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FOR


ROBERT AND JULIET


who enjoyed the hors d’œuvre


and demanded the full dish




I


SOME people are born with the faculty of reasoned, consecutive thought—that is, thought bidden to commence at a certain point and to travel along certain lines. Others, under the stress of business requirements, develop the faculty and use it when occasion demands. Nathaniel Hearn was born without this faculty, and at the age of thirty-three had long since abandoned any hope of acquiring it. His was the type of brain that ranged, that projected lines of thought without conscious beginning and without effectual end, that meandered here and there along the avenues of his imagination like an untidy brook reaching not the sea, nor even a broader stream, but losing itself more often than not in a water-meadow, where it spent itself to no apparent purpose.


Perhaps this failing, if failing it was—for it gave him a local reputation for excessive amiability—was responsible for his returning to Sandcombe at all. He had received Samuel’s letter weeks ago, asking him point-blank: did he or did he not wish to return to his pre-war post as Assistant Editor to the Sandcombe and District Clarion? If so, would he reply immediately, as the post, while reserved for him, could not be held open indefinitely.


Nat had considered this letter. At any rate, he had begun to consider it, but he got no farther than the word ‘Assistant’, which made him indulge in one of those slow, rueful grins for which he was already famous in Sandcombe, the grin that made local councillors, stationmasters, club secretaries and rectors say: “Hearn? That reporting chap? He’s all right—do anything for you if you tackle him the right way. What sort of stuff does he write? Mostly what Old Sam Vane lets him, but he cooks it up brightly enough. He won’t ride a hobby-horse, if that’s what you’re after—been there too long—always gives you both sides of the question. Can’t afford to do otherwise.”


On the whole, this was a fair estimate of Nat and of his paper, the Clarion. With a four thousand circulation, a general stationer’s shop and a busy little printing-works behind, the Clarion Press (the word ‘Press’ embodied the lot, even to the sidelines, such as sale of toilet-rolls to the Urban Council) was not in a position to take sides. Ever since its foundation, the week General Gordon was cut up in the Sudan, the Clarion had pursued such a middle course that it seemed to be no course at all.


Sam Vane was a realist. His bread was spread with printer’s ink, and the sources of that ink were confined by the S.U.D.C. boundaries. The strain of maintaining this course throughout the greater part of his life was not as great as one might imagine. Within a year of settling down in the converted livery stables off St. Luke’s Road, Sam Vane had realised that the one obstacle in the way of making a steady living in Sandcombe was to hold an opinion. With every Friday—the day the Clarion was published—the balancing trick became easier. At sixty-six he was incapable, not only of saying anything in his editorials, but of imagining, for one instant, that he had not said a great deal.


Sam had told himself for so long that his regular clients were right, his possible clients might be right and outsiders (who took printing orders elsewhere) were wrong, that he never hesitated a second in writing as much in his ‘Round About Town’ column, which served as his editorial. And he wrote, if necessary, in direct contradiction to fact. Facts never bothered him. Facts could not be taken to the bank every Saturday in a little Gladstone bag. Nobody questioned facts in a comment column, and in the hard news—accidents and the like—both Sam and Nat had been liberal with ‘alleged’. There was no need to worry unduly while that word was still in the Oxford Dictionary, and if it didn’t quite fit there was always ‘we learn on good authority’. (Nat had never known what authority, and none of the readers ever asked.)


Nat’s habit of ragged thought had driven him, on this first morning of demobilisation leave, to make a wide detour on his way to the office. Leaving his bed-sitting room near the promenade, he could have cut straight into the town at the junction of High Street and Pilot Street, pursuing his way up the former thoroughfare to St. Luke’s Road, where the Clarion Press sprawled away in a range of uneven slate roofs to the edge of the Beck, which ran behind the premises.


The realisation, however, that within a matter of minutes he would be making a decision that would shape the remainder of his life, forced him to walk quickly past the head of High Street and along the sea-front, where the seasonal orchestra—an octet of women in Russian tunics, ‘Sonia and Her Rhythmettes’—were playing excerpts from ‘The Gondoliers’.


It says little for Nat’s powers of concentration that the sight and sound of the octet, penned like circus apes in the cast-iron cage of the bandstand, reminded him of his first evening at Sandcombe, in June 1928, when another band had been playing ‘Carolina Moon’ to a half-empty enclosure and a dozen youths who used the gravel path round the stand as a mating corridor and sniggered greetings to the same girls a dozen times the same evening. The girls walked round in the opposite direction, and thus both groups avoided the chair-money collector.


