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            Foreword

by Cathy Rentzenbrink

         

         The Feast opens in September 1947 when the Reverend Samuel Bott of St. Sody in North Cornwall can’t play chess with his guest, the Reverend Gerald Seddon, because he has a funeral sermon to write. The month before, a huge mass of cliffside collapsed into a cove, obliterating Pendizack Hotel and causing all the people inside to perish. Seddon has read about it in the papers. Wasn’t it because a mine washed into a cave behind the house? Partly, agrees Bott, though that had seemed to do no damage at the time. Then cracks were found in the cliff and a survey man wrote to the owner Mr. Siddal to say they should evacuate, but he never did anything about it. Now Siddal is buried under the cliff and it has been accepted that all the victims will lie where they fell under the rocks and boulders: ‘No chance of getting them out. You should see the place; you wouldn’t know it. The cove is not there anymore. Nobody would think a house and gardens and stables ever stood there. So now we’ve got to have a ghastly sort of ceremony …’

         Bott applies himself to his sermon. He goes to his typewriter and inexpertly hammers out ‘ACTOF GOD’. Then there is a silence for twenty minutes until Seddon remarks that he is not getting on very fast. Bott admits he was frightened, that he is still frightened, that, yes, it should have been nothing compared to London in the Blitz, but that when the survivors—yes, there were survivors—came to him afterwards they said the most astonishing things. Bott abandons his typewriter and comes to take a chair opposite Seddon. ‘See what you make of it …’

         After the intriguing opening—how clever to name one victim and let us know there are lots more, but also survivors with stories to tell—the narrative unfolds in seven parts, one for each day of the week leading up to the collapse. We read on almost as we would a crime novel, with a keen curiosity to know who lives and dies as we get to know our characters via their letters, diaries, typescripts full of errors, internal monologues and scenes full of life and conversation.

         
            *

         

         Margaret Kennedy achieved stratospheric success with her second novel The Constant Nymph in 1924, which was much adapted and discussed for its bohemian portrayal of a teenage girl who falls in love with a family friend. Her career continued to flourish and she wrote several more novels and plays. In 1937 Kennedy was talking about the seven deadly sins with novelist friends who schemed to imagine the sins as modern characters and each write a short story. The project fell through because they felt the overall effect might be too depressing, but Kennedy continued to mull it over, envisaging the seven sins collected in an inn run by the unhappy wife of Sloth. She still worried that her cast might be too unpleasant, but when she began to think of who the other guests might be, the novel caught fire. The end result is a riveting novel, one that wears its origin and moral lightly. And what a difference those ten years made! Had Kennedy and her friends pursued the idea in 1937 they would have been exploring pre-war preoccupations; however, The Feast situates the age-old questions of sin, retribution and salvation against a specific post-war context of shortages and squabbling, and this is what gives the novel such immediacy and texture.

         Pride, gluttony, covetousness, lechery, wrath, envy and sloth are well in evidence at the Pendizack Hotel. The first guest we encounter is Lady Gifford, who sends Mrs. Siddal a long list of all the foods her doctor says she can and can’t eat and suggests that she takes her meals in her room so the other guests won’t be ‘selfish and inconsiderate’ about her need for superior nourishment. She regrets that they have had to give up their large country house because they can’t get staff: ‘All spaciousness and graciousness seems to have vanished from life, doesn’t it?’

         Lady Gifford wants her husband, Sir Henry, to agree to move to Guernsey so that they can avoid income tax, but he is against it. ‘She doesn’t understand. She was in America. She wasn’t in the Blitz. I was. All that suffering, all that sacrifice, all that heroism … I saw it.’ Sir Henry is gradually coming to realize that he can’t bear the way his wife values nothing more in life than her saucer of cream. ‘Why shouldn’t I?’ she asks. ‘I can afford cream. Why shouldn’t I go to live where the cream is?’

         The Gifford children have an air of careless arrogance and look unusually well-nourished, like they belong ‘to the kind of people who feed in the Black Market, who wear smuggled nylons and who, in an epoch of shortages, do not scruple to secure more than their share’. Their pockets are full of off-ration sweets like marrons glacés that arrive in packages from America.

