for the letter was much too private to leave lying about. Still, it gave him the address he wanted, and he wrote it down at once, – The Censor’s Office, Liverpool. Then, he went on.


‘I’m sorry you find your fellow-censors unsympathetic, but at any rate you have someone to browbeat, which is more than I have here. The village seems to be divided into two nations: not Disraeli’s two, the rich and the poor, but the old stagers and the newcomers. The old stagers are retired soldiers and professional men; the newcomers are of all sorts, but chiefly refugees from the Midlands fleeing from the bombs to come. (I don’t think there will be any, do you?) My gardener, who is my chief source of information, tells me the two factions don’t mix at all: they are like oil and water, he said, and indeed he always says it, whenever these Montagues and Capulets are mentioned. Nor, I gather, do the villagers in his own walk of life mix much: he told me with pride that in the twenty years he had been here, no one had crossed his threshold for a cup of tea, nor had he crossed anyone else’s. ‘It’s the only way,’ he said, darkly, ‘It’s the only way.’ To what? I wondered.


‘I have never knowingly set eyes on one of the gentry; perhaps they only come out at night and by day are shut away behind their high garden walls and thick box hedges. (I picture them as old, but of course they may not be.) The invaders, on the other hand, wallow in visibility; they walk down the street four abreast, the women in trousers and the men in sporting checks, pushing perambulators and summoning the straggling toddlers in no uncertain voices. They pass the time of day, and would do more, I think, only I don’t know how much I want to be involved with them – it isn’t just snobbery, but I do have to protect my time a little – also I feel that of the two sets I would rather make friends with the old-timers – I have a special reason for wanting to be in their good graces – from which friendship with the others would apparently debar me. . . .


‘You ask how long I’ve taken the house for. Well, thereby hangs a tale. I was considering the agreement and going to send it to my solicitor in London, when the house agents rang me up and said that unless I signed at once they would offer the house to someone else. I’m sure this was a bluff, and they couldn’t have done it legally, with the negotiations so far advanced; but there’s such a scarcity of houses that I didn’t dare risk it. Now I have had a reproachful letter from my solicitors telling me I’ve taken the house for five years without the power to break the let (though my landlady can), that I can’t sublet without her permission, that I shan’t be able to store the fruit, only pick it up off the ground, or eat it as it becomes ripe (you can imagine me gobbling all day and dying of a surfeit), that my landlady may ‘enter’ at any time, ‘having given sufficient warning.’ And she does: only yesterday she entered and took away a pair of sheets saying that as a bachelor I could not possibly need them.


‘But what I really mind about is the boat. The house-agents’ prospectus said “Boating and Bathing on the River Swirrel.” I came, I saw, I liked the house, and I loved the boat-house. The day I signed the Agreement I wrote to a boat-builder and ordered a boat. It is a lovely boat; it cost me eighty pounds, ninety, counting the carriage from Oxford. It arrived at the door on a nondescript vehicle capable of carrying a fire escape; it was unlaced, untied, and found to have suffered no damage. Two men in baize aprons bore it reverently through the stableyard and across the lawn. It was all I could do not to get into it. Step by step I kept pace with them, in an agony lest they should drop the lovely, fragile, chestnut-coloured vessel; we rounded the bamboos and reached the inlet, the artery to the boat-house. There they launched it with the softest imaginable splash; it hurried into the water as a duck does, and seemed so thankful to be in its element. Where the water touched it, the wood turned a darker chestnut, and the ripples beneath its bows reflected broken tawny lights. The baize aprons were not, of course, as excited as I was, but they felt the lustre of the occasion, their faces shone, and they whistled a little, as they gently backed the darling creature into the boat-house, where it lay, quietly heaving, and looking almost sanctified with blue and red and orange bars of light playing on it, rainbow-like, from those heavenly stained-glass windows.


‘Well, it was rather late, and windy, and I seemed to have all time before me; and the next day it rained, and I contented myself with visiting the boat-house every hour or so, just to make sure. And the day after, in the morning, Miss Chadwick (who has moved into a smaller house within striking distance of this one) called, and said with an air of great empressement that she had been talking to some of my neighbours, and they all expressed consternation when they heard I had imported a boat. How had they heard? I asked. She replied that such an event could not be kept secret, and that somebody had said it was the greatest misfortune that had happened to Upton for thirty years. ‘It is not for me to advise you,’ she said, ‘but the strongest feelings have been aroused, and if you persist in using your boat, the consequences may be grave.’


‘Of course I complained to the agents, but I got very little satisfaction from them. They advised me to apply to Mrs. Lampard (the local grandee), or the Catchment Board, a rather mysterious body whose headquarters are in Bristol where, it is said, they dine most lavishly on profits made out of traffic on the river.


‘I do apologise for this outburst, but one of the comforts of writing to you is that one need not conceal one’s grievances or pretend that things are going better than they are. My feelings about the boat are utterly disproportionate, I know; what does it matter (and in a European war!) whether I go for a row or not? And what a comedy, to take the house for the boating, and then not to be able to boat! But of course I shall, as soon as I get in touch with Mrs. Lampard.’


Timothy broke off. He flinched from the next part, and Tyro perhaps more than the other two would resent being reminded.


But it would be pusillanimous not to mention the matter, and Tyro, if he ever remembered, would scold him less for speaking out than for failing to.


‘By the way, did you get a little thing from me at Christmas? A fairly early copy of Swift’s “Conduct of the Allies,” not in the least valuable, but I thought you might like to have it with your other Swiftiana. Just send me one of those service cards – you know, “I have, have not, received your parcel.” Of course a letter would be still more welcome, but I know how busy you must be.’










CHAPTER III


TIMOTHY had bought a small car to take him about the countryside in quest of subjects for his Pictures of Britain. The petrol restrictions made it impossible for him to go far afield at present, but he had applied for an extra allowance in connection with his job. Once or twice he went alone, then it occurred to him to ask Beatrice and Effie to go with him. He knew they liked to go out together, and when the weather got warmer he meant to spend the day out, so that they should be able to do the same. As it was, they often had to take turns, unless Mrs. Burnett could oblige in the kitchen, which she never could be sure of doing, she had so many relations in the district who needed her help, and other employers more short-handed than Timothy.


Effie, whom Timothy asked first, shook her head mournfully and said they were much too busy. There was neither gratitude nor disappointment in her voice, but an obvious pleasure in saying ‘no,’ and a suggestion, too, that Timothy might count himself lucky that he could take the afternoon off while other people had to work. Feeling the justice of this, Timothy retreated hastily from the kitchen, an action which was already easier for him than entering it, and slipped out through the side door into the stableyard, where the frozen snow crunched beneath his feet. One of the loose boxes had been converted by Miss Chadwick into a rough sort of garage which Timothy used for his car. In a neighbouring shed, open to the elements, stood another car, a ramshackle affair which had seen much hard service, and of which Timothy knew nothing except that it was not his. It was his habit to take things for granted, and had the shed been occupied by an elephant he would not have wondered how it got there. But today something – perhaps it was pique at Effie’s refusal to accept his offer of a drive – kindled his curiosity about the unsightly vehicle, and he called out to Wimbush, who happened to be passing, and asked him whose it was.


Wimbush approached ponderously and laid his hand on the car’s battered hood, as though he could more easily explain its presence if he was physically in touch with it.


‘It belongs to Mr. Edgell, the Rector’s son,’ he said, ‘Miss Chadwick let him leave it there, while he went to join up, like.’ He became aware of Timothy’s hostility to the car, and added, ‘ ’Tisn’t an ornament, sir, is it?’


‘Well, no,’ said Timothy. ‘And I think he might have asked me, don’t you? After all, I may want to use this shed for a guest’s car. I’m expecting some guests, before long.’ Timothy was surprised to hear the resentment in his voice.


‘He mightn’t have known that Miss Chadwick have let the house,’ remarked Wimbush. ‘Happen I see him about, I’ll tell him to take it away. He’s got plenty of petrol in his tank; four gallons, I shouldn’t be surprised.’