How long ago was that? Nearly eighteen years, and it seemed like eighty, although it struck him as curious how many tiny, inconsequential events he could recall of those intervening years. The indomitable little Bostock woman taking five prizes with five children at every autumnal baby show. The tubercular labourer at Fanshawe’s Farm, who lived dismally enough but died originally, having ended his life by hanging himself with a lavatory chain. The fuss Mrs. Betterby-Stuart had made when her name had been omitted from the list of helpers at the St. Luke’s League of Action sale of work. The occasion he had slipped up on a date and published a wedding, using all the customary adjectives—‘pretty’, ‘dainty’, even ‘smart’—before the wedding actually took place. The marathon debate in the Council over the projected removal of the Crimean cannon from the Headland View battery. The cannon had since gone for salvage, but in those days, when railings were railings, and not potential munitions, Councillor Grimstone-Beech, a veteran of the Dargai campaign, had saved the motion to sell the cannon by declaiming that such an act constituted a direct insult to the heroes who wintered before Sebastopol.


Ah, ancient history. People would laugh at it now, no doubt, but in those days it had been the topic of the week, and he had written two columns on the debate for the Clarion’s inside news-pages.


Nat wondered if Sam had kept advertisements on the front page during the paper shortage. He must have been forced to replan the wasteful lay-out somehow. Had he cut out the front-page block of ‘Sandcombe, from Galleon Hill’, a blurred seascape displayed under the words ‘Established 1884’ and showing pedestrians promenading in crinolines that had been laid aside years before the first issue of the paper?


These were the currents and eddies of Nat’s thoughts, as he sauntered on beyond the Lifeboat Station and on to the Flats—that section of the Sandcombe foreshore which was always due for development, but remained for each succeeding generation a triangular wilderness of wiry grass.


He had reached the concrete blockhouse, where a batch of German prisoners were clearing tank-traps built to hinder their advance inland six years before, when he made a final effort to marshal his thoughts, to force his mind to accept the fact that here, for him, was the true finish of the war. Was he to accept, passively, this return to normal, to Sam’s grating fussiness, to gathering of names at the lych-gate of St. Martin’s Church during funerals, to jotting down the details of the team-race at the local swimming galas, to compiling pages of notes on the date, place, time and circumstances of minor road offences?


He didn’t know, couldn’t tell. It depended. But on what? He didn’t even know that. Perhaps Sam had changed, perhaps he was tired and didn’t argue so much when presented with obvious facts; perhaps Gerald, Sam’s forty-year-old son, had lost the irritating habit of polishing finger and thumb on the lapel of his black ‘business’ jacket; perhaps Skinner, the gnomish little foreman printer downstairs, had taken to washing himself once in a while; perhaps Clarion readers had allowed themselves to be swallowed up in the wider issues, plugged on the front pages of the dailies and over the air, bulletin by bulletin, since that overcast Friday morning in 1939 when Bumble, the mop-headed office-boy apprentice, had rushed into the editorial office over the shop and screamed: “Nat, Nat, ’e’s gorn for ’em!” and Nat had sat back and said, in common with so many other men in their late ’twenties, “This is it!”


Of course, it hadn’t been. For six months little or nothing had changed. Sandcombe saw snow for the first time in two decades. Evacuees came and went. Nat had tracked down and interviewed two or three local seamen who had helped to sink the Graf Spee. An elderly reservist, who had been a market-gardener out in the Leas, had gone down with the Royal Oak at Scapa, leaving a mountainous wife and five indifferent children in Lower Beck Street. The pictures of these men appeared in the Clarion, and Nat wrote potted biographies, heading the Scapa story ‘Sandcombe’s First Sacrifice’.


Spring had arrived, very much as usual, with high tides cascading over the promenade and damage to a Council snack-bar under the cliff. Then came the German advance into the Low Countries and the nagging match with Sam over joining the R.A.F., with Sam gradually giving way, after one or two of his prominent customers, with sons already in uniform, had dropped hints about Nat’s age. Sam seemed to derive a new impetus from the vague tide of satisfaction that stole over all elderly men during these months—the feeling of being wanted in business once more, the quiet satisfaction of a come-back, a rolling up of sleeves, a getting back into comfortable harness, with national shortages in all consumer goods to excuse a little stiffness and disinclination to work too hard.