         The Giffords do offer to share their spoils with the children of fellow guest Mrs. Cove, who is grim and competent with a way of saving everything for a rainy day that never dawns. She crams her family into one room at the hotel to secure a reduction, and her daughters look like ‘plants that have been grown in the dark’ with pudding haircuts and shabby cotton dresses that barely cover their bony knees. Mrs. Cove despatches her children to the shops to get in first with their rationed sweet points and secure the best. Turkish delight is scarce, she instructs, so get that. Or marshmallows or fudge. She then sells the sweets on without letting the children eat any.

         ‘Fancy all these people paying six guineas a week for the chance of having half Cornwall fall on top of them one fine day!’ So writes Miss Dorothy Ellis, the disgruntled housekeeper, as she delights in spreading a rumour that the cliffside is unsafe, though she doubts it is true. She complains that the hotel is ‘a rotten hole, the worst I ever struck’. She dislikes everyone, especially her employers who have lost all their money and are running the boarding house badly. ‘It makes me mad to see her with this huge place—I could have made my tea shop pay if I had the chances some have.’ Miss Ellis loves to laugh at the misfortunes of others: ‘This Socialist Government does not look after poor people like they promised but they have brought rich people down, which is one comfort.’ She spends her days snooping and trying to bully Nancibel, the maid who lives locally.

         Nancibel is a straight-talking delight. She falls for Bruce, who is acting as chauffeur and secretary to the peculiar-looking lady writer Anna Lechene. Bruce, too, is working on a novel, but Nancibel doesn’t fancy the sound of it: ‘I like books about nice people. And a story where it all comes out right in the end.’ When Bruce accuses her of not wanting to face facts, she says, ‘Not in story books, I don’t. I face plenty between Monday and Saturday without reading about them.’

         Nancibel has picked up RAF slang during her time in the ATS. Her granny doesn’t like it when she says Miss Ellis is ‘having kittens’ because she has to empty the slops. Her granny tells the Cove children about the day the first train came to the town, driven into the station by the mayor in his golden chain, decked with garlands and boughs as the band played. There was a great feast in the town hall that day. The children want to know who gave it: ‘All gave it and all came.’

         The Cove children might be poor but they are rich in dreams, and their favourite game—inspired by the dormitory feasts in a book they own called The Madcap of St. Monica’s—is to plan the feasts they would give if they were rich. As the week goes on, and after the Cove children have a narrow escape, Nancibel and some of the other characters decide that they should have their feast. They donate their sweet points, or offer to make jelly or cook lobsters, and join in with the plan to dress up. Sir Henry Gifford even provides four bottles of hock. The children create beautiful hand-painted invitations and the reader begins to grasp that there might be more than a picnic at stake as the hotel guests and staff decide whether or not to take up the offer …

         The Feast is so full of pleasure that you could be forgiven for not seeing how clever it is. Like many of my favourite novels, it delivers an enjoyable story that can be consumed without too much strain, but also repays mulling over and re-reading in pursuit of the many and various deeper meanings. Kennedy is a playful and skilled writer and all the jokes and satisfyingly granular details of daily life coexist with a brutal ability to face unpleasant truths about humanity: four of the buried guests are parents, and it is difficult to come to any other conclusion but that their offspring are better off without them.

         Like the mine that exploded in the cave and seemed at first to have done no damage, the influence and impact of this novel are greater than they at first appear. Perhaps you, dear reader, like me, will indulge in some self-assessment, nervously scanning for evidence of your own pride or gluttony or wrath. And you may find yourself categorizing your real-life acquaintances by their sins as you ponder the wider questions raised about transgression and redemption. But perhaps the biggest triumph of The Feast is that while it showcases a full range of human failure and folly, what most sticks in the mind is the dear little scruffy Cove children who have so little, but whose desire to dispense non-judgemental generosity warms the heart. Perhaps the final invitation to the reader is that salvation is always available to us, if we can recognize the offer and accept it.
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            The Funeral Sermon

         

         In September 1947 the Reverend Gerald Seddon, of St. Frideswide, Roxton, paid his annual visit to the Reverend Samuel Bott, of St. Sody, North Cornwall.