‘Oh no,’ exclaimed Timothy, too much taken aback to wonder how Wimbush knew there was so much petrol in the car. ‘You mustn’t do that. I only thought he might just have asked me. What sort of a fellow is he, Wimbush?’


‘Regular harumscarum he is,’ said Wimbush, ‘a proper clergyman’s son, they all say. Not that I’ve anything against him. We keep out of each other’s road. That’s always safest, I say.’


It was not the first time Timothy had heard Wimbush proclaim his policy of isolation.


‘But I expect you know the Rector?’ Timothy pursued.


An inscrutable look came into Wimbush’s red brown eyes. ‘Oh yes, we all know him.’


‘Is he . . . is he?’ Timothy began.


‘Yes, he is,’ said Wimbush, to whom Timothy’s vague question had evidently meant something quite definite. ‘He’s all that and more, sir. But he’s got his faults like the rest of us; he wouldn’t be human if he hadn’t. Mrs. Purbright, of course, she’s different.’


‘Different in what way?’


‘Well, the money’s hers, for one thing.’


But for the moment Timothy was more interested in the Rector’s failings than in his wife’s money.


‘What sort of faults?’ he asked.


‘Well, one that isn’t really a fault in a man, sir, not like it is in a woman, I mean he’s got a terrible temper. When anything upsets him he goes off alarming, just like you or I might, except that he dursn’t use bad language. Some of the chaps annoy him for the purpose, just to see him get his rag out. But his worst fault is that he hasn’t got much to say to a working man, not like you have, sir, and Mrs. Purbright.’


Timothy did not like having to share this compliment with Mrs. Purbright. ‘I’m afraid I chatter a great deal,’ he excused himself, insincerely.


‘Oh I wouldn’t say that, sir,’ said the gardener. ‘Only having vegetated abroad in a manner of speaking, you haven’t quite got the ways of the gentry. But you will. Not but what some of them’s very nice people. There’s Colonel Harbord, for instance. He nearly went down on his knees to me to go to him. He have a really big garden, more like a park, it is, that need two or three men. He’s a great fisherman too. He’s one of them that makes the river what it is. He and Commander Bellew, and Sir Watson Stafford at the big house up to Cumberledge, and several more I could name, only they wouldn’t mean anything to you, being a stranger, begging your pardon, sir.’


‘They’re all tenants of Mrs. Lampard, I suppose,’ said Timothy.


‘Bless you yes, sir, as far as the eye can see. All except this house, that belong to Miss Chadwick, as it did to her brother the judge, before her, and she won’t sell it, not for love nor money.’


‘I’m glad of that,’ said Timothy. ‘And all the people who have come from outside to live here, are they Mrs. Lampard’s tenants, too?’


Wimbush disengaged himself from the car, stood upright and shook his head. ‘You couldn’t rightly call them tenants,’ he said earnestly. ‘I don’t know what name to give them, really I don’t, that wouldn’t sound rude. But legally speaking, yes, they be tenants of Mrs. Lampard, seeing as how the whole village belongs to her. And they pay good money for all those cottages that she had dolled up and fancified, you wouldn’t believe.’


‘I expect there are some nice people among them,’ said Timothy, but he felt priggish defending them.


‘Don’t you be too sure, sir. All I know is they don’t mix with the gentry, any more than oil mixes with water. I shouldn’t want to have anything to do with them.’


Sounds came from behind them, the shutting of a door, the scraping of shoes on stone, discreet coughs and throat-clearings. Timothy turned his head. Standing on the doorstep were Beatrice and Effie, dressed for the afternoon; they were looking in his direction, and already had the reproachful air of people who have been kept waiting. They had changed their minds and were coming after all.


 


Scarcely had Timothy left the kitchen when the larder door opened and Beatrice appeared, belligerence on her brow.


‘Oh, Effie, why did you say not to go with him?’


‘Well, haven’t you always said we’re not to give way to him over every little thing?’


Beatrice had not expected this argument. She was silent, and Effie pressed her advantage.


‘At this rate he’ll be thinking he can take us anywhere he likes, at any time. It isn’t very nice, is it? You don’t know what he might do.’


Beatrice recovered herself. ‘Not with me there. I can look after you if he starts anything.’


‘It might not be me; it might be you.’ Effie looked out of the window. She saw Wimbush talking to Timothy, who looked thin and slight beside him.


‘Oh go on with you,’ said Beatrice. ‘I dunno what’s come over you lately. You never seem to want to get out of this hole. If it was someone else, I might think you were in love.’


Effie turned away from the window and sat down in a basket chair. The image of Wimbush was so vivid in her mind, that obscurely she felt it must be reflected in her face. She said airily, ‘What if I was?’


‘You couldn’t be,’ said Beatrice scornfully. ‘There’s not a man in the place, except him.’


‘It would have to be a him, wouldn’t it?’ Effie’s tone was sarcastic, but the self-betrayal that love demands took the stiffening out of her voice.


Beatrice stared at her. ‘If I thought it was him, I should kill you and myself, too.’


Like an animal that scents danger, Effie was at once on the alert. ‘You and your hims! You’re a regular hymn-book. But if you’re going to get all worked up about it, I don’t mind, I’ll go. Anything to keep you quiet. But don’t blame me if he takes it as an encouragement.’


 


‘Good!’ Timothy called out as soon as he saw them. He liked the idea of company, and was happy to think that the maids wanted to come. ‘Wait a moment, and I’ll have the car out.’


This needed a certain amount of manœuvring. Wimbush stood in front, rather in the attitude of ‘he’ in Blind Man’s Buff, encouraging, advising, warning. Timothy was afraid he might run over him. At last the car was brought to where the maids stood. With an exaggerated flourish Wimbush held the door open for them. Beatrice swept past him without a look; Effie, whether by accident or design, stumbled, but deftly eluded his outstretched hand. Settling themselves delicately, they took the rug Timothy offered and pulled it round themselves. ‘All right behind?’ he asked. The car started with the jerk which Timothy had never been able to eradicate. Blowing on his hands, Wimbush watched them go.


 


Timothy returned in a contented state of mind, but sadly short of petrol. On the outward journey he had made a détour to show Beatrice and Effie the ruins of Merrivale Abbey, a Cistercian building romantically situated on the banks of another river. This would be killing two birds, for the abbey was certainly one of Britain’s pictures, and many writers had tried their hands at describing it. Few had seen it under snow, however, and none had the advantage of having Beatrice and Effie with them. This was the Age of the Common Man. Timothy did not mean for a moment to suggest that Effie and Beatrice were common women; but he thought it would strengthen his hand if he could embody in his article the appeal the abbey made to untutored but beauty-loving minds. Later, he realised that their comments would have to be carefully edited; but Timothy had no scruples on that score. Merrivale Abbey, ruin though it was, was one of the things we were fighting for.


Musing thus, he caught sight of the dilapidated hood of the intruder: seen in the mingling moonlight and snowlight, it had a ghostly quality. His animosity towards it had completely melted: but an idea came to him: why should he not use some of the petrol, which Wimbush said was interned within it, for his own car? Two gallons would take him seventy miles, and reveal who could tell how many pictures of Britain, far beyond the reach of Wimbush’s bicycle which he sometimes borrowed for these necessary excursions. A letter to the Rector, who had not yet called on him, would be a friendly gesture, and perhaps, too, a milestone on the road to Colonel Harbord, Captain Sturrock, Commander Bellew and the rest, even a slight advance in the direction of Mrs. Lampard. Already Timothy saw himself in the boat, gliding gently along the forbidden river, always with a watchful eye to the trout who were misconducting themselves (but quite laudably) in its depths. The scenery along the banks (unimaginable, for the road seldom approached the river, and, except at the village bridge, only crossed it at points two miles above and below Upton) would be worth at least one picture of Britain: but that was not the point; the point was the sum of psycho-physical sensations that Timothy would capture with the first free stroke of his free sculls on the free water: the release, the renewal.