A week later and Nat was one of millions, with the same story, down to the last detail. Bell-tents at the Reception Centre, stale jokes at the Recruit Centre, North-country billets, a clerk’s desk in an empty hotel, carpetless stairs thudding all day with the impact of recruits’ shiny boots. Airfields in the Midlands, the drone of aircraft all night, rain pattering on the tin roof of the Nissen, queues for meals, endless shuffling along the concrete avenues of hutted camps. Gas-drill, sorting the ‘in’ and the ‘out’ tray in a steaming respirator, light-hearted and obscene slogans on latrine walls—‘We Bull while Russia bleeds’ and ‘Joe for King, Betty Grable for Queen’!


Years of it. Waiting at the top of hills for a hitch into the town, a visit to the cinema and a cheap meal at the canteen. (Sam, who had ultimately smiled on enlistment, had said nothing about balance of civilian pay.) Camp shows and Welfare Officers with ginger moustaches tapping his shoulder, “Jolly good show, old boy”, and returning to their Mess armchairs and whisky at reduced rates. A feeling of detached bitterness by the late summer of 1943. A slackening of interest in the news and cynical appreciation of Jane’s strip in the Mirror.


Postings without purpose, to camps often hard put to find him a job. Envelope-addressing in Accounts Sections. Pep talks by officers for whom he worked out servant allowances. Fits, starts and stops like ceremonial drill. Morale drives that petered out in forty-eight hours. Long railway journeys up and down the country. Leave with nowhere to go but hostels. Abstract discussions in the hut, lighted by the glow of cigarettes. Bickerings over precedence in NAAFI queues. A gradual descent to primitive standards of life—food three times a day, a bed not too near the radio, which moaned and chattered from 6 a.m. until midnight. Dirty nails and unutterable boredom.


Autumn 1943. The long-delayed commission, hidden three years in an A.M. pigeon-hole. The O.C.T.U. and a nervous attempt to display table manners, long since forgotten. The agony of squad-drill direction. Ultimate posting as an Assistant Adjutant and the smug letter from Sam, “.… glad to hear you are at last an officer.…” The transfer to a photographic unit. ‘D’ Day and the real war. Pitiful towns in Normandy, crushed, reeking, hopeless. Journeys through a land that had once been civilised where now nothing worked, not even locks and taps or washbasin stoppers. Penetration, as C.O. of a small unit, to the land beyond the Loire for bomb assessment. Freezing French hotels and lodgements militaires. Provincial mayors offering pitiful civic welcomes, no food, no petrol, no warmth—nothing but smiles and cognac and embarrassed requests for soap. A land where, it seemed to Nat, the ordinary people had gone beyond hate and patriotism and self-pity, and dismissed both past and future with a characteristic shrug, the music-hall shrug of the Latin, a shrug that said, “Mend the bridge? But why, monsieur? We have a raft made of two old barges and some planks. It serves. Besides, we have no girders, no tools—nothing. And the men are prisoners or playing soldiers in the hills.”


May 8th and a forty-eight-hour pass in London. A sense of high expectancy which turned, as the evening wore on, to a blind pity, not far from contempt, for the solid phalanxes of sheep-like people who stood about waiting for stragglers to climb a lamp-standard or throw a cracker at a shuttered window. An awful anti-climax, shared with millions of people who had forgotten how to enjoy themselves when the cinema box-offices were shut.


The long waiting weeks in the camp, pretending to work. The only real thrill of the whole business, the thrill of hearing his number called at the Demob. Centre. Sam’s letter read and re-read. And now this, full circle.


Nat scratched his nose and turned back from the Flats. How old? Nearing thirty-four. Half-way to the Biblical span, although that meant nothing in Sandcombe, where the Medical Officer of Health was always quoting the average age of mortality as being seventy-six (excluding one-year-olds)—a shade higher than that of Cragport, a few miles along the coast. But if not the Clarion, what? Some other paper? Some other trade? Put in his name at the Resettlement Centre. Go abroad, oil, publishing, Civil Service?


Suddenly Nat realised that he was happy to be back. The air smelled good. People had grinned and waved to him all along the prom. There was a good deal to be said for Sandcombe. Its very smallness (nine thousand in 1931) meant good-fellowship—important to a man without a family background. He had got his old digs back for the asking. The bed-sitting room, stacked with his favourite books, had a good smell. Mrs. Bannister, his landlady, liked him. He was an all-the-year-rounder and a ‘good-class’ lodger—much better than letting the room over and over again to casuals you couldn’t trust. She did her best to mother him, and Nat was a man who liked to be mothered.


