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To Phyllis


my friend of many years










’Tis not onely the mischief of diseases, and the villany of poysons, that make an end of us; we vainly accuse the fury of Guns, and the new inventions of death; it is in the power of every hand to destroy us, and we are beholding unto every one we meet, he doth not kill us.


Religio Medici










Chapter 1


‘Oh, Richard,’ said Denys, ‘someone rang up when you were out, but wouldn’t leave a name.’


Richard dropped into a chair. He was tired, and his doctor had told him never to stand when he could sit.


‘How tiresome of them,’ he said. ‘Perhaps it was a burglar, trying to find out if anyone was in the flat.’


‘If so, it wasn’t the burglar himself,’ said Denys. ‘It was a woman’s voice.’


‘She may have been his stooge,’ said Richard. ‘What sort of voice was it?’


‘Oh, quite a cultivated voice – the voice of someone you might know.’


‘And she left no message?’


‘No, I said you were out, and I didn’t know when you would be back. I know you don’t want to be bothered with the telephone.’


‘All the same,’ began Richard, and stopped, because he didn’t want to seem to be criticizing his friend and secretary. ‘I wonder who she was. Did she say anything else?’


‘She asked me how you were.’


‘And you said, better?’


‘I should have liked to,’ Denys said. ‘But how could I? I said you were much as usual.’


‘Funnily enough, I do feel better,’ Richard said. ‘I believe I’ve felt better ever since that evening when—’


‘When you made the Great Confession? When you came clean?’ said Denys, smiling. He got up and examined the chimney-piece. ‘I was just making sure those tablets were there. Yes, here they are.’


‘Good,’ said Richard. ‘How wonderful it would be not to need them. Since that night, I’ve sometimes felt as though I didn’t – but the metaphorical heart hasn’t anything to do with the physical heart, has it?’


‘I wouldn’t know,’ said Denys. ‘You must ask your doctor.’


At that moment the telephone bell rang. Richard got up.


‘I’ll take it, Denys.’


‘Do you think you ought to?’


‘Oh yes, it might be the lady who rang me up before.’


A moment later he put his hand over the mouthpiece.


‘It’s someone for you, Denys. Would you like to take the call in my room?’


‘I don’t see why,’ said Denys. ‘Who is it?’


‘She didn’t say.’


‘Oh, it was a woman? I’ve always told my friends not to ring me up here, because I know that it disturbs you. I’ll go into your room.’


‘Nothing to worry about, I hope?’ asked Richard when Denys came back.


‘No, why do you ask?’


‘I thought you looked a bit worried.’


‘I worry about you sometimes,’ said Denys, ‘but not about myself, or not much. Should we have a drink? It’s getting on for drink-time.’


Richard looked at the little ormolu clock on the chimney-piece. It was surmounted by a gilt Cupid, toying with his bow.


‘It’s nearly twelve o’clock,’ he said. ‘Perhaps we might. Be barman for us, Denys.’


Denys got up, and with slow but practised gestures went through the necessary rites. Richard watched him. ‘Where should I be without Denys?’ he thought.


 


But of course Denys had to go out sometimes, just as Richard had, he couldn’t be a watch-dog all the time, he had to have his days off. Richard thought of him as a friend, not as an employee, but an employee he was, in the eyes of the world, and had an employee’s privileges, as well as duties. Sometimes Richard asked him what he did in his spare time, sometimes not; it depended on whether he was in the mood to think curiosity a good thing or a bad thing. Lack of interest must be a bad thing, where someone you were fond of was concerned; it was unnatural too. Yet how easily interest sharpened into inquisitiveness, and even into suspicion! On the whole Richard was grateful to people who asked him questions about himself. He hadn’t much to hide, except that one thing, the secret he had confided to Denys. But supposing that in the blissful days of his love-affair with Lucy, or in the dreadful days after her death, someone had had an inkling and had questioned him! Charlie Wittold might have; Charlie, but for whose information on sex matters – but for whose obsession with sex matters – there might have been no serpent in the garden. Richard believed he owed such happiness as he had enjoyed in life to the fact that no one had suspected, still less, accused him, for if they had, he would have given himself away, and he could never have survived the shame of a public exposure. He couldn’t now, for that matter, when, as the doctor told him, he had so little time left for feeling ashamed in. How lucky he had been to find at last a confidant!


Whether his disclosure had shocked Denys he didn’t know. He had worked himself up so much, first by re-living the events and then by relating them, that he had hardly noticed their effect on Denys. Denys wouldn’t have shown what he felt in any case; that baby-face was also a poker-face, and, besides, he wouldn’t have wanted to seem too critical of an employer even if Richard had confessed to committing a murder – as in fact he had, for if he hadn’t actually killed Lucy, he was to blame for her death. But for him, she might still be alive. The degree of his culpability didn’t much matter. Denys must have been shocked; horrified, Richard hoped; for if his own intensity of feeling hadn’t evoked a like intensity of feeling, his relief would have been proportionately less. The remedy had to be as drastic as the disease, or almost, for it to work. And it had worked, or why did he feel better? Not really better, of course; the heart had its diseases that an easier conscience couldn’t cure: the doctor’s verdict still stood, as Denys had reminded him.


Waiting for Denys to come back, Richard wondered how he, Richard, would have felt had their situations been reversed and he had received a similar confidence from Denys. Would he have shrunk from Denys in horror? Would he have said, ‘Your engagement is terminated – leave next week’? Denys had come without a proper reference because he had never done a job of this sort before – and the reference he had was rather negative and non-committal. Supposing it had said, ‘Mr. Aspin is sober, honest and trustworthy, but we are obliged to say that he did once commit a murder,’ would Richard have engaged him? And if Denys had asked for a reference from him (employers were not under the same obligation, fortunately, to produce credentials) and someone had said, ‘Mr. Mardick is honest, sober, and trustworthy, and to the best of our knowledge solvent, but he has committed a murder,’ would Denys have accepted the post? Richard doubted it.