         They are old friends and this holiday together is the greatest pleasure they know. For Mr. Bott, though he cannot afford to go away, allows himself a kind of vacation while Mr. Seddon is staying with him. He exchanges the cassock in which he is, at all other times, to be seen, for a pair of old flannel trousers and a pullover, and he goes for birdwatching expeditions along the cliffs. In the evening they play chess. Both are in the late fifties, Anglo-Catholic, celibate, and disconcertingly sincere. They like to be called Father by their parishioners, but they do not enjoy skirmishes with Protestants as much as they did when they were young. Father Bott is grey, stocky, and hirsute; he looks rather like a Scotch terrier and he is not popular in the parish of St. Sody. Father Seddon has the dew-lapped melancholy of a bloodhound; his life is harder and more unpleasant, but his parishioners appreciate him.

         He arrives in time for supper and they get out the chess board as soon as the meal is over. In London his evenings are spent in clubs and missions, so that he looks forward to this relaxation very much indeed. And he was consequently somewhat aggrieved when, on the night of his arrival in 1947, he was told to put the chess board away.

         ‘I can’t play tonight,’ explained Bott. ‘I’m very sorry; I have a sermon to write.’

         Seddon raised his eyebrows. It was a holiday rule that Bott should get all sermons written in advance.

         ‘It’s an unexpected sermon. I tried to get it done this afternoon. But I couldn’t think of anything to say.’

         ‘Very unusual,’ suggested Seddon unkindly.

         ‘Well … it’s a funeral sermon …’

         Bott went across to his desk and took the cover off his typewriter.

         ‘Not even an ordinary funeral,’ he complained. ‘Not a funeral at all, really. We can’t bury the deceased. They’re buried already. Under a cliff …’

         ‘Oh? Pendizack Cove?’

         Seddon never had much time for reading the newspapers, but he remembered this incident because it had been in his friend’s parish. During the month of August a huge mass of cliff side had suddenly subsided. It had fallen into a small cove a couple of miles from St. Sody village, and obliterated a house which once stood on a spit of land on the east side of the cove. Every person inside the house had perished.

         ‘It was a mine, wasn’t it?’ he asked. ‘A mine, washed up into the cave behind the house?’

         ‘Partly. But that was months ago, the mine,’ said Bott. ‘That was last winter. It went off inside the cave and seemed to do no damage. We all thought what an escape the house had had. It was a hotel, you know. Used to be a private house, but they’d turned it into a guest house. The cave runs right under the cliff. The blast must have shattered the rocks in there and loosened a great slice of the cliff face. Later on, cracks were found at the top of the cliff, about a hundred yards inland. Humphrey Bevin, he’s the Survey man, you know, lives over Falmouth way, heard of it and came to have a look. He was in two minds about it; thought it would have been down already if it was going to fall. But, on reflection, he wrote to Siddal to say that if those cracks got any wider he didn’t think the house was safe and they’d better get out. Siddal owned the hotel. He never answered. Never did anything about it. And now he’s under the cliff.’

         ‘You mean they’re all still buried?’

         ‘No chance of getting them out. You should see the place; you wouldn’t know it. The cove is not there any more. Nobody would think a house and gardens and stables ever stood there. So now we’ve got to have a ghastly sort of ceremony … Service in the church, and the rest of it as near as we can get to them … scrambling on the cliffs. I don’t like that sort of thing, but I can’t very well refuse, and we’ve got to give them as much of a Christian burial as we can. We’d have done it before, only there was some idea, for a time, of trying to get them out. It’s tomorrow. And if I were you I’d go off for the day. We shall have all the Press over, I suppose, and car loads of sightseers … And I’m expected to preach about it!’

         Bott addressed himself to his typewriter. He always typed his sermons because his writing was so bad that he could not read it. Nor could he always read his own typing, for that, too, was inexpert. He put a q at the top of a page, recollected himself, pulled out FIG. and put a 1. Then he pulled out GAP and made his first heading:

         
            ACTOF GOD.

         

         After that there was a pause of twenty minutes. Seddon settled down to a chess problem. The cheap alarm clock on the mantelpiece ticked hurriedly.