Sam hadn’t said anything about money. He never did until he was forced. It had always appeared to Nat that he was hoping against hope that someone, some day, would serve on the staff for nothing, or pay a small premium to learn the trade. But Nat’s money—four pounds ten before he enlisted—was enough. In Sandcombe there were few opportunities to spend and, anyway, he seldom had time enough to buy inessentials. Perhaps the Old Boy would add another pound. He would ask him, just for the fun of seeing the hunted look that always came into Sam’s face when anyone mentioned money.


Nat turned into High Street and made his way through a string of nodding acquaintances to the Clarion Press Offices. After all, perhaps Sandcombe had changed, perhaps Sam’s streak of snobbery would induce him to choose his words now that he was dealing with an ex-officer. Nat thought it unlikely, but the possibility aroused his curiosity, and he passed in through the plate-glass door and nodded at a strange shop-assistant, in the act of telling an elderly customer that her employers refused to stock rude picture postcards.




II


THE CLARION PRESS was organised in three interlocking departments. There was the shop, on the corner of High Street and St. Luke’s Road, the printing-works, occupying the converted stables and loft, with a covered yard and a ramp sloping down to the stream, and there were combined offices on the first floor. The larger office, immediately over the shop, was marked ‘Editorial’, the smaller, across a landing stacked with stationery, was marked ‘Printing Enquiries—Mr. Gerald Vane’.


The shop was a modern affair, with two mahogany counters and innumerable racks, displaying a good class of stationery, office knick-knacks, local publications, maps and a limited number of school text-books—a new line introduced by Gerald.


The printing-works was by no means modern, and Gerald sensed, accurately enough, that it gave customers an impression of slackness and inefficiency. It was badly lighted, and the machines, with the single exception of a second-hand automatic Heidelberg press, were sadly outmoded. One or two, notably the flatbed, invariably referred to as the ‘Big Machine’, had been giving trouble for years, and Skinner, the foreman, was always prophesying that it would “never lars the run”—that is, it would never survive the final rush of the week, when the two inside pages of the Clarion were printed between 6 and 9 p.m. on Thursday night.


About half the work done in the works was connected, in one way or another, with the newspaper. The rest was jobbing—an assortment of programmes, double-demy posters, small magazines, such as the Parish affair, St. Luke’s and St. Martin’s Messenger, overprinted stationery, visiting-cards, draw tickets, menus and time-tables. The craftsmanship was good, notwithstanding the age of the machines, for the habit of working solely for money had not yet reached Sandcombe. Most of the men took a certain amount of pride in their work, and two of them, Skinner and the keyboard operator, Burton, were unusually conscientious employees. The trouble lay with the juniors, who would never stay long, moving out and seeking jobs where they were not expected to work overtime three nights a week—a preference on their part which gave Sam an opportunity to write one or two slashing leaders on the ‘Something-for-Nothing-Cult of Modern Youth’. Modern Youth was unimpressed. It was still represented, at the Clarion Press, by Bumble, an untidy combination of apprentice and office-boy, and Marlene, a pert seventeen-year-old, serving in the shop.


Bumble hung on because, deep down, he was fascinated by newspapers, which for him were linked, however remotely, to sleek young men in devil-may-care hats, who sat on the tables of District Attorneys in gangster films and always came back to the office with a headline and riddled remains of a Big Shot. His longing to join this swashbuckling brotherhood was like the yearning of other boys for the circus ring or the footplate of an express. He felt that if he stayed on long enough Sam would die and the new editor would send him out to describe bodies washed up on the beach, or into blazing hotels to gather details of how the local Brigade, now, alas, a mere unit of the N.F.S., ‘saved the staircase in the nick of time’.


In readiness for this call he had even attended night-classes at the Sandcombe Institute, and tried to learn shorthand. He had always liked Nat, not because he considered the latter his ideal of a news-hawk according to Sam Goldwyn, but because Nat was the only person on the firm who treated him as an equal. Since Nat had gone overseas with the Air Force his liking had developed into mild admiration. If Nat had been accepted for aircrew it would have been adoration, for Bumble was one of the keenest ‘types’ in the Sandcombe A.T.C.