Denys – Denys Aspin. The Aspin was in a way the key to their relationship which had grown stronger and closer as the years passed. Denys had told him a good deal about his life, of course, and there was no murder in it, or any crime at all; it had been a pillar-to-post existence, cramped, after his schooldays, by lack of funds. At twenty-eight Denys had been as glad of a comfortable home and an assured income as Richard had been to give him one. It had proved an ideal arrangement, but it wouldn’t have been so ideal but for the Aspin element. That they were, he and Denys, employer and employee, might have been an obstacle to friendship; but the Aspin aspect somehow equalized their relationship. There might be money on Richard’s side, but there was birth and breeding on Denys’s – the blood of the ancient Border family which had outlasted the ruins of their Norman castle ran in his veins. He had the right to use their motto, which they shared with other families: ‘Tyme Tryeth Troth,’ whereas Richard had no motto to fall back on. Richard was not specially a snob; but he had a romantic feeling that amounted to reverence for such vestiges of the past as had survived the Great Divide of 1939. When Denys fixed on him that long reflective stare he liked to think of it as an Aspin trait – and that the height, and long fingers, and deliberate movements, too, had come down through a long line of Aspin ancestors.


It was half-past ten, too early for Denys to be back from whatever he was doing, but not too early for Richard to start hoping for his arrival. He might go to bed, but he wouldn’t go to sleep until he knew that Denys was home; it brought him a sense of security that was more efficacious than a sleeping pill. Denys knew this and rarely prolonged his absences beyond midnight. How happy Denys had made him. Most of his friends had been older than he was – he seemed to have gravitated towards older people; and when they died, taking a part of his life’s experience with them, he hadn’t had the emotional energy to replace them. How much easier it was to let such emotional outgoings as he had left – a thin enough trickle – centre on Denys, who was paid to accept them uncritically – than venture out into a new world of friendships. And ever since he had told Denys his secret, the bond between them had been strengthened immeasurably. Let other suns decline, so long as this one shone!


At peace with himself, at peace with posterity who, thanks to Denys’ memoir, would not have a totally false idea of him – at peace, almost, with God, Richard awaited Denys’s return.


The memoir would be a compromise with Truth, but it would be a gesture to Justice which posterity could interpret as it liked. Toute vérité n’est pas bonne à dire; some truths were better unspoken; nor, except in the law-court, was it essential to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. A vague suggestion that, as his father used to say, there was a smell of rum somewhere, would be enough; no need to indicate exactly where it was. And it was just possible that there were others to consider besides posterity and himself. Others who might be hurt or scandalized by too much truth-telling. Not his father and mother, they had lived to a great age, pleased by his success though regretting (at least his mother regretted) that he was not married; but they were dead many years ago. And Lucy’s father, their contemporary, must long ago have joined his wife – and Lucy. And the lady who had passed as Mrs. Soames and Lucy’s mother – she too must be dead. Their attempt to deceive posterity hadn’t succeeded; their relationship had been brutally shown up at the Coroner’s Court by the governess who blew the gaff. Richard had never heard what happened to them afterwards, hadn’t wanted to hear; for they, too, were his victims. But were they, altogether? Were they not also victims of their own unwisdom, their selfishness where Lucy was concerned? Were they not to blame for keeping her to themselves and never letting her go out? Were they not to blame for refusing her request – the request which must have cost her so much to make – to be allowed to see him, Richard? For if they could have met openly and not clandestinely, as even in those days boys and girls were allowed to meet, those sweet encounters in the Brickfield, with their disastrous consequences, might never have taken place. Instead, a long, innocent, conventional courtship, meetings at St. Botolph’s and the Hollies, rambling jaunts together, without the fatal seal of secrecy on them, might have culminated in marriage, as Mr. and Mrs. Soames, so called, realized when it was too late. Too late they had a vision of where Lucy’s true happiness might lie, too late, but so compelling that they had offered, so Richard’s mother told him, to help to pay his fees at a public school. His father refused; but it was their idea that he should go there, to be made a worthy husband for Lucy. But by then it was too late, just as it was too late to acquaint Lucy with the facts of life, which today every schoolgirl knows and sometimes acts upon, long before she has reached sweet seventeen.


Mr. Soames and his wife’s sister were behind the times, in more ways than one.


Was there anyone else to consider, in defence of the doctrine of the economy of truth? Yes, there was. Richard’s cousins, in and around Rookland, and their children, for Aunt Florrie’s descendants had increased and multiplied. Though he seldom saw them he was their blood-relation. How would they like this scandal exploding in their midst when he was dead and gone?


And lastly, Aunt Carrie, the only survivor of his mother’s brothers and sisters. The darling of her family, the Holy Family, as Uncle Austin used to call it, idolized, almost deified by his mother: how could he expose her to such a blow? She might not outlive him, for she must be nearly eighty; but if she did! He had been her favourite once, or so he thought; but many people, outside the family circle as well as inside it, thought they had been her favourites. She was still out in Australia, where she had been granted to the full the life of self-sacrifice she always seemed to crave, for not many years after she and Uncle James arrived there, he had a nervous breakdown from which he never recovered. He went on with his work, he was well enough for that, but a cloud settled on his mind which never lifted, religious melancholia it was, and she, who had never been particularly religious, daily searched the Scriptures for texts that would relieve him. For a long time she and Richard corresponded, she followed his career with interest, she congratulated him on his success. But she had to keep up with everyone; small wonder if, after a time, her pen flagged and some of the urgency and intimacy died out of her letters. She had her life there, too, and friends who prized her: it was inconceivable that she should not have. She dwelt lovingly on their peculiarities and foibles and tried to make them real to Richard; but she must have known that as news (and what other news had she?) they couldn’t be of much interest to someone years younger than herself, who would never see them, and to whom they were only names. And Australia was so far away, a letter was almost dead after the six weeks it took to reach him. And even after the air-mail had speeded letters up, hers had begun to come more sparingly, and when they did come were not always quite coherent. Her legend had survived in Richard’s imagination, not she herself: but that legend was strong enough to make him dread more than anything else the thought of hurting her.


It was her marriage to Uncle James that had put the idea of marriage with Lucy into his head. If only it had occurred to him earlier, how much might have been saved!


Sometimes he wondered whether Aunt Carrie, through some slip on his part or second-sight on hers, had divined the fact that he was seeing Lucy. He remembered his last conversation with her, and how she warned him not to let his whole affection centre on one person; she was referring, as she told him, to her own case, her absorbing love for the man who died in her arms; but she might have had some premonition of what was happening, or going to happen, to him. He hadn’t thought so then; then he had taken her warning as a sign that she was not in love with Uncle James. Whether, later, she fell in love with him Richard doubted; that she loved him was certain, and loved him increasingly as his mental state grew worse. There had been no children; child-bearing was as inconceivable in connection with Aunt Carrie as it would be with a phoenix. How close she had always been to him in one way, and in another, how remote! For months at Rookland they were living under the same roof and yet, but for one or two conversations, she might have been as far away as she now was, in Australia. But the climate of her mind had enfolded him as it had his mother, and it was when he was spiritually most in touch with her that the thought of Lucy became most unbearable.