         Bott drew pictures on his blotting paper. First he drew a dolphin. Then he drew some curved capitals of pillars. And then he drew Pendizack Point, standing out into the sea. That was still there. That was on the far side of the cove. It had been there for hundreds, perhaps thousands, of years. But the chaos of fallen rock and boulder, the new, raw cliff face, on the eastern side had only been there a month. He could not have drawn it; he could not accept it as having any shape at all.

         For weeks that stony confusion had met him at the end of all his thoughts, blocking them with a kind of shuddering jar, as the road had been blocked on the night when he ran down to see what had happened. For he had heard, everyone in the village had heard, the roar and rumble of the falling cliff. As they ran over the fields he met people shouting that Pendizack Hotel was ‘gone’. He expected to find ruins, noise, confusion, screams, corpses—any horror but that which he found.

         There was a choking pall of dust which met them as they came down the hill to the cliffs, and they could see little. The hotel drive plunged downwards in steep zigzags, through trees and shrubs beside a little ravine. The silence below had already begun to chill his heart before he turned the second bend and ran into a rock. A hill rose in front of him. There was no road down any more.

         At first he thought that it was a barrier of loose boulders and tried to scramble over it. But at last he was driven back by the toppling, slipping rocks, and, returning up the drive, he took a side path, a little tunnel through rhododendrons, which led him out on to the open cliff. Here, in a moonlight still hazy with dust, he could see what had happened. The fallen cliff had filled up the entire cove. No trace was left of the house, the little platform of land where it had stood, or of anything else that had ever been there.

         Already the tide was lapping gently round the newly fallen boulders as if they had been there always. The coastline had settled itself to a new pattern and the cliffs had returned to their ancient and quiet solidity.

         He sighed, crossed out his first heading, and typed a new one.

         
            bE STILL ANDKNOW THAT i aM GOD.

         

         ‘You aren’t getting on very fast,’ observed Seddon.

         ‘I was frightened,’ said Bott.

         He wrote: Sudden Death. And added:

         ‘I’m still frightened.’

         ‘Nothing to North London in ’41 I should have thought,’ said Seddon.

         ‘I know.’

         Bott rose and went to the window. It was a fine night with a rising wind. He could see the trees waving about round the church tower, a dark and moving mass against a starless sky. Soon the leaves would blow down and lie scattered on the graves until they mouldered and went back to the earth. The bare branches would thresh round the church through the winter gales, waiting for the time of new leaves. With each week and each month this remembered night of summer would slip further into the past. He felt more sure of the future. Nothing is certain, he thought, but the certain Spring.

         ‘The survivors,’ he said, ‘came here. They came up here for shelter, that first night.’

         ‘There were survivors?’

         ‘Oh, yes. They came here and they talked. They sat here talking all night. You know how people talk when they’ve had a shock. They say things they wouldn’t say at any other time. They said the most astonishing things. They told me how they had escaped … They told me a great deal too much. I wish they hadn’t.’

         ‘How did they escape?’

         ‘I don’t know what to say about it at all,’ said Bott, turning from the window. ‘I’m not sure what I think. They told a lot, but of course they didn’t tell everything. Nobody will ever know the whole truth. But what they did tell me …’

         He came to the fireplace and took a chair opposite Seddon.

         ‘Now listen,’ he said. ‘See what you make of it …’
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            1. Letter from Lady Gifford to Mrs. Siddal

         

         
            
        The Old House,

Queen’s Walk,

Chelsea.

August 13, 1947.
      

         

         Dear Mrs. Siddal,

         I ought to have written before to tell you how much we are all looking forward to our holiday at Pendizack. But I wasn’t very well in the Spring, when my husband booked the rooms, and letter writing was forbidden. Much better now. Doctors, sharpening their knives, have promised to make me perfectly well in the Autumn.

         We shall be arriving on Saturday the 16th. The children will be coming by train and will need a car to meet them—my husband’s secretary will write about this—what train and what station, etc. I shall be driving down with my husband, and we hope to arrive between tea and supper. But if we are delayed will you very kindly see to it that the children go to bed early? They will be tired and excited after their journey.