He told the Rector how lucky he felt himself to have found a house in such a beautiful place as Upton; how much he looked forward to living there; that his non-appearance at church, which he greatly deplored, was only the result of the difficulties, in wartime, of getting settled into a house. He looked forward to making many friends, among them the Rector, his wife, and his son, whose car he was particularly glad to be able to accommodate in his garage. The car would not be in the way, not in the least, he hoped the Rector’s son would feel free to leave it there as long as he liked. But he had just one request to make; as the Rector’s son was not, and would not be using the car, might Timothy take for himself by a simple operation, known, he believed, as siphoning, some of the petrol that was in it? If he might, not only would the car be a delightful addition to his other furnishings, but a very useful one as well.


The letter was in time to catch the post.


The next morning announced a thaw. Water lay in blue-black hollows in the snow, the river had risen and changed its colour to a dirty yellow. The boat was a foot or more higher than when he last visited it, and the rainbow lights from the stained glass touched it in new places. Timothy could not help feeling he was in church, even to the point of tip-toeing about with subdued movements; and his sense of isolation from the outside world, of being alone with a presence that commanded awe, was absolute. Save for the whispering chuckle of the water there was no sound; save for the almost imperceptible rise and fall of the boat, no movement. Timothy’s senses were stilled in a kind of ritual. He opened the door quietly and went out.


 


What had Beatrice and Effie really said? They had reacted to the ruins in a strictly professional spirit. The church itself left them untouched; their imaginations did not conceive the idea of worshipping there. But the monastic buildings, the use of which Timothy explained as well as he could with the help of small, leaden notices planted by the Board of Works, these they found both interesting and undesirable. Fancy cooking, sleeping, washing, feeding in these old places! No comfort, no convenience anywhere. All stone floors and nowhere to sit down. And the cold! The snow which thickly covered the ruins lent weight to this objection; Timothy could not convince his pupils, and could hardly convince himself, that the snow would have been out of doors, not in.


Triumphantly Timothy was able to assure them that the monks had grumbled. In contemporary records their complaints were still preserved. Not of the cold, strangely enough, but of the heat; of the sunlight striking on the water, which, they declared, hurt their eyes; of the soldiers in the border castle of Chepstow, who came over and pinched their livestock, and with menaces demanded food and shelter; of the better conditions prevailing at the abbeys of Tintern and Much Wenlock. At these evidences of imperfection, Beatrice and Effie pricked up their ears; it was clear that they liked the idea of Merrivale Abbey seething with discontent better than when they thought of it as a haunt of ancient peace. To the great natural beauty of its situation, lassooed in a loop of the river, with the pinkish cliffs on one side, and on the other, snow-sprinkled woods sloping upwards with an effect of infinite depth and distance towards the mountains of Wales, they seemed indifferent; but as they turned away Effie remarked that she wished they could see the place on the movies – it would look so pretty there.


They were getting into the car when Timothy looked back and saw what the monks complained of: a shaft of light striking the river with almost unbearable brightness. Half blinded, he called to the maids to come and look; but by the time they had got out, the dazzling ray was gone, and he was left wondering if he had seen it or imagined it.


‘Damaris and Chloe,’ Timothy wrote, ‘rightly felt that the domestic arrangements of the abbey compared unfavourably with those we enjoy in England today. In England today we have both sorts of luxury; the thousand material comforts that surround us from bedtime to bedtime, and the incomparable beauty, so refreshing to the spirit, which the monks of Merrivale bequeathed to us – a beauty, one should add, perhaps more poignant because more elegiac than that of the monasteries of Italy, where Time, kept captive by the Catholic Church, is not allowed to show his majesty. Yet the bare ruined quire of Merrivale is not dead; Damaris and Chloe, typical figures of today, stepping delicately among the snow-covered ruins, exclaiming with delight at what they saw, were quick to appreciate the humanity and humour of the old chronicler, Walterus ex-Oxoniensis, with his tales of eye-strain from the sunlight on the river, and the exactions of the soldiery, foraging or, as we should say, scrounging, in the abbey ponds and pastures.


‘A hint from Chloe that scenes like Merrivale would merit the attention of the film-producer seemed to me a happy one, and I hope it will be taken up. But we must remember if we see this lovely relic flashed upon the screen, that its home is not in a hot and possibly rather stuffy room in London or New York or Paris, with no other context than the backs of innumerable heads wreathed in tobacco-smoke, a spot-lit figure at an organ, and illuminated notices showing the audience where they can get out; its home is not in these cosmopolitan and possibly ephemeral surroundings, contrived to give recreation to tired workers of our industrial age, but in the depths of the English countryside, with centuries of English history flowing over it; and round it, audible to an ear attuned, the devout whisperings of the Age of Faith. These imponderables can only be appreciated in situ, as they were by Damaris and Chloe, those intelligent and decorative nymphs; they belong to no Odeon or Plaza or Rialto, but to one valley of one county of England, which has been free for nearly nine hundred years, and which we mean to keep so.


‘I have been betrayed into attempted eloquence. Let me finish on a lighter note, the note of comedy with which our visit also finished, reminding us that the valley we were leaving was not only beautiful but merry – merry as Merry England. Turning to me with mischief in her eyes, Chloe said—’


What could Effie have said? Timothy tried to think; his readers expected a light touch from him, and he must not disappoint them. He tried an experimental smile, for the mind is sometimes pleased to take a hint from the body, and as it was broadening into an idiotic grin the door opened to admit as much of Effie as, on certain occasions, she was prepared to show. ‘The Reverend to see you, sir,’ she said.


‘The Reverend?’


Effie compressed her lips to imply that it was not her fault if the visitor had an unusual name; also, that he was close behind her. And as she grudgingly opened the door wider he walked in. Timothy wiped the humour-engendering smile off his face, substituted another more suitable, and rose.


‘How do you do, Mr. Purbright? This is a pleasure.’


‘How do you do.’


The Rector’s smile flickered and went. He was a tall, ascetic-looking man, whose swarthy complexion seemed to cast a permanent shadow on his face.


‘You find me writing an article,’ said Timothy, immediately feeling called on to justify himself. ‘But I can’t tell you how glad I am to be interrupted.’


‘I am sorry if I have disturbed you,’ said the Rector, ignoring the second part of Timothy’s remark. ‘But I got your letter, and I felt I must come round at once.’


‘Do sit down. You mean my letter about the car?’


‘Yes. I hope I am in time.’


‘Of course,’ said Timothy. ‘There was no hurry at all. I’m glad you came, but I’m sorry you hurried.’


The Rector’s face relaxed somewhat. ‘It was to save you from committing a serious imprudence,’ he said.


‘Imprudence?’ echoed Timothy.


‘You did not know that the expedient you suggested, of – er – siphoning the petrol from my son’s car into your own was forbidden by law?’


Timothy was taken aback. He did know that to transfer petrol from one car to another was illegal; but he had heard of many people doing it, and supposed that the law winked at it.


‘You might have got us all three into serious trouble,’ said the Rector impressively. ‘I could not possibly be party to such a transaction. People have been sent to prison for less.’


Timothy’s sense of guilt now became tinged with irritation. The Rector was sitting in front of him for all the world like a policeman. ‘I could not have dreamed,’ he said, a little stiffly, ‘of taking the petrol without first asking your permission. That was why I wrote. Your son left his car in my shed without my leave or knowledge. I could charge him rent for it, I suppose. I should not, of course, do that; but it did not seem unreasonable, in the circumstances, to ask him for a quid pro quo.’


The Rector’s dark face turned darker. ‘I am sorry you take my friendly advice in that spirit, Mr. Casson,’ he said. ‘Edgell is now with the R.A.F. He kept his car here at the invitation of Miss Chadwick, as we have no room for it at the Rectory. In his haste to answer his country’s call he forgot to take the car away. A good many of us are rather busy with war work, Mr. Casson. I think you will agree that an oversight, which I sincerely regret, is hardly to be balanced against a deliberate infringement of the law.’ He rose. ‘If you will allow me, I will take the car away with me now.’


Timothy felt that matters must not be left like this.