Thank goodness, Aunt Carrie would never know.


And it was this consideration, more than any other, that was ministering to his peace of mind, when the telephone bell rang.


‘Can I speak to Mr. Mardick?’


‘Yes, this is Richard Mardick.’


‘Oh, Mr. Mardick, I rang you up some time ago, but I was told you were out.’


‘I am so sorry. Did you leave your name?’


‘Yes, I think I did, I’m almost sure I did. Lucilla Distington. You wouldn’t remember it, but I met you at a cocktail party, and you were kind enough to say you would come and have a meal with me sometime.’


‘I should love to,’ said Richard, but he couldn’t remember her from Adam – or from Eve. How mortifying that this sort of thing was always happening to him now.


‘I hope it wasn’t too late to ring you up,’ she apologized in a pleasant, rather low voice, that oddly enough seemed to ring a bell, although her name didn’t. ‘I thought I might catch you before you went to bed. I’m such an admirer of your work – that is my excuse.’


‘I’m so glad,’ said Richard automatically. ‘But I’m on the retired list now.’


‘Oh no, you mustn’t say that. Well, I was wondering if luncheon some day next week might be possible.’


‘I’m sure it would be,’ Richard said. ‘I have very few engagements.’


‘Should we say Wednesday then, about one, at 105 Onslow Square?’


‘That would be perfect.’


‘I shall look forward so much to seeing you,’ she said. ‘Good night.’


Richard went back to his chair in a confused state of mind. He hadn’t wanted to accept the invitation, he didn’t want to accept any invitation. He was much happier here, snug in his flat, dreaming away his time with Denys. A luncheon-party! Sometimes he still went to them, but only with people he knew, and people who knew about his state of health.


He didn’t want to make any more friends or even acquaintances; the process of withdrawal must go on. He was happier when reconciled to his fate than when fighting it, or trying to ignore it. And his physical infirmity still embarrassed him. If he went out he felt he ought to explain: ‘You mustn’t mind if I pass out before lunch is over.’ Most troubles mattered less if you kept them to yourself, and illness was certainly one. A few were better shared, but only by one person.


Still Denys didn’t come and presently Richard’s mood of pleased acceptance gave way to anxiety. Denys knew that Richard fretted if he stayed out late; he worried lest Denys should have forgotten to take his latch-key, or been run over: a dozen things might have happened to him. And yet how could Richard expect a young man, with plenty of friends, to be in before midnight, as if he was living in a College? It was neurotic to get into this fuss. Like a sensible person, Richard went to bed; but unlike a sensible person he didn’t go to sleep; he kept an ear cocked for the click of the door. And when it came, how overwhelming his relief. Trying to scold Denys without seeming to, he said: ‘You are a monster! You said the lady who rang up when I was out didn’t leave her name.’


‘Well, did she?’


‘She said she did – Lucilla Distington, it was.’


Denys, who had the irresponsible and optimistic look of someone who has enjoyed his evening out, said airily: ‘Yes, I remember now. But I didn’t think you would want to be bothered with her. You’ve often told me you didn’t want strangers impinging on your life.’


‘That’s true, only you might give me the choice where to draw the line.’


‘That’s just what I was trying to save you from,’ said Denys, putting on Richard’s dressing-gown and walking to and fro as if it was fancy dress. ‘I know how you hate decisions. This Mrs. Distington—’


‘She didn’t say she was Mrs.’


‘I should give her a miss.’


Richard laughed half-heartedly.


‘And I hope you did. Madam I cannot, mistress I would not call you. But what did happen?’


‘Well, I’ve got to lunch with her,’ said Richard, moving his head restlessly on the pillow. ‘If you had warned me, I could have thought up an excuse.’


‘Because her name’s Lucilla?’


‘No, it’s a pretty name, but next time—’


‘Next time I’ll let you stew in your own juice,’ said Denys threateningly. He took off the dressing-gown and threw it on a chair. ‘There! I wash my hands of you. I won’t try to protect you any longer from a designing female, Miss or Mrs.’


Richard laughed happily, and five minutes later was asleep.










Chapter 2


Miss Lucilla Distington (for unmarried she proved to be) was tall and distinguished-looking, as befitted her name. She had high cheek-bones, black hair with threads of white in it, and what Richard thought of as a Spanish complexion. She wore rather long earrings, two pearls on each, with pear-shaped rubies depending from them; she looked like someone who has always had money, and her flat, with its beautiful French furniture, seemed to bear this out. At first sight she struck Richard as a little formidable, a thing which he rather resented, for he had known women with better claims to self-importance than she appeared to have. But later he decided she was shy; the diffident, unpractised way in which she offered the pre-luncheon drinks was evidence of this. Many women and men did it automatically, as though born to be Hebes or Ganymedes; they went to the drink-tray, and appeared to know instinctively what everybody wanted, or could want, and poured it out. She hesitated, scanning each face inquiringly as if she might be asked for something she hadn’t got. There were only three guests to consider, Richard and a married couple whom he knew slightly. They had the exploratory conversation of people who don’t know each other well and use a topic to find out about each other. It was the sort of conversation Richard enjoyed, for he liked to approach newcomers through the facts that interested them, rather than through the chit-chat of conventional social usage, which was often more disguising than revealing.


Miss Distington seemed to be drawn to him, by some sort of interest for which he couldn’t account: an elective affinity, perhaps, for though he was known among his own set, he was anything but headline news, and it flattered and touched him that she, a stranger, many years his junior (she couldn’t have been much more than forty-five) should go out of her way to be pleasant to an elderly man, already under sentence of death – she didn’t know that, only a few of his friends did, but in certain moods he thought that everyone must know.