         Our mutual friend, Sibyl Avery, has told me a great deal about Pendizack and how delightful it is. So much nicer than a regular hotel, especially for the children. She says you have several boys but could not remember what ages. If any are still in the nursery stage perhaps Michael and Luke could have meals with them as they might be rather noisy in the dining room, and I am afraid I shall have to have most of my meals upstairs, so cannot supervise. Will this be a great nuisance? My husband can carry the trays up, of course. I hate to give trouble. But my doctor is so very insistent upon tranquillity during meals—I get this terrible indigestion and he thinks it is because my mind is too active—I think and talk too much while I eat, so it is really better to eat alone.

         Sibyl tells me you have your own farm, which should make my regime fairly simple to manage. In a regular hotel it is difficult; they won’t put themselves out for an invalid. It’s really not anything much, but I will just jot down now (a) what my doctor says I may eat, and (b) what I may not eat.

         
            A. Poultry, game, fresh butcher’s meat, liver, kidneys, sweetbreads, etc., bacon, tongue, ham, fresh vegetables, green salads, fresh eggs, milk, butter, etc. So you see there’s a wide choice.

            
                

            

            B. Sausage meat, twice cooked meat, margarine, and nothing out of a tin, i.e. no powdered eggs, dried milk, etc., and no corned beef.

         

         I won’t go into boring details. It’s just that my metabolism has never been right since Caroline was born and the whole of Harley Street doesn’t seem able to get to the bottom of it. I wouldn’t mind it so much if it wasn’t such a bore. I do hate being a nuisance, and one can’t be ill without giving trouble to other people. But I know you will understand. Sibyl has told me what a wonderful person you are and how marvellously you look after your guests. She vows that I shall be a new woman after a week at Pendizack. And there is this about my having my meals upstairs: you cannot naturally, in these hard times, give everyone the food I have to have, so perhaps you would prefer that other guests do not see what I am getting. People are so selfish and inconsiderate sometimes.

         I do so admire you for hitting on this means of keeping up your lovely old house. We had to give up our country home in Suffolk. No staff! All spaciousness and graciousness seems to have vanished from life, doesn’t it?

         Oh, and do you mind a cat? Hebe insists on bringing hers, and I hadn’t the heart to say no. I’m afraid I spoil my family, but you will understand for I expect Sibyl will have told you my funny, sad little story! No more babies after Caroline, when I wanted a dozen! But I couldn’t bear to let Caroline be an only child, so the little sister and the two little brothers had to be sought among the poor unwanted babes of this world, and I always feel that I have got to be more than a mother to them to make up for that first, dreadful misfortune. Hebe is ten, and the boys (twins) are eight years old.

         I see I’ve said nothing about fish. I’m allowed everything except kippers, but I don’t think plaice agrees with me very well, nor haddock, unless cooked with plenty of butter. Crab and lobsters are not verboten which is very convenient, as I expect you get plenty of them and so many people can’t eat them.

         It will be delightful to meet you. I shall insist that you don’t spend your whole time being a wonderful housekeeper but spare some of it occasionally for a good gossip with me, for I believe we have many friends in common.

         I believe you know the Grackenthorpes. I’m so fond of Veronica, and miss her so much now that they have gone to live in Guernsey. But that’s where we’ll all have to live if income tax doesn’t come down soon.

         With kindest regards,

         Yours very sincerely,

         EIRENE GIFFORD.

         P.S.—Is there any chance of golf for my husband?

      

   


   
      
         
            2. Unfinished Letter from Miss Dorothy Ellis to Miss Gertrude Hill

         

         
            Pendizack Manor Hotel,

            Porthmerryn.

            Saturday Aug. 16, 1947.

         

         Dear Gertie,

         I got your P.C. last night. Yes I did get your letter alright and do not blame me if I did not answer because I literally have not been off my feet since I came here. Well, for the question you ask in your letter, no, I do not advise you to come here if you can get any other job—a cook can always get a job, not like poor I. If I could stand the heat of a kitchen I would not be where I am now—it is a rotten hole, the worst I ever struck—I shall not stay, not after I have found something else—I answered several ads—of course all the best jobs this season are gone due to me coming here—which I consider she got me under false pretences, it is not a housekeeper she needs but a maid of all work—If I was not pretty sharp at looking after Number One I should be doing every scrap of work in the place.