‘Oh please, Mr. Purbright,’ he said, rising in his turn and smiling into Mr. Purbright’s unsmiling face, ‘don’t let us misunderstand each other. Of course take the car if you want to, but I shall be most happy to keep it here. Believe me, I had no wish to do anything that might embarrass you.’


A struggle appeared in the Rector’s face, as though he was reminding himself of the duty of Christian forbearance. The movement of his moods seemed to demand a corresponding movement in his blood-stream. But presently his brow cleared and he said,


‘That is kind of you. I accept your offer gratefully, and I thank you, too, on Edgell’s behalf.’ He drew a long breath, a Cease Fire over the battlefield, and looked round him, a trifle dazed. Timothy at once came to his side, and together they moved towards the window.


‘A very nice place you have here,’ said the Rector. ‘In Judge Chadwick’s time it was the scene of much simple hospitality. His sister, Clara, could not keep up the gracious tradition. Straitened means, I fear. You have met her, of course?’


Timothy said he had.


‘Bookish, very, a remarkably well-read woman, in fact. You will enjoy many a literary crack with her, I trust. Not a bad woman of business, either. You will find that most of your neighbours are not great readers. Fishing is their main occupation – perhaps I should not say that, but certainly their main recreation. There are some very good fellows among them, very. Colonel Harbord, a great gentleman; Captain Sturrock, one of the best. Commander Bellew, a little brusque . . . naval, you know, but delightful when you know him. Watson Stafford – he likes us to forget the “Sir” – a self-made man – he would be the first to admit it – but wonderfully generous, wonderfully. And, of course, there is Mrs. Lampard.’


Timothy said he had met Mrs. Lampard, many years ago.


‘You met Mrs. Lampard?’ asked the Rector in surprise.


‘Yes, in Italy,’ said Timothy.


‘Oh, in Italy,’ said the Rector, as if to meet Mrs. Lampard in Italy was not at all the same thing.


‘She came to luncheon with me once or twice,’ said Timothy carelessly. ‘She was very handsome then; what is she like now?’


‘A princess,’ said Mr. Purbright earnestly. ‘A Tudor princess. If you ask me which Tudor princess, I could not tell you, my history is rather rusty, I’m afraid. But she could have held her own at the court of Henry VIII; she would have kept her head, ha-ha.’ Timothy, too, appreciated the joke. ‘It is some time since we were bidden to Welshgate, and the war takes toll even of such an establishment as hers, but the entertainment was regal.’


‘Is she a good landlord?’ Timothy asked, fully expecting an overwhelmingly affirmative answer, and was surprised to see a shadow cross the Rector’s face.


‘I have not always seen eye to eye with her,’ he said. ‘In that and . . . and in other matters. But it is greatly thanks to her that our river has won and kept its nation-wide reputation as a fly-fisherman’s paradise. Are you a fisherman, Mr. Casson?’


Something in the Rector’s manner made Timothy feel that he already knew the answer to his question; but he was so pleased with himself for having turned away Mr. Purbright’s wrath, and so anxious to enlist him as an ally in the battle for the boat that he threw caution to the winds, and explained exactly how matters stood.


‘Do come out and see the boat,’ he wound up. ‘I have called it the Argo, provisionally, you know – suggesting a quest. To have called it the Mayflower might have been provocative, don’t you think, challenging comparison with the mayfly. You will see how little water it draws – six inches at the most – and though I am far from being a polished oarsman, I am careful not to put the sculls in deep. I cannot believe that the progress of my boat would disturb the daily routine of a minnow!’


Carried away by his fancy, Timothy failed to see what effect it was having on his visitor. Alas, alas, Mr. Purbright’s face had clouded again, not so much with anger, it seemed to Timothy, as with embarrassment.


‘Quite, quite,’ he was saying. ‘And I sympathise with your devotion to what is in ordinary circumstances a healthy and an unexceptionable pastime. But I am afraid that you will find—’ He broke off, mis-liking what he was going to say. ‘The fishing-rights here are very jealously preserved, and I do not think my parishioners would tolerate any infringement of them. One’s duty to one’s neighbour, Mr. Casson, one’s duty to one’s neighbour. This is a gentleman’s river, not a public thoroughfare like the Thames with its rowing-boats and gramophones. If I were you I should not try to insist—’ He lifted an appealing eyebrow to Timothy, whose face fell.


‘You see, I came here,’ said Timothy, ‘largely for the sake of the rowing, and bought the boat. It’s a very nice one. . . . I have written to Mrs. Lampard.’


‘What did she say?’ asked the Rector quickly.


Timothy said he was still awaiting her reply.


‘I hope it may be favourable,’ said the Rector doubtfully. ‘That would certainly clarify the situation. A ruling from her, though of course she has others to consider besides herself . . . would carry much weight. You have friends in the locality, Mr. Casson?’


Timothy admitted that he had not.


‘I ought to tell you,’ said the Rector, ‘that your . . . your attitude to the river may cause a slight barrier, a faint feeling of distrust. . . . I myself take great pleasure in walking.’


Timothy said he also liked walking.


‘What about a dog?’ said the Rector suddenly. ‘A good dog, preferably of a sporting type, makes an excellent companion, and gives confidence, if you know what I mean: a man with a dog at his heel soon seems part of the place. A dumb animal, you know, quickly finds its way into people’s hearts.’


‘H’m,’ said Timothy.


‘Yes, they stop and – er – pat him, and after that it’s a short step to breaking the ice with his owner. I’m sure there would be no objection to you having a dog, as long as you kept him away from the coverts.’


‘I’m afraid I’m not very fond of dogs,’ said Timothy as politely as he could.


‘Not fond of dogs?’ The Rector shot him a quick glance and sighed. ‘Well, well, it was just an idea, in case you should be feeling lonely. By the way, you must come and see us: my wife will ring you up.’


Timothy said how delighted he would be.


‘And thanks for your hospitality to Edgell’s car. I’m afraid I was a little hasty, but the law is the law, isn’t it, and I didn’t want you to start off with the wrong foot, to use an expression of my son’s. I hope I have not spoken too plainly, or what he would call “out of turn.” We older people will have to learn a new vocabulary. And now I must get along and leave you to your writing.’


Master of the situation, he turned from the window. Timothy, following him, was moved to say:


‘You’ll have a drink before you go? A glass of sherry, or some gin and vermouth?’


The bottle and glasses were standing on a tray in full view, and it would have been useless to ignore them. Besides, Timothy much preferred to drink in company.


‘No, thank you,’ said the Rector, eyeing the bottles distrustfully. ‘I only drink to celebrate an occasion. But I am distressed by the amount of drinking that goes on, or has begun to go on, here, in a little village like this. I am afraid that some of our Midland friends have set us a bad example.’


Starved of gossip, Timothy pricked up his ears.


‘Rather well-to-do people, some of them, I gather, with little feeling for the country or understanding of country life, regular townees, if that’s not a harsh word. The village doesn’t like them very much, but they bring plenty of custom to the Fisherman’s Arms, and do not always come out, or indeed go in, as sober as they should. You may have noticed some of the women’s clothes, perhaps: flashy, not to say fast. And their relationships seem, well, irregular. A regrettable element. As my wife says, we must make the best of them, but I’m afraid it will be a poor best. I was one of those who deplored Mrs. Lampard’s action in doing up those rather dilapidated but picturesque and serviceable cottages for the week-end use of prosperous tradesmen, leaving more than one excellent family of farm-labourers homeless. But à la guerre comme à la guerre, and we must all make sacrifices. Good-day, Mr. Casson.’


Timothy saw the Rector to the door and then, fortified by a glass of sherry, went back to his work.


‘Turning to me with mischief in her eyes, Chloe said. . . .’










CHAPTER IV


‘I CANNOT understand,’ wrote Tyro, ‘why you did not jog my memory sooner about “The Conduct of the Allies.” It was really rather careless of you, dear Timothy – such a valuable book and far too good for me. You know how I detest possessions, but at the same time I should have felt really upset if a gift from you had gone irrecoverably astray, as it well might have, after such a long lapse of time. Yes, I got it, in the throes of moving to this dreadful place, and I hope I shan’t sound ungracious if I say that the fear of losing it was not the least of my anxieties. I have always forbidden you to give me presents, which, if unwanted, are a nuisance, and if treasured (as I fear this may be) only make the idea of death more distasteful; all the same, I must take this opportunity of thanking you, even while I implore you not to do it again.