Next to Nat, of whom he had seen little enough these five years, Bumble admired Marlene, who seemed to him to have the makings of a ‘smashing Judy’. (Bumble preferred to talk in 1940 R.A.F. slang.) Marlene, however, had other ideas. She had worked a year in Sandcombe’s most up-to-date hairdressing salon, ‘Pompadour’. She was an observant girl, and ‘Pompadour’ had given her a surface polish, lost upon her family, which inhabited a cottage down by the docks, but good enough to pass muster with Bumble, who thought it gave her ‘class’. It was a pity Bumble did not ‘work clean’. In a black coat he might have stood a chance. As it was, he was kept hovering behind two or three of the Sixth Form Grammar School boys, who were earmarked for banks.


The whole of the firm’s printing output, including the Clarion, was carefully supervised by Gerald, Sam’s only son. It was unfortunate for Gerald that he had just missed the last call-up. A year in the Services, or even in an armament factory, might have prevented him from becoming a prig. Nat was always prepared to admit that Gerald had many good points. He was a hypocrite, but a conscious one. Unlike Sam, he could relax when the customer was downstairs. He was ambitious and extremely hard-working. He was genuinely interested in the art of commercial printing, and always tried to ensure that a job was as good as he could make it with old and unreliable tools.


Gerald had never married. His desire to impress always made him awkward with women, and his slavish devotion to the business left him little or no time for outside interests. He read a good deal, mostly adventure novels and travel. Never having left Sandcombe for more than a week at a time, he found pleasure in penetrating, by proxy, the upper reaches of the Amazon or trekking across the plateaux of Tibet, always remembering, when he laid down the book and removed his gold-rimmed glasses, that explorers who actually made these journeys didn’t have an exacting business to run or a certain position to maintain. Gerald’s ‘position’ in Sandcombe was not as important as he would have wished, but it was improving year by year. People from the ‘avenues’ were beginning to nod to him as he walked down from his home, in Cliff Terrace, to the office. The Clerk of the Council, Mr. Angel, often asked his advice in publicity matters. He was only forty, and if he looked after himself he had thirty years’ of active life ahead of him. He might even get on the Council or become a Justice of the Peace. Thinking of these things, he was always careful to crease his pin-striped trousers under the mattress before he retired, and he was never seen without a gleaming white collar and a black tie. He looked after his finger-nails—quite an effort when one worked in a printing-office all day, but easier now that he seldom touched type, busying himself instead with costing and the daily maintenance of output and stock charts, a dozen of which were pinned to his office walls. He was delighted to explain these charts and graphs to patient customers. “This little red feller,” he would say, tracing a galloping curve with his ebony ruler—“this is a price guide—just to make sure I don’t over-charge, you know. That gradient there, for instance—it constitutes the fourteen per cent. rise in the cost of paper—but you’ll notice it’s a gradual rise. We share the increase, get me?, seven per cent. you, seven per cent. me. …” And so on. All Gerald’s graphs had one thing in common. Each showed a tendency to climb off the page, but whether this was optimism on Gerald’s part or an indication of continually increasing turnover on the part of the Clarion Press was something no one except Sam could say, and he never looked at them. Sam seemed to get along very well without charts, but constantly glanced at his pass-book.


It was Gerald who found Mollie Thorpe, the girl who had partially filled Nat’s post during the war. Although he would never have admitted it, even to himself, Gerald rather admired her smile and the quick way she had of looking at him when he came into the office and said: “Ah, Miss Thorpe … and how much are we giving the Buller case?”


Mollie Thorpe was not really a journalist. When war broke out she had almost persuaded her father, the local Midland Bank manager, to send her to Paris for a course in commercial art. She had a good eye for line and colour, and had made a certain amount of pin-money before the paper shortage killed her small connection.


She had never lived much in Sandcombe, having been away at school until 1937. On leaving school she joined the local Dramatic Society, and came into local prominence as a juvenile lead.


It was while Mollie Thorpe was acting as prompt mistress for one of the Thespians’ shows early in the war that Gerald, knowing that the doctor had forbidden his father to go out after nightfall, contacted the Society and asked if a member would write the notice. Mollie complied, submitting a neatly typed column, which Gerald read and approved for that week’s Clarion. Mollie, who understood the theatre and, what was more important, was not insensible to temperament among local Thespians, had sent in a good, straightforward commentary. Gerald, who could not write himself but felt he had sound judgment in these matters, was impressed. The girl had used phrases which he did not fully comprehend and which, therefore, appealed to his snobbery.