         Well this is not a hotel at all, only a boarding house—all falling down and the roof leaking, you can see there has been nothing spent on it for years and only one bathroom. They have lost all their money, so she got the bright idea to turn this into a boarding house because of course her darling boys have got to go to posh schools just the same—but she does not know the first thing about running a hotel and cant cater for toffee. It makes me mad to see her with this huge place—I could have made my tea shop pay if I had the chances some have.

         He has never done a stroke in his life as far as I can make out, except get himself born—they have put him to sleep in the boot-hole and he does not count for anything more than a sick headache in this outfit. There was a family here last week, name of Bergman, not out of the ‘top drawer’—very common in fact—and Mr. Bergman was complaining the water was not hot—well, it never is—and she came floating along and said she would get Gerry, that is the eldest son, to stoke the boiler when he came in. Oh no, says Mr. Bergman, you will do it yourself right now, Mrs. Siddal. It is nothing to me who stokes the boiler, he said. But I pay six guineas a week to give my bottom a rest not yours. Her face! You ought to have seen it. I do not often laugh—not much to laugh at—but I had a good laugh then—I was just outside in the passage. This Socialist Government does not look after poor people like they promised but they have brought rich people down, which is one comfort.

         It is miles from Porthmerryn and the shops so of course she cannot get any staff. All she has got is a daily housemaid so called and a mentally deficient youth supposed to be a waiter. She has to do the cooking till they can get a cook. And they have not got any boarders just now, only a barmy old couple name of Paley—but there is supposed to be two families coming this evening.

         Well Gertie I must finish this another time because it is getting on for 8 a.m. and I can see Nancibel, the said housemaid, coming across the sands and I must get after her or nothing will be done. No rest for the wicked! …

      

   


   
      
         
            3. Extract from the Diary of Mr. Paley

         

         
            
        Pendizack. Saturday, August 16.
      

         

         I have been sitting here at my window since five o’clock this morning, watching the tide go out. I can see the pretty young chambermaid … I forget her name … coming down the cliff path from Pendizack Headland. She comes this way every morning, across the sands, whenever the tide is out. It must be later than I thought.

         Christina is asleep. She will not wake until the maid brings in our tea and cans of hot water. Then a new day will begin. This respite will be over. When Christina wakes I shall no longer be alone.

         She will not ask why I have been sitting here half the night. She no longer asks me questions: no longer cares to know how it is with me. She passes her life, at my side, in silence. It is, no doubt, a wretched life, but I cannot help her. At least she is able to sleep. I am not. The maid has reached the sand now, but she is walking very slowly. She is a graceful young creature. She walks well. She is, I believe, quite a favourite with Christina. But my wife is always inclined to be sentimental about young girls: for her they represent the daughter we lost. The maternal instinct is a purely animal affair. A cat which has lost its kitten will suckle a puppy quite contentedly, so I have been told.

         I had a talk with Siddal, our host, yesterday. He told me that Pendizack Cove used to be called Hell’s Kitchen and that his sons wished to call the house Hell’s Hotel. Since he seemed to regard this as a joke I made shift to laugh, and did not say, with Mephistopheles: Why this is Hell! Nor am I out of it. But that line, that line, haunts me wherever I am. I can never escape from it.

         Let me, if I can, think of something else. Of what shall I think? Can I think? Sometimes it appears to me that I have lost the power. Thought travels. I remain … where I was.

         I will think of Siddal. He is a curious fellow. Were I able to feel for any other creature I should pity him greatly. For it appears that he has never been able to support himself. And now that he has lost all his money he must live on his wife’s labour—accept bread at her hands. He has no position here. He receives no respect. He lives, so they tell me, in a little room behind the kitchen, a room which, in the old days, was used by the boot-boy. All the best rooms in the house have, of course, been vacated for guests. Mrs. Siddal sleeps somewhere up in the attics and the Siddal boys in a loft over the stables.

         How can Siddal endure such a life? If he must sleep in the boot-hole, why does he not insist that his wife sleeps there with him? I should do so. But then I could not have acted as he has, in any particular. I should have refused to allow my house to be exploited in this manner. It is done, so I understand, in order to pay for the education of the two younger boys. If education must be bought at such a price, then, say I, it has been bought too dearly. Moreover, these boys obviously despise and ignore their father.