A few of his friends! They were very few and becoming fewer, their ranks thinned by death. Since he had taken on Denys as his secretary, he hadn’t seemed to need them. Was it laziness, and he didn’t want to make the effort that a free and equal friendship calls for? Denys was his employee, paid to listen to him, to his soliloquies and anecdotes (hadn’t he recently listened to a very long one?), paid not to argue and have opinions of his own – though in fact Denys had plenty. And they, his few remaining friends, didn’t seem to have much need of him, either. At any rate they came less and less to his flat. Perhaps they were losing interest in someone who wasn’t long for this world, someone ‘on whom death had set his broad arrow’ (how he loved Sir Thomas Browne!) And yet it wasn’t like them – it wasn’t even human, still less humane – to avoid a man just because he was dying. One of them had said to him jokingly: ‘Your secretary – Aspin, Denys, whatever you call him – isn’t very welcoming on the telephone!’ Could it be that Denys was jealous, and didn’t like him having his friends around? Richard rather wished that it were so, but he didn’t think it was; his friends were always nice to Denys. It might be that Denys, in common with some other people, had an unfortunate telephone manner, abrupt and disconcerting. Richard had always heard him cooing as gently as any sucking-dove, but perhaps when he was by himself he felt the need for self-assertion. He must ‘speak to’ Denys about it, sometime . . . sometime.


Denys had certainly been remiss, whether as a secretary or a friend, in forgetting or pretending to forget Lucilla Distington’s name. This mustn’t happen again. It was a name he liked, as he liked its owner. How nice she had been to him, treating him with just that shade of deference that made him feel he was still someone, whereas he had been feeling anyone – or no one. During luncheon she had turned to him constantly, and asked him questions meant to draw him out – to make him feel he was on his own ground and in some way King of it. Vanity, vanity of course: but he didn’t think she was playing on his vanity; she just wanted him to feel as well and as happy as circumstances allowed him to be; she couldn’t know, of course, how adverse those circumstances were.


He and the other two guests shared a taxi on the way home, and inevitably they talked about her. The others didn’t know much, but they knew more than he did. She had come to London several years ago, having hitherto lived in the country with her parents. When they died, leaving her well off, she came to London, vaguely in search of the wider horizons she had missed in her country retreat – missed to the point of not getting married, heiress though she was. She was too much her mother’s daughter, that was the explanation; her mother was a good deal younger than her father, and had outlived him by ten years. Lucilla had kept her power of affection and her love of life, as women do so much more readily than men; but in London she did not at first find an outlet for them, perhaps it was too late in the day to discover a satisfying pattern of London life – a quest in any case easier for a man than for a woman. And perhaps as a result of living so much with her parents she couldn’t easily adjust herself to the rapid give and take of party talk; she got left behind, and when she did speak it was as though she was trying to catch up and put her word in.


So her friends said, but Richard hadn’t noticed it; to him she talked eagerly and freely, as if to someone she had known for a long time, and he, too, seemed to know the bent of her mind and the kind of thing she would be likely to say.


 


He wanted to ask her back but he was chary of beginning a new friendship which might involve new social commitments; if she was already too old, too square for the social round, he was much more so. Besides, he didn’t quite know how Denys would take it. Denys was eminently presentable; how could an Aspin not be? But he was a little on the defensive with strangers, and would sometimes conversationally trip them up or lay small verbal traps for them. In private, alone with Denys, Richard enjoyed these verbal skirmishes, but not in company, where they had the wrong effect. He didn’t want to see Denys through critical or hostile eyes; he depended on him too much to run such risks. Denys was essential to his welfare: Lucilla Distington was not. And yet!—


He decided to invite her to luncheon, and with her a woman friend of old standing who found Denys’s sometimes unruly tongue amusing.


‘Oh, God,’ said Denys, when Richard broached his project, ‘you don’t really mean to have Lucilla here?’


It irritated Richard that he should use her Christian name.


‘Well, yes, I think I must,’ he said, ‘and you know you like Diana Alkaly.’


‘She’s not a bad old thing,’ said Denys, ‘compared with some of them. But couldn’t you count me out? Please do, Richard; I could so easily have a date that day.’


‘You’ve had so many dates just lately,’ said Richard, with all the severity he could command, ‘your friends must need a rest. Besides, I rely on you to do the cooking.’


‘Oh, Richard, wouldn’t Mrs. Cuddesdon oblige?’ Mrs. Cuddesdon was the daily help.


‘But you cook much better than she does, and besides, we want your company.’


‘How can you have my company if I’m cooking?’


‘You talk as if you would be actually in the oven.’


‘Well, the kitchen is just like one. . . . Anyhow you shouldn’t be having visitors; Dr. Herbright said you ought to keep quiet.’


‘He said a little social life did no harm so long as I don’t get excited.’


‘Lucilla will excite you,’ Denys said. ‘That’s why you invited her.’


Richard asked himself if this was true, and decided that it wasn’t. But it was gratifying that Denys showed slight signs of jealousy.


‘I find her company most soothing,’ he replied. ‘It’s just what the doctor ordered.’


‘More soothing than mine?’


‘My dear Denys, I shouldn’t dream of comparing you.’


‘She’s well off, isn’t she?’


‘Yes, I believe so.’


‘What would she think,’ asked Denys, ‘if she knew what a dark horse you were?’


Richard smiled, but the smile soon faded.


‘I don’t know – I suppose she would be horrified, brought up the way she was. She’s much more old-fashioned, I should guess, than most women of her generation. In my youth, Denys, our sort of people didn’t lead irregular lives. The upper crust, to which your family belonged, may have done – I don’t know.’


‘Thank you,’ Denys said.


‘I’m not criticizing them,’ said Richard. ‘I dare say that in some ways they were more right than we were. We didn’t give the flesh its due. Or perhaps we did – I’ve never known what my relations really thought – the Holy Family, you know. I know how they behaved, but their thoughts may have been less rigid than their practice. Perhaps it’s just that today the lid has been taken off a saucepan that was always simmering.’


‘You shouldn’t use these kitchen metaphors,’ said Denys. ‘If you knew more about cooking you’d know that most saucepans don’t have lids. But I see that your subconscious is bent on my cooking this meal. You’re a tyrant really – you will have your own way. I think I ought to warn Lucilla.’


 


When she came into the flat, it was with the diffident, slightly abashed air that Richard found so difficult to account for. He could only meet it by apology – apology for the flat, for the meal they were going to have, for bringing her out on false pretences. It seemed necessary to reinstate her in her own opinion. He wasn’t sure that his other guest would co-operate – for women are not always anxious to put other women at their ease, and there was no obvious reason to be tender to Miss Distington. But Mrs. Alkaly, perhaps because she was so sure of her own ground in the world, and of Richard’s regard, couldn’t have behaved better. She was especially charming to Denys, complimenting him on his cooking, and his ability to be in two places at once.