He wrote to her, asking if she would be interested in the post of Assistant Editor during Nat’s absence on service. She came in the next day and inquired about the wage. He offered her two pounds ten, but she stuck out for three pounds. Gerald paid her the extra ten shillings, momentarily thrown off his guard by one of her quick, easy smiles, and despite Sam’s grumblings the girl had been worth it, and more. All the same, Gerald heard of Nat’s impending return with faint relief. He had made one or two guarded attempts to break down the strictly business relationship between Mollie and himself, but, although the girl had always remained civil, she had a smiling reserve that amounted almost to insolence. There was something about the way she looked at him—an unblinking, even patient glance—that made him feel slightly uncomfortable. It was as though she was saying to herself: “Have your say, little man. Then I’ll do it my way.”


Mercifully she was not concerned with important issues on the paper. His father still handled the Council meetings, big social gatherings and indictable Court cases, Mollie covering only the brief reports—anything from a funeral par. to a half-column inquest or a Girl Guide rally. She wrote them up well enough, quickly and clearly, without any evidence of the journalese to which Clarion readers had become accustomed; but if they noticed a change in style they still bought papers, and Mollie stayed on, working in Nat’s chair near the window.


The day Sam had informed him of Nat’s impending return Gerald had spoken to Mollie.


“Ah, Miss Thorpe …” She looked up from her typewriter, and he crossed to the bow window to avoid her calm stare. “We’ve heard from your predecessor, Flying Officer Hearn. He’s coming back.”


“Yes?”


Damn the woman! why didn’t she help a little? He was trying to tell her that she would be getting her notice. There was no point in keeping the two of them on. Even if paper rationing was annulled, that would be quite impossible.


He added: “We’re keeping his job open, of course—have to, it’s law, I understand.”


She had said: “That’s all right, Mr. Gerald. I was always aware of that.”


He relaxed a little, his forefinger and thumb beginning to move slowly up and down his lapel.


“There’s no need for you to leave us altogether.”


Why had he said that? When he came into the room he had no intention of re-engaging her. She continued to keep her brown eyes on him—eyes that looked soft enough, but were as he was aware, far from indicating the helplessness he liked to find in young women. That quality always made him feel more of the big, generous, helpful employer.


“There’ll be no room on the paper, I’m afraid. … I thought perhaps my office. … I need a … Secretary rather badly. We’ve been so busy.”


He had been going to say ‘shorthand-typist’, but checked himself. She did not look like a shorthand-typist. Secretary was so much more impressive for both of them.


As she made no immediate reply he went on, “You haven’t taken another job yet?”


“No.”


There she was again. No help whatever.


“Well, perhaps you’ll think it over. … We—Mr. Samuel and I—we’ve been very satisfied during all this time.”


“Thank you.”


He turned and went out quickly, his finger and thumb gathering speed.


Mollie grinned into a bundle of uncorrected proofs. One of the few things that gave her pleasure at the office was baiting Gerald. Unkind perhaps? But the fellow was so comically transparent and pitiful. He simply stood there and asked to be embarrassed.


And now what? The Paris course? Hopeless, with clothes rationing still in force. London? An office job? They were paying good money in Town for shorthand-typists. Not enough personal freedom—not so much as at this place. Provincial journalism, something bigger; in a city, perhaps? That might do, and then it might not. It would be good to leave Sandcombe for somewhere less cramped and parochial, but good lodgings were at a premium, even when they could be found. Mollie had a comfortable home, a detached villa on the Paxtonbury Road, with a striking view of the Channel and an acre of wild country garden. After all, one did not spend all one’s time at work. City lodgings in the Midlands or North could be desperately dreary. Here one had few friends, but there was always the sea and the moors behind and the maze of rides leading through the pinewoods as far as Paxtonbury, the nearest county town.


She turned back to her typewriter and squeezed Lady Malden-Payne’s bazaar opening into eight lines, using the piece about the decapitated Chinese missionaries as a lead-in. Hang on here a while, but not as Gerald’s Secretary—not for double the money. When this Hearn fellow came back she might have a holiday and arrive at a decision sun-bathing in Spaniard’s Cove. In the season she did most of her thinking down there, while she was tanning herself an attractive golden brown.




III


DURING the morning that Nat spent wandering along the Flats, making up his mind to present himself at the office, and completing the last half-inch of the circle begun in the early summer of 1940, Gerald Vane had two visitors. They arrived at his office within a few moments of one another.


This was somewhat irritating, as the second to arrive was Baines, a local Councillor, and proprietor of Sandcombe’s local ’bus and charabanc routes. He was Gerald’s most important customer. Gerald was then engaged with Frost, the milkman—a customer of sorts, but one whose errand did not appear to have much to do with the printing of billheads.