         Yet he is not without intelligence; was, I gather, considered brilliant as a young man. He went to the Bar. Why he failed there I do not know. He had private means and this, coupled with indolence and a total lack of ambition, may have been the ruin of him.

         I ought to be thankful that I never had a penny, that I have never accepted help or support from anyone. I have always had to depend entirely upon myself.

         I blush when I meet him. For the most part he is invisible. But sometimes he appears on the terrace, or in the public rooms, very ready to talk to anyone who will listen to him, ill-shaven and none too clean. He has three sons who despise him. I have no child. But I would not change places with Siddal …

      

   


   
      
         
            4. One Pair of Hands

         

         Nancibel Thomas was a little late, but she walked across the sand, as Mr. Paley had noticed, very slowly. It was the same every morning. She could not hurry over this last part of the walk. As soon as she came within sight of the house her spirits sank; they sank lower with every step she took, as though she were walking into a fog of misery and depression. And every day she felt a greater reluctance to go on.

         She could not tell why this should be. For the work at Pendizack was not hard or disagreeable and everybody treated her well. She did not like Miss Ellis; but life in the A.T. S. had taught her how to get on with all sorts of people, including those whom she disliked. Miss Ellis could scarcely be responsible for this aversion which assailed her whenever she approached the house, this feeling that something dreadful, something indescribably sad, was happening there.

         Sometimes she thought that it might merely be a sadness which she herself had brought back to this place, where she had once been a child and happy, running errands between Pendizack and her father’s cottage on the cliff. For she had come home with trouble in her heart and the winter had been a heavy one. But if it was me, she thought, as she dragged her feet across the sand, it would be getting better. Because I’m getting better. I’m getting over it. I don’t think of it but two or three times in a week now. But the house gets worse.

         Yet the house had an innocent and helpless appearance this morning. All the curtains were drawn and there were no bright splashes of bathing dresses hanging out of the windows, for nobody bathed now that the Bergmans had gone. And she remembered how she had once met Mr. Bergman by the rocks, as she crossed the sands. He was going down to bathe. He had looked very hard at her and hesitated, as though he might be going to make a pass at her. But he did not. He said good morning quite respectfully and went on down the rocks. Nobody now made passes at her any more. Her trouble, and the fortitude which had carried her through it, had turned her into Somebody. Even coarse Mr. Bergman could see that she was not just another girl, just another plump, pretty, black-haired girl. Even her mother seemed to see it for she had left off offering advice to Nancibel and sometimes actually asked for it.

         Not all the curtains were drawn, as she saw when she got closer. Poor Mr. Paley was sitting, as usual, in the big bay window on the first floor. He looked like a statue, staring out to sea. And there was a flicker from an attic casement, just under a row of cormorants which sat on the ridge of the roof. Miss Ellis had peeped and dodged back.

         Nancibel quickened her pace and ran up the steps carved in the rock. A gate at the top took her on to the garden terrace whence a path led round to the back of the house. Her white overall hung on a peg, just outside the kitchen and her working shoes stood on the floor beneath it. She put them on quickly and went into the kitchen. A kettle was already simmering on the stove. For this she knew she had to thank Gerry Siddal and not Fred, the waiter. Work at Pendizack was always far easier when Mr. Gerry was home on his holiday. He not only did a great deal of it himself, but he saw that Fred, who also slept in the stables, got up in the morning. As she came round the house she had heard a rhythmic squeaking within, which meant that Fred was pushing his carpet-sweeper up and down the dining-room floor.

         When early tea and cans of hot water had been taken upstairs she would have to do the lounge while Fred did the hall and stairs, and Mrs. Siddal cooked the breakfast. Then there would be the washing-up and the bedrooms and landings and bathroom to do. Somehow, between them, Fred and Nancibel would get it all done before lunch time.

         But not if there’s really ten more coming this afternoon, she thought, as she carried up the Paleys’ tea. I can’t do all those extra bedrooms. Ellis will have to do some.

         A year ago, before she was Somebody, she would not have thought this so calmly. She would have rehearsed a heated manifesto about being put upon, she would have become flustered when she mentioned the matter to Mrs. Siddal. Now she knew how to look after herself without unpleasantness.