‘You have done well to bury yourself in the country and hold yourself aloof from this disgraceful conflict (for such, I suppose, was your intention). If I had had the means I should have done the same. Ever since 1914 I have loathed the spectacle of humanity in collective action; they are homicides to a man, and what is nationalism, or patriotism, or whatever you choose to call it, but an excuse for legalising and sanctifying the homicidal impulse? The State is man’s greatest enemy, as I have often told you, my dear Timothy; and the State disguised as “my country” is the most hateful form of the disease. What an experience it was, all through Munich, to see one’s warlike friends straining at their leashes, feeling “smirched” (their favourite word) because the world was not plunged in tears and blood! And even now I see a daily disappointment in the faces round me because the war refuses to develop, and give them their vampire feast.


‘Well, here I am, not liking it, of course, but earning my keep and glad in a way of the chance to have my convictions about the human race so amply confirmed. (You, in your little rural paradise, cannot have the faintest idea what “they” are really like.) Sunday is the great day, of course, in which all the most popular newspapers, thrusting the war into the smallest headlines that decency allows, regale their five million readers with all the instances of murder, robbery, rape, incest, burglary, and blackmail that they have been able to collect. You would think, wouldn’t you, that in this crisis of humanity’s existence, when all our lives are in jeopardy, when the world has had such a crop of atrocity stories to delight it as it has never known before, that the craving for this special form of spiritual vitamins would have been somehow satisfied?


‘Well, re-reading your letter I see that you have not altogether escaped the universal passion for swindling, graft, double-crossing, etc. You won’t be able to store your apples, you may have to keep your house on for five years, whether you like it or not, you live among factions who clearly hate each other’s guts, and you are not allowed to row the boat which was your strange reason for wanting to live at Upton-on-Swirrel. Just as I hope the war will fizzle out, so I also hope that all these gloomy predictions will be falsified; that your apple-room will be stinking with apples; that you will sublet the Old Rectory for an enormous sum the moment you tire of it, that you will be the toast of the entire neighbourhood, and float up and down the Swirrel in your barge or whatever it is, like Cleopatra or King Arthur. But if things shouldn’t turn out like that, and your enemies get the upper hand, please, please, dear Timothy, don’t speak of the joke or the comedy of it all. Don’t pretend that it’s your fault, don’t pretend that you’re enjoying it, and don’t say anything about poor suffering human nature. If you do, you will forfeit my friendship. The brutes know perfectly well what they are about, their sufferings are entirely their own fault, and if they decide to down you, they will not be put off by the smile on your face, or your wish to see them as an aspect of comedy.


‘I do congratulate you on having found such satisfactory servants – I congratulate them, too. I remember, from the days when I had servants, what a difference they made to one’s life. I never had any good ones, but I can see they would have made a difference, too. Mine lied and stole, cheated and generally misused me. And you know what I can be like: I was an angel to them. Oh how much better I have always behaved than 99 per cent. of the people round me! This is a thing, dear Timothy, one should never forget, or let anyone else forget, on pain of being party to the Great Conspiracy, made fashionable by Rousseau and Dostoievsky, though no doubt existing long before their time – which consists in promising to say you are no better than other people on condition that other people will say they are no better than you. The Immoral Contract, one might call it, for it makes socially acceptable only the lowest standard of value and behaviour. I must not profess a respect for human life because to do so would put Crippen out of countenance. You must not say you pay your bills, because to do so would hurt the feelings of Whittaker Wright. I know hardly anyone who would not rather boast of a bad action than a good one, and glorify the Devil rather than God. Prig is a word invented by the Devil to discredit virtue; next to being called a bore, it is this charge that the educated modern man fears the most. But I glory in both, as you must have noticed, and hope I always shall.


‘As to coming to stay with you – you know how I hate visits and the insincerity that always attends them – the meaningless conversations that politeness requires, drained of every thought or expression that could possibly give offence to a bundle of noodles whose one idea is how they can use their neighbours’ collective stupidity, codified and called conventional morality, to cheat them. Oh, what I have suffered at those gatherings – the effort not to tell my fellow-guests their glaring faults, not to demonstrate to them that they have enough malice and meanness among them to be the motive-power of a world war! And all because I will not, I will not, Timothy, adopt a cynical attitude, perhaps the truest of simplifications, but the most boring and the most despairing. What can life be like to a cynic? Nightly I pray to be defended from cynicism. But with you I know that I can always speak my mind, and that you will not expect from me a greasy Collins, wallowing in falsehood and saying that what was really a purgatory has been the happiest time of my life. So that if the Office should ever relax its stranglehold (it has promised to, one week-end in six months, but what are promises worth?) – I will join you in your funkhole and together we will curse the human race and the misery it has brought on itself, and us. The Fall, the Fall, how often it has been repeated, and each time Eve discovers a new attraction in the apple, and Adam snatches at the much-chewed fruit.


‘Well, thank you again for your delightful present – Swift, my favourite author, “The Conduct of the Allies” my favourite theme. I shall enjoy re-reading it, and then perhaps put it in the Bank for safety. You must never give me another present, but if you do, please make sure that it reaches me. You are a good friend, Timothy, but tidiness, promptness, efficiency and in a sense, consideration for other people were never among your virtues.


Love from your affectionate


TYRO.


P.S. – Don’t imagine from this that I have any time for letter-writing – I haven’t.’


 


It took Timothy some time to read this characteristic effusion, closely typewritten on large sheets of paper so much resembling toilet paper that one could scarcely tell the difference. He was familiar with Tyro’s misanthropy, and knew that it was genuine in spite of the froth of exaggeration and overstatement that poured off it, like steam and bubbles from a boiling saucepan. As always, it exhilarated and comforted him. He, too, sometimes had doubts as to the general good faith of human beings, and was accustomed to still them by precisely those mental subterfuges that Tyro had denounced. Who am I to sit in judgment on other people? I am the worst of sinners, he would think; or, how funny it all is, what a joke, what a comedy. Tyro’s tirades, by painting the picture so much blacker than, even in moods of despondency, it had ever appeared to Timothy, reconciled him to the human countenance as it rose, moonlike and enigmatic, above the garden wall of the Old Rectory. How much happier he was, and would always be, than the hunted fugitive of Tyro’s fancy, scuttling to and fro like a beetle on a board, pursued by the malice, the indefeasible moral turpitude of his fellows, his only solace his conviction that he was right and ‘they’ were wrong! By reaction, Tyro’s letter restored him to the world where morality was only one of many issues, and had not devoured the lot, like a swollen modern state, jealous of every independent being within its borders.


Relieved of the strain of the moral outlook, inoculated against pessimism, Timothy remembered, with an anticipatory thrill, the world about him, hibernating, winter-bound. What leaves, what buds, what blossoms, would it soon put forth?


The post had come betimes today: there were two more letters with his early morning tea. The long pale blue envelope with Magda’s handwriting on it exuded a faint perfume, aromatic rather than sweet, the herald of her presence: she never came unannounced, or without considering the effect she was to make on all one’s senses. ‘One-Fifty-Five Park Lane,’ ran the address, in cursive almost copper-plate lettering, white on the blue ground, like an aerial message printed on the sky. ‘Timothy dear,’ the scent began to enfold him,


‘I hate not having written to thank you, it’s so Falangist, somehow, to forget to thank people. In Russia they have a habit, Lurya Libidinsky tells me, of always sending with a present a picture postcard of one’s favourite Commissar, addressed to the donor, and saying, “Nicolay Polaiechev (or whoever it may be) and I thank you for your gift.” So no present ever goes unacknowledged. I find that charming, and it quite takes away the sting of the personal, the eternal anti-social arrogance of the I. So Litvinov and I gratefully thank you for that darling bottle of scent, and try to forget that it comes from Abyssinia-torturing Italy.