Frost, a tall, stooping man, with unpleasantly small eyes, was depressed. He had come straight from the Petty Sessions at Sandcombe Police Court, where he had been fined two pounds for working a horse with open sores. The case had been brought by the R.S.P.C.A., and the Chairman of the Magistrates’ Bench, Major Fenwick, had been somewhat outspoken, for he was an outdoor man, reputed to love horses, and he knew Frost of old, having endeavoured without success, to get an extra pint of milk out of him during a period of acute local shortage a few months before. He told Frost he “had the makings of a vicious brute,” and expressed a wistful longing to have “had it in his power to send him to prison”.


Frost did what any intelligent Sandcombian would have done in the circumstances. He went straight to the Clarion office and asked Gerald to “play it down, old man”. He knew the case would have to be reported, but he was not a regular reader for nothing. There were toe-lines and headlines.


Gerald, having asked Baines to discuss his new time-table lay-out with Skinner, assured Frost (who paid last quarter’s printing bill) that he would speak to Sam about the case, and hurried into the editorial before Baines returned upstairs.


He found Mollie at work in the bay window, hacking out a half-column on the Silverstone inquest. His father was bent over the heavy mahogany desk, scribbling away at his ‘Round About Town’ notes, and getting a good deal of satisfaction out of the job, to judge by the firm, unbroken set of his clean-shaven lip, and the way he punctuated each full-stop with an ‘Ahhh!’ or ‘There!’, as though he was beating a carpet.


Gerald coughed. He had to get Mollie out of the way.


“The Surveyor’s in the shop, Miss Thorpe. Would you mind getting Monday’s golf-scores out of him? He asked me to take them, but I’m rather busy.”


Mollie got up and went out, under no illusions as to why Gerald had suddenly recalled the golf-scores. Sam, who was used to this sort of thing, went on scribbling, but he said:


“Well, what is it? I’m as busy as you are, Gerald!”


“I’ve got to have a word with you—it’s about Frost the milkman.”


Samuel let fall his pencil and looked up, severely enough.


“Don’t talk to me about that scoundrel,” he rasped out. “I’m giving him what-for in the editorial this week. Not a word to say for himself. Working a horse with …”


Gerald cut in. At times like these he was not afraid of his father. They were realists, both of them, but Sam’s memory was beginning to fail. He seldom looked at the ledgers, relying more and more upon Gerald’s twelve-hour day.


“He’s a customer,” said Gerald.


“Wasn’t aware of it,” mumbled Sam, the slightest bit ashamed of himself for forgetting.


“He’s not all that good,” went on Gerald, more sure of his ground, “but there’s no sense in rubbing it in. If we can do something to make him grateful …”


Sam knew his son was right. Secretly he was rather proud of him. It flashed through the older man’s mind that, even as Gerald was reining him in at the moment, so might he, as a young man, have cautioned his own father if the latter had been anything but a shiftless, indigent fellow, who had continually borrowed from him until Sam’s mother had died and Sam had fended him off and struck out for himself. Gerald was right, of course, but it went against Sam’s principles to surrender without protest.


“It’s a bad thing, Gerald, letting the printing influence our policy. This fellow’s got himself to blame … bad supervision at the stables … he ought to have a lesson of some sort, you know.”


Gerald allowed himself a swift, sidelong grin. Really the Old Man was quite incredible sometimes. But he played up to it, for Sam had no secrets from Gerald, though he considered he had many.


“He’s had his lesson,” he said. “Chairman of the Bench made him smart. Besides, he’s got his costs and the fine to pay.”


Sam picked up the sheet he had been covering. It began: “Seldom in the history of local jurisdiction has a local tradesman been found guilty of a more callous offence towards a four-footed helpmate. …” Pity. It struck a sound note. The Vicar might have preached a sermon on it, as he had preached one on the leader Sam had written about two-piece bathing costumes last summer. He crumpled the sheet and tossed it into an over-full waste-paper basket.


“We don’t want to be unduly hard on the man,” he said.


Having won a minor victory—if the bringing of his father into line with the firm’s financial interests could be called a victory—Gerald expanded a little.


“About Hearn,” he began.


“Well?” grunted Sam, disinclined to open a subject which might occasion a second climb-down.


“He’s home,” said Gerald, and waited.