‘What a wonder-worker you are!’


‘I am glad that someone gives me credit for it,’ Denys said.


‘I should like to add my tribute,’ said Lucilla shyly. ‘I wish we could have the whole meal over again.’


‘You mustn’t say that to Richard,’ Denys said. ‘You’ve no idea how greedy he is.’


‘Are you greedy, Richard?’ asked Mrs. Alkaly. ‘I haven’t noticed it, but you have every reason to be, here.’


‘My appetite depends on the company I’m in,’ said Richard, feeling that Denys had been praised enough. ‘When Denys and I are alone together—’


‘When we are alone together,’ interrupted Denys, ‘he tells the most interminable stories and sometimes forgets to eat.’


‘Do you, Richard?’ asked Mrs. Alkaly, incredulous. ‘I’ve known him a long time, Miss Distington, but I’ve never known him tell a story that lasted more than a minute.’


‘Oh, but he can be very long-winded,’ Denys said, ‘when he gets on to the subject of his murky past.’


‘His murky past?’ repeated Mrs. Alkaly, brightening at the words. ‘That must have been a very long time ago – forgive me, Richard, I wasn’t thinking in terms of age, but only of your short and blameless life.’


‘It has reached the allotted span, you know,’ said Richard, as lightly as he could.


Mrs. Alkaly, who did know, suppressed a sigh.


‘We must believe you, I suppose,’ she said, ‘in spite of all appearance to the contrary.’ She felt that none of this should have been said, and it was owing to her clumsiness that it had been. ‘I think you like to boast of your age,’ she went on, ‘because you look so young.’ Her eye caught Miss Distington’s across the oval table. ‘You don’t believe him, do you? He’s trying to make fun of us. But, Richard, we long to hear about your murky past.’ She felt she was on safer ground now. ‘Won’t you tell us some of its darkest incidents? We shan’t believe you, of course. It would be just another way of showing off.’


Richard tried to hide his confusion. ‘I do sometimes ramble on, I’m afraid,’ he said, ‘and Denys gets the benefit of it. Now be a good fellow, Denys, and bring us our coffee.’


Sometimes he had to give Denys orders.


 


But when the guests had gone his mood changed and he felt he had been hard on Denys, not so much with his tongue as in his thoughts. For Denys’s position was no easy one, by turns a companion and an employee, and all the time an Aspin of Aspin Castle, whose forebears wouldn’t have deigned to know his forebears, if he had any to speak of in medieval times. It wasn’t surprising if Denys sometimes wanted to assert himself and throw his weight about, little of it as there was attached to his tall frame. As an Aspin Denys was one thing, as a secretary he was another, as a cook he was a third – a Trinity in Unity, a strange lop-sided figure in which the parts, socially, were anything but equal. How could he be expected to achieve a consistent way of feeling, or behaving, which would synthesize all three?


It sometimes, but not always, happens, that one feels fonder of a friend for having done him an injustice, and a new wave of affection came over Richard for Denys, who had done so much for him and who meant far more to him than any Distington or Alkaly, or anyone else in the diminishing circle of his friends – a circle that he had already half made up his mind to drift away from when Lucilla Distington turned up to make him feel that he was still a person – which he wasn’t, for a person is someone with a future, however precarious, whereas he had none, the doctors said so.


He waited until Denys had finished washing up (the sounds of which always made Richard feel guilty) and then said:


‘I hope you enjoyed your lunch as much as we did.’


‘Oh yes,’ said Denys, ‘when I had time to think about it. I wasn’t sure I liked your new friend though.’


‘Lucilla Distington?’


‘Well, yes. The other is an old friend, isn’t she?’


‘Oh yes, a very old friend.’


‘You must be careful with Lucilla, Richard. I think she has designs on you.’


‘Oh, Denys, me, with one foot in the grave?’


‘She doesn’t know that, does she?’


Richard thought for a second or two.


‘Sometimes I think that everyone must know. No, I expect she doesn’t – but even so, do I look like a prospective bridegroom?’


‘I can say without flattery that you look younger than your years – all this resting has rejuvenated you.’


‘Thank you,’ said Richard, turning round to steal a glance at his reflection in the looking-glass which mirrored the tree-tops in the square outside. Seen like that in shadow with the green light behind him, he didn’t look so old. But Denys’s idea was preposterous and besides it blurred the image of a possible friendship in which marriage would have been a discordant element.


‘Oh no,’ he said. ‘You’re quite mistaken, Denys. If she had wanted to get married she would have got married long ago – what was there to stop her? She had money and looks too, though I daresay she’s better-looking now than she used to be. No, perhaps she felt an affinity and followed it up, just as I did, when I met you.’


‘That’s what I’m afraid of,’ said Denys, ‘these affinities. You ought to have just one affinity – me.’


‘Don’t worry, that’s all I have,’ said Richard. ‘And talking of affinities, wasn’t it amusing that she had known some Aspins in Devonshire?’


‘Oh, had she?’ said Denys. ‘I wasn’t paying much attention at that moment. I was busy changing the plates. Some Aspins in Devonshire, did you say? I believe there are Aspins in Devonshire, though of course it’s a long way from Northumberland. What sort of people were they – crooks?’


‘Oh no,’ said Richard. ‘They were country neighbours. She was going to tell them that she’d met you.’


‘I hope she won’t,’ said Denys. ‘There’s nothing people like less than being confronted by some distant relative they’ve never heard of. I had a hunch she might be that sort of person – a retriever bringing back all sorts of things that nobody wants. You wait till she presents you with some distant branch of your family tree. I’m sure she is a trouble-maker, Richard. Take my advice, and cross her off your visiting-list. If you ask her again, I shall refuse to cook for her. It’s brains or brawn for lunch, I shall say; you can take your choice.’


‘I hoped you’d like her,’ Richard said. ‘You’d like her food, I’m sure. It’s up to your own standard. No brains or brawn or anything like that.’


‘There’s nothing wrong with my brains,’ said Denys, ‘cooked or uncooked. If it’s brawn you want, you must look elsewhere.’


He stretched himself languidly, occupying the room and Richard’s consciousness with his physical presence. I’d better not ask her again, thought Richard; but if she asks me I’ll go to her. Entertaining is so much easier for women.