‘I never liked Italy after Fascism came in, and never understood how you could live there. It was different on the Lido, of course; the de Hautevilles had their French friends, and one hardly spoke to an Italian. Those black shirts made them look so swarthy, and I never could believe they were properly washed. And the Roman salute is so unbecoming to a rather dumpy body and short legs, which most of them have.


‘Valentine de Hauteville was a friend of yours, wasn’t she? She said something about the Spanish War which offended me, and I never saw her again. By the way, are you quite sound, Timothy? Somebody told me something you had said, that there had been cruelty on both sides. That may be true, though I deny it: the point is, it’s not the thing to say, and I shall try to think you didn’t. As long as I live, there will only be one War for me – the Spanish War. People tell me I’m not sane on the subject, and I don’t want to be, if sanity means listening to arguments on the other side.


‘As to this war, well, we are in it, I suppose, but I don’t feel happy about it. It’s phoney, for one thing. And I’m not at all sure that it isn’t capitalist and imperialist as well – the old business, a secret understanding with Germany aimed at Russia and the workers. Otherwise, why hasn’t Russia come in with us? Of course, you couldn’t expect her to, after being snubbed at Munich; if we had fought then, the war would be over now. But both Tanya and Manya Benediktov (comrades from the Curzon Street Cell – they wouldn’t interest you, but they are people who know what’s going on underneath) say that Russia really hates Germany and only made the Pact for self-protection and to secure her just rights in Poland, Finland, Estonia, Livonia, Lithuania, Courland, etc., etc. And Lurya and Furya say the same. Who cares about the Poles? They look alike, and are all the same height and say the same things in the same boring voices and I can never forgive the Finns for stabbing Russia in the back.


‘But I’m afraid you’re not really interested in politics. I met your friend, Tyrone MacAdam, the other day, looking particularly dirty and unkempt, and was shocked by something he said to me about human beings having only themselves to blame for wars, etc. So moralistic and seventeenth century. To talk like that about human beings is sheer blasphemy. Can’t he understand that it’s the system that’s wrong, and that all that’s wanted is to get rid of capitalism? – and capitalists, as they have in the U.S.S.R.? I called a taxi and drove off.


‘So don’t worry because you’re not taking an active part in a war to preserve capitalism. I work at the M. of A. simply for something to do that isn’t taking bread out of the workers’ mouths, as I should do if I let myself be directed down a coal mine. I don’t like the thought of your house, a Victorian rectory is my idea of hell, and you will have a lot of stuffy neighbours who will insist on calling on you. That sort of scenery isn’t the kind I care for either, I’m afraid, it’s too fussy; I long for featureless plains and a wide sky, and men with broad strong faces raising angry fists – anything else, including this war, is rather like play-acting to me. And are you sure your boat is not a form of escapism? That’s what’s worrying me. Escapism is deviation Number One in our code, the one thing a comrade cannot forgive another. Lurya says she never eats a mouthful of caviare without a sense of purpose – to advance the cause of communism, and Nastya would give up vodka tomorrow if it didn’t make her feel in line.


‘I don’t like women, as you know, but I make an exception for those two; they know how to dress, which is more than some of the male comrades do. The women in the office are frightful; no style, no make-up, no conversation. God, how they bore me! I should die if I hadn’t this little place to come to in the evenings, and the Cell where at least they talk sense.


‘So a week-end with you would be pure bliss, as we used to say. I’m not sure I like the idea of servants in a private house; in a flat it’s different, they’re not so oppressed by the sense of private ownership. I expect you spoil yours, Timothy, it’s the last flicker of bourgeois conscience, trying to put off the inevitable. Of course, they see through it, and despise you. A personal maid is different, of course. Even in Russia an officer is allowed a batman. One puts one’s personal efficiency at the service of the Party, and anything that sharpens the spear-head of revolution is permissible and even laudable. I hope you won’t mind if I bring Nastya, though I must warn you that the country makes her laugh, she finds it so reactionary. She laughs a good deal at English servants, too, she finds them so funny, but she has perfect manners, of course, all Russians have. She laughs at the oddest things which you might not think amusing. I didn’t, at first, but now when she laughs, I laugh, too, it is such a release to abandon oneself wholeheartedly to a proletarian impulse. One’s whole being acts, and with the current of humanity, not against it. Nastya’s laughter isn’t anti-social, as yours (and mine) so often is: she laughs because she has tuned in to humanity’s wave-length.


‘All the same, I am bored – bored with myself, bored with my colleagues in the M. of A., bored with the war. I go into a nursing home to-morrow for a week or two.


Best love,


MAGDA.’


Timothy looked up, puzzled and disturbed. Magda’s political phase was a new departure. Before the Spanish War she had known nothing about politics, and cared nothing. Gardening, music, the ballet, bridge, poker, had successively absorbed her. It was true that she seldom entertained two interests at the same time, and when one was in the ascendant she was apt to belittle the others; but certain things were constant: her liability to boredom, her feeling for the arts, her passion for dress, her absorption in the lover of the moment, and her serious affection for a few friends, of whom Timothy was one. Magda never changes, they proudly and fondly said. But Magda had changed. The personality in the letter had hardened and shrunk. Magda had always been sceptical about the value of a sense of humour; resting on a pleased recognition of imperfection, humour did not accord with the standard of æsthetic perfection she aimed at. There was nothing funny in being badly dressed, or in playing the wrong card, or singing the wrong note, or in dancing or doing anything badly: such weaknesses were just mistakes, to be dismissed with a grimace and a shrug. She had a sense of humour, and one that was all the more effective because it was forced out of her. Now she had stifled it, and built round herself a barricade almost forbidding in its exclusiveness. The barrier had always been there, hedging her about, making her more precious: but Timothy had always felt he was on the right side of it. Now he was not so sure.


To enjoy things, that is what endears. Magda’s scornful impatience with the things she did not like had lent a fiery zest to her enjoyment of those she did. Her intolerance had been a bond, a private key to the central fountain of her enjoyment; by excluding, it enriched. Now, it seemed to Timothy, she was living on her exclusiveness, which she called comprehensiveness, and trying to enjoy the very act of disliking, for the sake of the stimulus it gave her; all she could do for a friend, for Timothy, was to invite him to dislike something, indeed to command him, for it was clear she would tolerate no disagreement. Cosmetics and politics; those were now her gods. And this expensive perfume, which always seemed to double his income, was their incense. Timothy sniffed it luxuriously and sighed.


He hoped the third letter would be from Esther, announcing the arrival of the vacuum flask, and drawing him into the complex system of her multitudinous family life, but the handwriting was unknown to him. Round and guileless, covering half the envelope, it inspired confidence, and he opened the letter at once.


 


DEAR MR. CASSON,


My husband so much enjoyed his little talk with you, and I am very anxious to make your acquaintance. We think it so generous of you to say you would keep Edgell’s car; he will be here himself, we hope, in a few days’ time to thank you personally. He is a dear boy, but rather scatter-brained, I’m afraid. Meanwhile could you possibly drink a glass of sherry with us on Saturday of next week, and I will ask some friends from the neighbourhood whom I think you would like to meet, and who I am sure would like to meet you. There is just a chance that Edgell may be here! Hoping to have the pleasure of seeing you about six o’clock,


Yours sincerely,


VOLUMNIA PURBRIGHT.


 


The sun poured in, the motes danced, the world glittered through his window, rejoicing in the thaw. A radical change of outlook, a complete spiritual revolution, took place in Timothy. Now he would meet them all – Colonel Harbord, Captain Sturrock, Commander Bellew and the rest. ‘My dear fellow,’ they chorused, ‘of course we have no objection to your rowing on the river. It will keep the trout in training, dodging your nice little skiff. And by the way, our gardens, too, go down to the river, so any time you’re passing just step ashore and have a drink or a cup of tea with us. No, we mean it! We shall be extremely disappointed if you don’t.’