Sam had expected this. Something about wages now, unless he was much mistaken. Gerald had always been inclined to side with Nat in the countless little controversies that had been played out in this office during the last fifteen years. It was not that Sam disliked Nat—he found him pliant and efficient—but he resented what he termed being ‘got at’ by a Gerald–Nat alliance. He knew that, behind his back, Gerald had gone to Nat for sympathy when his father had contemptuously turned down one of Gerald’s new ideas (‘wheezes’ Gerald called them) for modernising the plant or increasing turnover. He knew that Gerald, outwardly a respectful son for these disrespectful days, considered him old-fashioned. Old-fashioned he was content to be, if it was old-fashioned to protest against the dribbling away of hard-earned profits in silly little pieces of chromium-plated rubbish for desks, and complicated systems of costing that filled fat notebooks (notebooks out of stock, mark you) with a maze of meaningless figures.


But Gerald was not to be caught. He merely waited for his father to lower his guard.


“I suppose he’ll want more money,” said Sam at last.


Gerald said he supposed he would.


Sam burst out, “These ex-Servicemen; they’re coming back asking the earth. Whipper-snapper from Coates, the ironmongers’, had the impudence to ask seven-ten. He was getting three-fifteen before he went away. What’s to become of us all, if we carry on like this?”


Gerald, who was neutral, not having served in the Forces (a circumstance which afforded him mild regret now that it was all over), made a little sound which might have been sympathetic, but was, in fact, an expression of boredom. He was getting very tired of discussions with the Old Man. It would be good to begin again discussing him instead with Nat.


Chipping away at a hard piece of skin at the base of his thumbnail, he said, “He’s got to have his job back. It’s law.”


Sam suddenly tired of the subject. “Offer him six,” he grunted, “not a penny more. I have to see the Vicar about his Church Services’ adverts; they’re too cheap.”


He went downstairs, passing Mollie Thorpe on the way up.


Gerald drifted into his own office and closed the door. He wanted to work out his paper reserve. Mollie went back to her desk to find Bumble, frowning down on a blurred pull of Nat Hearn, in a Flight-Sergeant’s uniform.


“What they want to use that old block for?” He pointed to the three chevrons and crown. “He had his thick ring a long time ago.”


Mollie yielded to a desire to know more about this man Hearn, the man whose ghost she had encountered so often in the town bazaars and in the parlours of little terrace houses where she called for funerals, weddings and the careers of local Servicemen. They all knew Nat. They never pretended to regard her as anything more than a war-time substitute for Nat. They fumbled among handbags and bureaux drawers for creased newspaper cuttings from bygone Clarions and told her: “Nat wrote that when my husband died” or “This is Nat’s account of Letty’s wedding. Quite a nice little bit, we thought.” Mollie felt he must have understood these people very well, but wondered whether this would make him any more human than Sam or less fidgety than Gerald? For a long time now she had been curious about the fellow.


“You were here with Nat Hearn?” she asked Bumble. “What was he like—I don’t mean to look at—what was he like to work with? Fussy?”


Bumble looked slightly pained. “Gosh, no! ’Course ’e wasn’t. Nat? ’E was wizard; always the same. It was better here then. Got on with everyone, ’e did. Bit absent-minded. Often used to ’ave to speak to ’im twice ’fore he’d look up.”


“He’s coming home,” said Mollie.


Bumble grinned. “You’re up-to-date, aren’t yer? I ’eard that Monday night. Are you stayin’ on?”


“I don’t know. Haven’t made up my mind.”


“Oh? Well, there’s the last pull of the inquest. What a screwy thing to do at ’er age—drown herself in a bath!”


“It won’t ever happen to you,” said Mollie; but Bumble had already drifted down the works stairs, and her voice was lost in the clatter of the platen, piling up mountains of pink programmes for Tuesday’s Fruit, Flower and Vegetable Show.


Mollie was still at the desk, when the landing door opened and softly closed again. She looked up, and saw a square young man, wearing new flannels already baggy and spotted. It took her a full half-minute to realise that this was Hearn. He looked older than she had imagined from his R.A.F. picture, and somehow much more friendly. His mouth was curving upwards a little, as though he had enjoyed creeping in on her and putting her at a slight disadvantage. She liked his eyes—grey and restless, as though permanently looking round for odd details he had overlooked in write-ups. He was slightly sun-burned, but that would wear off, as she knew he was only recently back from Italy. He had nice hands and finger-nails. He looked a good deal taller than he was, for he seemed to her altogether too thin, only broadening out at the shoulders.
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