 


Denys knew that Mrs. Cuddesdon didn’t like him. He said she was jealous of Richard’s affection for him. ‘She’s more than half in love with you,’ he said. Since Lucy’s death Richard had preferred to believe, and come to believe, that no one could possibly be in love with him (he hoped and thought that Denys loved him, but that was another matter), and how could anyone love a septuagenarian, with at least one foot in the grave? Yet he had noticed that when Mrs. Cuddesdon brought him his early morning tea her hand would sometimes brush lightly against his toes (not turned up, thank goodness), and when she helped him into his bed-jacket, she did so with marked solicitude. If she really had a tender feeling for him, it was very silly of her, and he didn’t like her any the better for it: she was nearly as old as he was, old enough to know better.










Chapter 3


When Denys asked for a rise, Richard was taken aback.


‘Of course, my dear fellow,’ he said. ‘I ought to have thought of it before.’


‘Don’t think me ungrateful,’ Denys said, ‘but sometimes one wants some ready money. This evening for instance—’


‘You’re short?’


Denys nodded, and Richard, fumbling with his pocket-book, pulled out a five-pound note.


‘You couldn’t make it ten?’


Richard rummaged again.


‘Well, I can make it nine.’


‘Bless you,’ said Denys. ‘When I go out I have to drink your health – I am sure you would wish me to. And my prayers for you, whenever I go to church, they cost me something.’


‘I’m sure they do,’ said Richard.


‘And while I’m writing the memoir I shall need extra sustenance of various kinds.’


‘Why, are you writing it now?’ asked Richard.


‘I thought I’d begin it now, while the . . . the facts are still fresh in my mind. Besides, I shall probably have to consult you about various things – points of style, and so on.’


‘That’s quite a good idea,’ said Richard.


‘And I shouldn’t want to put in anything you would rather I left out.’


‘Well no,’ Richard said. ‘But you’ve got the general idea, haven’t you? An uneventful life, with a hypochondriac background of illness and semi-illness and imaginary illness – such as a good many people had in those days, handicapping but not crippling. And then something else – an unfortunate experience in youth. Something that cast a shadow, a running shadow.’


‘Does the shadow still run?’ Denys asked.


‘Yes, but I’ve left it behind.’


‘You don’t think it could ever catch up with you again?’


‘Oh no, not now,’ said Richard, decidedly. ‘Once you have let the cat out of the bag, it doesn’t go back.’


‘Somebody might put it back,’ said Denys.


‘I doubt if they could, besides the cat wouldn’t want to go back.’


‘What about the seven devils who came back after one had been cast out?’


Richard looked worried, then his face cleared.


‘I think the cases are different,’ he said. ‘The seven devils found the place swept and garnished, but as far as we know, unoccupied. Now there wouldn’t be room because it’s occupied.’


‘By whom?’ asked Denys.


‘By you, of course.’


‘Not by Miss Distington?’


Richard laughed.


‘How you keep harping on her. I might almost think you were jealous. Naturally, I should be flattered if you were.’


‘Well, aren’t you going to dine with her tonight?’


‘Yes, I am, she’s simpatica, I like her, and the time passes agreeably. But—’


‘But what?’


‘Need you ask, Denys? And anyhow, you often go out in the evening. You’ve been out a lot just lately.’


‘I have to keep my end up,’ Denys said. ‘I have to stand on my own feet. I’m sure you would rather I wasn’t always on yours.’


‘I might say the same to you.’


‘But it wouldn’t be true of me. I am always delighted to see you prostrate.’


‘Yes, I’m afraid you are a bully,’ said Richard with a sigh.


‘Wait till I really bully you,’ said Denys, with a faint tone of menace.


 


‘Do I know you well enough,’ said Miss Distington, ‘to ask you to call me by my Christian name?’


‘Yes, Lucilla, you do,’ said Richard, and wondered if his tone wasn’t too paternal. After all, he was old enough to be her father. When other men adopted a fatherly air with younger women he didn’t like it. But it was hard to make the manner fit the relationship, and first one had to make sure what the relationship was. ‘And please call me by mine,’ he said, more distantly.


‘Indeed I will, it’s a name I like,’ she said. ‘Does no one ever call you Dick?’


‘Well, a few of my friends do, but in inverted commas, you know. My mother never wanted me to be called Dick. Perhaps she thought I might get “dirty” tacked on to it.’


‘Oh no. I don’t imagine she had ever heard of such a person,’ said Lucilla, slightly shocked. ‘Were you named after anyone?’


‘No, I don’t think so. Were you, Lucilla?’


‘I believe I was, after someone who was dead.’


‘But you don’t know who?’


‘No. She was a great friend of my parents, but they never told me who she was. In those days people were much more reticent than they are now – now they tell you everything, don’t you find?’


‘Do you think that is a good thing or a bad thing?’ Richard asked.


‘I don’t know. I’m all for a private life, and I think that feelings suffer if they are aired too much – they evaporate somehow, or get rubbed away, like coins that have been too much used. But of course it does cramp conversation if you can’t gossip, and if there are tracts of forbidden territory you must keep clear of. One of my difficulties, not knowing many people, is lest I should say something I ought not to, through ignorance, you know, about their ex-wives or husbands.’


Richard liked her seriousness.


‘I don’t think you’re in danger of doing that,’ he said, with a good deal of warmth.


‘Oh, I don’t know. I never quite know how far to go, or in what direction. Social life is a habit, isn’t it? which I haven’t properly acquired. At home we didn’t see many people. Did you, in your early days?’


‘I was a good deal bounded by relations,’ Richard said. ‘The outside world wasn’t quite real to me – it was like something one reads of in a novel. I thought of it as alluring and disreputable. For a good many years my life was very local and provincial – at Medehamstead and in the Fen country around.’


‘We always lived in Devon,’ said Lucilla, ‘ever since I can remember. Where my parents lived before that I don’t know. It’s odd, isn’t it, that they didn’t tell me. My father had money of his own – he could afford to live where he liked. His father was a brewer, and he still had some connexion with the family business, but he had no occupation. I think he would have been happier if he had, and found it easier to make friends. Your occupation must have brought you a great many friends.’


‘It did,’ said Richard, ‘but most of them are dead. For some reason I never found it easy to make friends with people younger than myself.’


He thought he saw a shadow cross Lucilla’s face.