His breakfast scarcely swallowed, Timothy sped to his writing-table, which seemed to have lost its air of yielding unwillingly to his thoughts, and wrote to Mrs. Purbright a thoroughly fulsome letter of acceptance. Saturday would be a particularly convenient day for him. It was the day in the week when, having finished one article, he had not begun to worry about the next. He was overjoyed at the thought of meeting Mrs. Purbright, of whom he had heard, if he might say so, the most enthusiastic accounts, as he had of her son, who seemed to be especially beloved in the village. And he welcomed, more warmly than he could say, the privilege of meeting his neighbours. Looking forward enormously to these pleasures, he was hers very sincerely.










CHAPTER V


THE visit was still some days ahead, for Mrs. Purbright had given him ample notice, when Timothy found to his dismay that certain things that used to be in the house were no longer there. They were all small things, and being very unobservant, except when professionally training his eye on a possible picture of Britain, he wouldn’t have missed them, if he had not been in the habit of using them himself – the clothes-brush that hung in the hall, the presentation ink-pot on his writing-table, a silver match-box, and a snowstorm paperweight, with which he often beguiled the weary intervals between his thoughts. His discovery of these depredations was spread out over several hours of one evening, when he had come back from an expedition on Wimbush’s bicycle, in search of copy; he felt morally sure that before he left, all the things had been present and correct. Anyone might have taken them, for Effie and Beatrice had also been out for the afternoon. Disregarding the warnings of instinct, he rang the bell, never a popular move, and asked Effie if she could throw any light on the disappearances.


Effie’s vague, lackadaisical manner stiffened at once. ‘I’m sure I don’t know anything about it,’ she said. ‘I never touched the things.’


‘Oh, but when you dusted them?’


Effie did not deign to reply, and Timothy realised to his horror that he had made two gaffes. He must try to put the inquiry on a more impersonal footing.


‘Of course, I don’t for a moment,’ – he began, but before he had time to say more, Effie burst into tears. Sobbing noisily and swaying, she went out of the room, leaving the door open; the sounds of her distress echoed down the passage until the kitchen door slammed on them.


Silence settled on the house, and seemed to penetrate, an active and malignant presence, into its furthest corners. Timothy tried to write, but in vain. He could not construct another world; his own, or rather Effie’s, was too much with him. He had committed an unforgivable sin; by his clumsiness, his stupid directness of approach, he had destroyed her peace of mind. Walking up and down, glad to be making some movement in the static, hostile room, he pondered what he should do. Follow her into the kitchen and try to calm her? But what could he say? The things had disappeared, and cossetting Effie would not bring them back.


Footsteps sounded down the passage, a firm steady tread; they crossed the hall, and Beatrice, dark and square and lowering, stood in the doorway.


‘If you please,’ she said, ‘Effie and I wish to give in our notice.’


Timothy’s heart turned over, and a void, whose walls yearned painfully inwards, opened within him. He heard himself say:


‘I’m very sorry to hear this, Beatrice. Won’t you tell me why you want to go?’


‘We would rather not say anything about it,’ Beatrice said, her face getting still more set and square.


‘Oh, but you must tell me,’ said Timothy, who already knew only too well. ‘Has it anything to do with the things that have been . . . lost?’


‘We don’t like being in a house where such things are said,’ Beatrice remarked.


‘I never said anything,’ Timothy retorted, irritation lending him courage. ‘I merely asked Effie a question. Surely there’s no harm in that.’


‘You say no harm,’ said Beatrice with relish. ‘You say no harm. Effie’s in bed now with a sick headache.’


‘Oh dear,’ said Timothy, looking round for a way of escape that was not blocked by Beatrice. ‘I am so sorry. Tell her not to get up until she feels better.’


‘She won’t do that, you needn’t worry,’ said Beatrice grimly. ‘She won’t get up to be insulted. Once is enough.’


‘Oh, very well,’ said Timothy. ‘But I think you’re being rather unreasonable, you know.’


‘We don’t know anything about that. We’ve got our good name to consider,’ Beatrice answered. ‘We’ve got our pride, too.’ When Timothy made no rejoinder to this, she said, ‘I shouldn’t be surprised if it was him as took them.’


‘Him?’ asked Timothy. ‘Who do you mean?’


‘Why did you pick on us,’ Beatrice countered, her gaze directed so unwaveringly at the square of carpet between Timothy’s feet that he felt it must be boring a hole there, ‘when there’s him as well? He has the run of the house, same as us.’


Timothy felt a twinge of distaste. ‘I suppose you mean Wimbush. Of course, I shall ask him, since neither you nor Effie seems disposed to tell me anything.’ He turned away.


‘That’s right, trying to put the blame on us,’ said Beatrice. ‘We could tell you a thing or two about him, we could.’


Timothy found that the ostrich-like policy of not looking at Beatrice lessened the strain of talking to her.


‘I’d rather not hear any more,’ he said, sitting down at the writing-table, with his back to her. ‘When do you wish to go?’


To his surprise Beatrice had no answer ready. For the first time she lifted her head, but her eyes did not meet his. ‘I’m ready to go tomorrow,’ she grumbled, ‘but I’ve got Effie to think of. It’s not very nice, is it, asking us straight out like that? I should have thought you would have shown more consideration.’


This small victory made Timothy feel magnanimous.


‘Very well,’ he said pacifically. ‘Let’s hear what Effie says.’ Resolutely straightening his back against Beatrice, he reached for the writing paper; and a feeling of détente in the room, rather than any physical sign of her withdrawal, told him that she had gone.


 


‘The Manor House at Yoreham Parva,’ he wrote, ‘is a particularly attractive specimen of the Jacobean style, straight on the north front, a hollow E on the southern, garden side. Between the two brick wings is a two-storeyed stone porch, most elaborately decorated. In front, a balustrade with statues, Italian or in the Italian style. The house was empty, the gardener told me; the family had left because they could not get the staff to run it. I asked him how many servants they kept, and he said, six, and eight in the old Squire’s time. I remember villas on the Brenta much larger than the Manor House at Yoreham Parva, which were run by three or four servants, and my own, which was more modest but wonderfully un-labour-saving, was managed by a couple: they never complained that the work was too much.’ Timothy frowned, shook his head, but let the sentence stand.


‘Italian servants are more adaptable, I think, than English servants. They are not trained, of course, in the sense that ours are. They don’t efface themselves, far from it; they consider that their employer’s business is theirs too, and seldom hesitate to give him their advice. But, dear reader, you have already heard too much about Amalia and Armando. Both their virtues and their faults are clearer to me now that I see them in the light of my relationship – a very happy one, let me add – with my own servants here.’


Timothy paused, and reminded himself that he was painting a picture of Britain, not taking a photograph.


‘Italian servants in their felt slippers, smiling their way through the day, working very long hours, apparently not wanting any time off, setting vocation above vacation, not always to be found when wanted but always wanted when found, would exasperate many a skilled English housewife; they slouch about like soldiers on fatigue, they never, as soldiers on parade are told to, look as if they owned the piece of ground they stood on. Humility shows in their mien, and humility and style are seldom found together.


‘English servants have their pride. Much has been said against pride by pens abler than mine, but one cannot help respecting it even if its manifestations are sometimes disconcerting. To take a hypothetical case, suppose I say something which Belinda, quick to notice where one has overstepped the mark, takes amiss. Ruffled, wounded, she says at once, “I have my pride.” Simple, magnificent, unanswerable.


‘Would an Italian servant have said that? No. With them, amor proprio is a quality to grace the boards of the opera, but not to be used as a weapon (their only weapon, for what other have they?) to humble a despotic employer, to resist the power that corrupts. Mussolini took from the Italians their pride and vested it in himself; lowly in their own lives, they could strut in his. He could not have done that rape on Belinda; and as long as her type survives to withstand the petty tyrant of the drawing-room, Fascism will get no foothold here. Pride is a stubborn thing, and once roused does not quickly strike its flag: to awake it rashly is an unchristian act, for which one may pay dearly – as dearly as one pays for rousing the British lion. But Belinda is not implacable. Si foret in terris, Democritus could win her with a smile, and if I go to her and say, “Belinda—”


Timothy laid down his pen. What could he say to Beatrice? Writing about her, arguing her case, he had persuaded himself that she was in the right. Had she come in at that moment he might have found a playful formula that would have appeased her. But the only answer to his thoughts was the loud, startling peal of the dinner bell. He followed the welcome summons into the white-panelled room, with its glowing electric fire and blue and fawn curtains of figured cotton damask.