‘But you like your secretary, don’t you?’ she asked. ‘He seemed a very nice man. We had some friends in Devon called Aspin – as I told you. It was an old family which used to own a castle in Northumberland. Colonel Aspin was very keen on genealogy – he was always working on his family tree and finding new branches or cutting off old ones. He would be thrilled to know I have met someone with the same name. Your Mr. Aspin might be a relation. Do you mind if I tell Colonel Aspin? It would give the old boy so much pleasure.’


‘Of course you can,’ said Richard. ‘Denys would be interested, too. He doesn’t talk much about the Aspins, but I know he’s proud of being one. So you still keep up with your friends in Devon?’


‘Oh yes, I write to them,’ Lucilla said. ‘But when my mother died I felt I wanted to change my way of life completely – the place, the people, everything. I was born in 1908 – that tells you how old I am – I shall be forty-nine next Thursday – rather old to be starting afresh.’


‘Oh no,’ said Richard. ‘Not at all too old – just twenty years younger than I am. Couldn’t we celebrate it – your birthday, I mean? Or perhaps you are giving a party?’


‘I was thinking of having a few friends,’ Lucilla said, ‘but without telling them why, you know, or at any rate till afterwards, or they might think they ought to give me presents. I should be only too pleased if you would join us. Could you?’


Richard said he would be delighted.


‘But on condition that you don’t give me a present,’ said Lucilla, and Richard unwillingly agreed.


 


Why, he wondered as he walked home – for Lucilla’s flat in Onslow Square was so near his that there was no need to take a taxi. Why did he feel disappointed because she hadn’t wanted him to give her a present?


The only person now that he felt like giving presents to was Denys. He had given Denys a great many presents – clothes, books (though Denys wasn’t a great reader), a wrist-watch, a cigarette-case, trinkets of one sort and another – and, of course, money: Denys seemed to get through a good deal of money which was, of course, quite understandable at his age: he needed all sorts of indoor recreations and indoor recreations were expensive. If he hadn’t given him a car it was only because Denys had the use of his. He liked to think of Denys enjoying himself and if he couldn’t enjoy himself without money – well, that was how young people were in these days.


What a boon the Brickworks had been. He owed his material prosperity to it, as much as he owed his spiritual poverty to the Brickfield. The clay of the Brickfield had been an age-old synonym for mortality; the clay our bodies are made of, and to which they must return. But the clay of the Brickworks was life-enhancing. Without it he couldn’t have given anyone presents – Denys or . . . or . . . Lucilla. She wouldn’t accept a birthday present, but she might accept another, later on.


Why did he want to give her one, when she had everything she needed? In his time he had given plenty of presents, but the cases had been few in which he felt he was giving something of himself. Why did he have this feeling about her, a friend of his old age, and of such short standing? Presents, of course, meant many different things, both to the giver and the receiver. There was the parting present, that marked the end of a relationship. Such a present might be a reward for faithful service, a golden handshake accompanied by smiles to match: donor and donee looked each other in the eye, remembering past times which had brought satisfaction, or pleasure or profit to them both. The camera has flashed and there they stand, two middle-aged or elderly men, perhaps, bending towards each other with the object – a clock or whatever it might be – mid-way between them, seeming to belong so equally to both that were it not for the caption one could hardly tell who was giving and who receiving. Often it is a clock, for a clock is not a dead thing, it recollects the past, it has been ticking through the past, it is ticking now and looks forward to times ahead. A clock lives in the present but it lives in the past and in the future too. It is the ideal present, for it has the freedom of Time’s three dimensions. Present . . . present . . . did the two words come from the same root?


Should he give Lucilla a clock?


In her case it would be a forward-looking present, suggesting that they had a future together. But they hadn’t, of course; and wasn’t it a form of deception to intimate that they had? No matter if it was; he couldn’t flatter himself that she would mind when the clock became a memento instead of a time-keeper, ticking away their living hours.


It needn’t involve either of them in anything. It didn’t mean that she would feel obliged to give him a present in return, or that he would have to give her further presents. Nor did it mean that Denys would have one present the less. Dear Denys, he must have come to look on presents as his due. Denys never asked for them, but Richard continued to pour them out, when he could think of anything that Denys wanted, as if— There were so many types of present, signifying as many attitudes on the part of the giver, and all happy-making, all a release of the ego from the thraldom of itself. Yet there were presents one didn’t always want to give: wedding presents, Christmas presents, birthday presents: they were dictated by compulsion. Compulsion from within, not from without. ‘I ought to give so-and-so a present’, not ‘I must give him or her a present’, for no one, not even the most barefaced or most brazen, had ever insisted on being given a present. People had a lot of cheek, but in all ranks of society the convention against asking for a present was very strong, almost unbreakable. Who had ever known a porter, or a waiter, ask for a tip? They might look black if they didn’t get one, but they never asked for one, or hardly ever. It had been assumed, throughout the ages, that present-giving was a voluntary act, an act of grace, an inalienable privilege. Richard had known presents refused – in effect Lucilla had just refused his – he had known tips refused: but demanded, no. Governments came nearest to it. In times past kings asked for a loan, a forced loan, nowadays the State took anything it could get but didn’t pretend its exactions were a present. Whoever heard of a State supported by voluntary contributions? In the old days hospitals were, and generous people still subscribed to them. But not to the State; the State had restricted and debased the currency of giving, the activity which shows the individual at his best. Had anyone ever made a donation to the income tax? Yes, in a way they had: the Chancellor of the Exchequer sometimes acknowledged this or that sum – generally a small one— for Conscience Money. But such sums weren’t really voluntary: they were sops to conscience: conscience which, with its myriad voices, was always blackmailing one.


Blackmail, what an unpleasant word. Richard had begun to thread the network of small streets, lively and charming by day, a little furtive and sinister by night, which separated Brompton Road from the Square, or oblong, of tree-lined houses in which he lived. In this dark night, pitch-black but for the scanty street-lamps, the thought of blackmail was a visitor that came more readily than it went. For here, at last, was the compulsory present: the present that wasn’t the natural offspring of a generous heart, fertilized by sweet influences from without, but a monstrous never-ending brood, engendered on the victim by some act or acts of imprudence connected, it might be, with love.


Richard quickened his steps but he couldn’t shake the thought off; it seemed to envelop and possess him, and subdue his imagination to its gloomy hue almost as obsessively as if it had been a dream, and it was only when he turned the corner into his square that the familiarity of his surroundings asserted itself and gave him a feeling of security. This was real – so was the hall, so was the lift, which rumbling and creaking bore him upwards; and so was, or would be, the company of Denys, which seemed with every moment more desirable.


But Denys wasn’t there. He had said he wasn’t going out, but he must have changed his mind. Of course he was at liberty to do so, Richard wasn’t his gaoler, and he liked to think, or liked to like to think, that Denys had a life of his own outside the comfortable but restricted precincts of Relton Place. How could Richard hope to absorb the energies, whatsoever they might be, of a young man of twenty-eight? It wasn’t reasonable, it wasn’t even desirable. Richard, approaching seventy, with nothing to look forward to, might centre his affections upon Denys; but Denys needed friends of his own age, and all the more because he was a single man and should have some variety in his life.


He will come in soon, Richard told himself, while he lay awake listening for the click of the outer door, such a stupid occupation when he might just as well have gone to sleep – he will come in soon. Mingling with his automatic anxiety was a slight feeling of resentment that an evening which had passed so pleasantly should finish so discouragingly. But Denys didn’t come and the next thing Richard heard was the click of the latch which announced the arrival of the daily woman. Or was it Denys? He wouldn’t know till later.










Chapter 4


Denys appeared at breakfast showing, Richard thought, signs of wear. His complexion was so delicate and transparent that the least change in his health affected it; the bluish whites of his blue eyes were normally so clear that a vein of red in them was visible from the other side of the room. It’s nothing to do with me, Richard reminded himself, how Denys spends his time off; all the same he had to make an effort to refrain from some comment on Deny’s dilapidated appearance.


‘Did you have a good evening?’ he asked, after they had faced each other for a minute or two over the eggs and bacon.


‘Not too bad,’ said Denys. ‘I got in a bit late, though. You know how it is, they wouldn’t let me go away. But I was worrying all the time about how you were faring, with Miss . . . Miss . . .’


‘Distington.’


‘Oh yes,’ said Denys lightly. ‘With Miss Distington. How did that go?’


‘All right,’ said Richard, ‘it was a pleasant evening. She has an excellent cook – don’t look at me like that, Denys, she doesn’t cook any better than you do, or as well.’


‘I’m not a professional cook,’ said Denys, ‘I only do it to oblige, so I don’t compete. But tell me more about Miss Distington. Isn’t she rather a dark horse, or mare, or whatever is the right expression for a dubious female?’


Richard felt and looked offended on Lucilla’s behalf.


‘Her hair is dark,’ he said, ‘and she has the sort of colouring that goes with it. The odd thing is, though, Denys, that I have a feeling I’ve seen her before.’


‘You have seen her before,’ Denys rejoined, ‘a good many times, just lately.’


Richard was aware of this, but it came with added force from someone else’s lips.


‘I know,’ he said, ‘but I didn’t mean that. Perhaps “seen” isn’t the right word. I feel I’ve heard her before – her voice, you know.’


‘Voices do run in families,’ Denys said. ‘I expect I’ve got an Aspin voice.’


‘With a slight hiss in it,’ said Richard, ‘to emphasize the asp?’ He was rather pleased with this, but Denys didn’t smile, and Richard realized he had never before tried to make a joke at Denys’s expense. Was it in revenge for Denys’s crack at Lucilla?


‘I can’t remember what the family voice was like,’ said Denys. ‘It’s so long since I heard it. I expect it had a Norman twang. I know I roll my r’s, but I don’t hiss, as you suggested.’


‘That was only my fun,’ said Richard, penitent.


Denys gave Richard one of his long brooding stares, which some people found disconcerting. Richard was so used to them he hardly noticed them. They weren’t meant to be rude; they were a sign of mental withdrawal, of self-absorption so complete that sometimes Denys’s mouth fell slightly open. Coming out of his brief trance he said:


‘I’m not sure how much I like your fun . . . But I was thinking of Lucilla’s voice. I didn’t notice it particularly. Does she speak with a West Country accent – a burr? She’s like a burr – the way she clings to you.’


‘I suppose she might say that about me – two burrs together.’


‘It looks rather like it. Distington is a place in Cumberland – I know, because it isn’t far from my ancestral home. Has Lucilla a north-country accent?’


‘I expect you would have noticed if she had,’ said Richard.


‘I really didn’t notice her particularly. Perhaps she had a Fenland accent?’


Richard laughed, then looked more serious.


‘That’s a sort of bastard cockney, it goes right through the East Midlands to South Lincolnshire. No, what seemed to ring a bell wasn’t an accent, it was an intonation, a tone, that might have been an echo from my youth, from Rookland, or anywhere. I might not have noticed it, only I found myself saying the kind of things I used to say once but haven’t said for ages.’


‘What sort of things?’


‘Oh, I don’t know – the half-automatic responses that one makes to people one knows well – that I make to you, Denys, when I speak without thinking. Talking to strangers, one has to adjust oneself to their way of talking and thinking. With her, I don’t.’


Denys’s long hand travelled slowly towards his glass, for drink-time had come.


‘How lucky for her.’


‘Well, perhaps it is. I’m no good at prepared speeches. Are you in tonight, Denys?’


‘As a matter of fact, I have a date,’ said Denys. ‘I don’t know why I seem to be so popular just now. One thing leads to another – or one person leads to another. You always wanted me to have friends, didn’t you? You have so many friends yourself.’


‘I used to have,’ said Richard.


‘You have a new one now. I’ll leave you some soup and the cold chicken – will that be all right?’


‘Of course,’ said Richard.


‘And I promise I won’t be in late.’


But Denys hadn’t come in when Richard finally dropped off, and his sleep was far from dreamless. He was back in Rookland, and the scene was a familiar one – familiar to his dreams, that is, because it was the graveyard of the Abbey. In life he had never revisited it, but in dreams he often had, to find out which of the two graves was Lucy’s, and to lay a wreath on it. Sometimes he carried the wreath in his hand, but sometimes he forgot to take it and had to turn back, for without it his quest would only end in the torments of frustration. But whether he remembered to take the wreath or not, the object of his search still eluded him, for though the two headstones he expected to see were there, he couldn’t tell which was Lucy’s because it was too dark to read the inscriptions. It was always dark when he went, darker than on an ordinary night, so that he often stumbled over grave-stones before he reached his goal. It was dark on this night too, but there was a difference, for someone had got there before him, a shadowy figure that made the darkness solid: she might have been a nun but she was too tall for a nun, nuns were nearly always short. As he reached her she turned and he saw it was Lucilla.
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