Beatrice was putting in his place a plate of soup. It steamed with friendliness, and perhaps rather to it than to her he exclaimed, ‘Oh, Beatrice, how good that soup smells!’ But she did not answer; nor did she when he again complimented her on the taste of his first mouthful of mutton. Her presence behind him was like something heavy and sour-smelling draped across his shoulders. He waited till she had gone, and then fetched himself a bottle of claret from the wine cupboard under the stairs. It was Bordeaux of no special mark, but of the 1929 vintage. Unwarmed, unbreathed, undecanted, it came to his side like a guest who has had no attention paid him, who has not even been greeted: but its subtle unfolding fragrance, its crimson glow in the glass, lit by a shaft of red, the soft shadow on the surface soon to be broken by his lips – kindled a mood of anticipation in him. He drank; and drinking asked something of the wine which it at once supplied: a sense of comradeship, of good manners, of age-old responsiveness to human needs. What he wanted, it had; and the second glass had it in even fuller measure than the first.


He did not notice Beatrice’s third entry; did not hear the swish with which she took away his dirty plate or the clatter that heralded the clean one. Unconsciously he registered the fact that the dish which she clutched to her, so closely that, stretching, he almost had to pluck it from her bosom, was a cheese soufflé, and cheese is a friend to wine. A friend to wine! And what is wine to man? Almost more than a friend, so it seemed at that moment to Timothy, deprived of the sound of the human voice, sent to Coventry but reconciled to his banishment. The sense of otherness, which belongs to friendship, was present in the glass and awaited him in the bottle; in neither was there pride, or anger, or unkindness, merely a silent invitation to an exchange of critical appreciation, the capacity for which, in both of them, broadened and deepened with every sip.


The wine likes me, Timothy thought, the wine likes me; and the more I like it, the better it will like me. For a while his mind busied itself with the distinctions which claret, being an intellectual draught, demands. But soon its influence stole to other seats of sentience, as the sound of music confounds the lightning of the composer’s thought in the soft thunder of its sensuous appeal; pleased and comforted, his whole being glowed with responsiveness and gratitude, and the only shadow on his happiness was the shadow declining in the bottle each time he held it to the light.


 


Far from waking with a sour stomach and a heavy head, he felt on excellent terms with the morning, and it was only when Effie came in with his tea that he remembered he had something hanging over him.


‘I hope you’re feeling better, Effie?’


She gave him a sad little smile. ‘I was ever so upset by what you said.’


Oh dear, thought Timothy.


‘But your headache has gone, I hope?’


‘I shouldn’t like to say.’


‘Then I think it must be better.’ With a lighter heart Timothy began to pour out his tea.


‘Beatrice doesn’t think we ought to stay, after you’ve suspected us.’


‘But I haven’t and I don’t,’ cried Timothy. He would have liked to add, ‘But I soon shall,’ but refrained, believing that fair words soak up ill-feeling as charcoal absorbs acid in the stomach.


‘I don’t know what to say, I’m sure,’ said Effie with a twitch and a simper. ‘It all depends on Beatrice.’


Leaving Timothy on tenterhooks, she withdrew, and presently rejoined Beatrice in the kitchen.


‘Did he say he didn’t mean it?’ asked Beatrice.


‘No. He was too proud. But he asked if my headache was better.’


‘And you said no?’


‘I wasn’t going to tell a lie, so I just said I couldn’t say.’


‘It’s no good giving way to him, Effie. We’d better go.’


‘All right, you tell him then.’


At that moment Wimbush came into the kitchen, with Timothy’s shoes, looking small and fragile, swinging from his earth-stained fist.


‘Good morning, ladies. Pleased to find you up so early. If there’s anything I can do for you, you have only to ask me.’


His glance slid past Beatrice and rested on Effie; there were reddish glints in his tawny eyes. Effie always found it hard to keep still when anyone spoke to her, and Wimbush’s remark produced quite a crop of tremors. She sat down on the table and giggled weakly.


‘Don’t speak to her like that, she’s upset,’ said Beatrice severely. ‘We had something unpleasant happen last night, and she was ever so poorly. We’ve given in our notice.’


‘Oh, that’s too bad,’ cried Wimbush, ‘and just as we was beginning to get on so nicely. You don’t mind how you disappoint people, does she, Effie? And what was this unpleasantness, if I may ask?’


‘Don’t tell him, Effie,’ said Beatrice sharply. ‘It’s no business of his. Why does he go poking his nose in? If Mr. Casson had spoken to him, it might have been a different tale. . . . Drink this, dear, it’ll do you good.’ She poured her friend out a cup of tea.


‘Thank you,’ said Wimbush, stretching out his hand and with extreme insouciance taking the cup from Effie. ‘I don’t mind if I do. I’m that thirsty.’


‘Well, of all the cheek!’ Beatrice stormed.


‘Now, now, we don’t want any more unpleasantness.’


‘Who’s being unpleasant, I should like to know?’


Beatrice darted forward as though she meant to snatch the cup away from Wimbush; but he had put the shoes down and was holding it in both hands, making it part of himself. As he lowered his broad face to the cup, Effie could see his eyebrows, sticking out, fierce and wiry, beyond the line of his temples; he blew on the tea to cool it and his moustache swayed, lifted by his breath. He looks like a lion, drinking, she thought.


‘I don’t know as I want to leave all that much, Beattie,’ she said. ‘It wasn’t so much what he said, as the shock. He ought to have warned us first.’


‘What did he say?’ asked Wimbush, lifting his head from the cup.


Before Beatrice could intervene Effie told him all the story ‘It was the shock more than anything,’ she repeated.


‘I know where those things have gone,’ he said darkly. ‘And ’tisn’t you have taken them, either. Not a nice girl like you. Now Beattie might have.’ His mocking look reduced Beatrice to speechless fury. ‘But she didn’t. You just tell Mr. Casson to come to me.’


‘Oh, do tell us,’ pleaded Effie. She had quite recovered now. The colour had returned to her cheeks, and to her movements a fragile grace, a strain of race and breeding that lit up the kitchen like a vase of flowers, and was not lost on Wimbush.


‘Well, if you promise not to leave,’ he said.


‘We won’t promise any such thing, will we, Effie?’ put in Beatrice. ‘We shall have him accusing us of murder, next.’


‘Oh, Beattie, do give over,’ said Effie wearily. ‘She acts like she was my gaoler, doesn’t she, Mr. Wimbush? She won’t hardly let me call my soul my own.’


‘Effie!’ exclaimed Beatrice, in a heart-stricken voice.


‘There, there,’ said Wimbush. ‘Don’t quarrel, ladies, please, or I shan’t know whose part to take, shall I, Effie? Now you kiss and be friends and I’ll tell you who took those things. . . . But you’ve got to come nearer, because stone walls have ears.’ His arms made a wide embracing gesture. Beatrice edged away, but Effie, with a little giggle, drew closer to the sketched circumference.


 


Meanwhile, upstairs, Timothy was reading Esther Morwen’s letter.


‘So many things came at once, as they do at Christmas, dear Timothy,’ she wrote.


‘My presents, and Henry’s and William’s and Daphne’s and Susan’s (they were all with us) and then the grandchildren’s, six of them – you know what it’s like on Christmas morning! Four other people had had your lovely idea, and before you could say “knife” one of the grandchildren (Priscilla, I think it was, but you wouldn’t know her now, she’s grown so much) had pounced on those lovely, gleaming, enamelled flasks and set them in a row for ninepins! We managed to save them in time, but in the confusion all the cards had got hopelessly mixed up, and yours was never seen again! so I couldn’t be sure you’d sent anything. But I thought you would let me know if you had, and I do so enjoy getting your letters.
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