         She knocked at the Paleys’ door and was told to come in. The early light streamed through the uncurtained window. Mr. Paley still sat there, writing in an exercise book. Mrs. Paley lay in her half of the bed, her neat grey head swathed in a pink net setting-cap. There was a petrified atmosphere about the room as though something violent had been going on there, and its occupants struck into immobility only by Nancibel’s knock. The Paleys always gave off this suggestion of a violence momentarily suspended. They would eat their breakfast every morning in a sombre, concentrated silence, as though bracing themselves for some enormous effort to be sustained during the day. Shortly afterwards they could be seen crossing the sands, carrying books, cushions and a picnic basket. They walked in single file, Mr. Paley leading. Up the cliff path they went, and out of sight over the headland. At four o’clock, having, as the flippant Duff Siddal suggested, disposed of the corpse, they returned in the same order to take tea on the terrace. It was difficult to believe that they had done nothing all day save read and eat sandwiches.

         Nancibel put the can of water on the washing-stand and took the tea tray to the bedside. Mrs. Paley, she perceived, was not really asleep. She lay tense and rigid, her eyes tightly shut. Neither Paley said anything, and all the violence no doubt broke out again as soon as the door was shut on them.

         Tea for Miss Ellis came next. She never said come in when you knocked. She always called out:

         ‘Who is it?’

         One day, vowed Nancibel, I’ll say it’s the Duke of Windsor.

         ‘Your tea, Miss Ellis.’

         ‘Oh? Come in.’

         The room was frowsty and full of cardboard boxes. It had been a nice little room before Miss Ellis came, with bright chintzes and good furniture. But she had managed to give it a poverty-stricken look. She put nothing away; all her possessions lay strewn about that the world might see how shabby, soiled and broken they were. Her teeth grinned shamelessly on the dressing table beside the filthy brush and comb. But the most squalid object in the room was Miss Ellis herself, in a torn, mud-coloured dressing gown, her greasy black hair falling over her eyes.

         ‘Have you done the lounge?’

         ‘No, Miss Ellis.’

         (A nice row there’d be if she didn’t get her tea till I’d done the lounge!)

         ‘Then you’d better do it right away, Nancibel.’

         ‘Yes, Miss Ellis.’

         ‘Is Fred up yet?’

         ‘Yes, Miss Ellis.’

         ‘Has he done the dining room?’

         ‘He’s doing it, Miss Ellis.’

         ‘Very well. When you’ve done the lounge you can go and help in the kitchen. I shall be down shortly.’

         This ritual conversation took place every morning and its offensiveness was deliberate. The implication was that Nancibel lacked both the wit to remember the usual routine and the conscience to follow it without a daily reminder. It was called Getting After The Girl, and constituted, in Miss Ellis’s opinion, the major part of her duties: a task not to be undertaken for less than four pounds a week.

         Fred was still pushing the sweeper about when Nancibel came downstairs. She took it away from him and told him to go and dust the stairs, whereat he breathed heavily and replied:

         ‘Nancibel, you are Ree-dundant. That is to say, you are not wanted.’

         This was also a formula, frequently repeated. It was Fred’s one witticism and he was very fond of it. But he was a good-natured boy and always did what she told him to do.

         A few minutes’ break, and a cup of tea, came after the lounge was finished. Mrs. Siddal was now in the kitchen, which smelt of coffee, toast and sizzling bacon. She moved aside from the stove to let Nancibel get at the teapot, and said that a crib must be brought in from the stables and set up in the big attic.

         ‘Mrs. Cove, who is coming this afternoon, wants to have all her three children sleeping with her. I imagine they must be quite small, as she says they won’t be taking dinner.’

         ‘It’ll be a job to get four beds in there,’ said Nancibel, sipping her tea.

         ‘Yes. And we must get three other rooms ready. The sea room for Lady Gifford and her husband, and the two rooms above it for their children. Ask Miss Ellis for sheets. You’d better …’

         Her words were drowned by the noise of the gong, hammered in the hall by Fred. Immediately she lifted the porridge pot on to the table and began to ladle out two bowls of porridge for the Paleys, who always came down the moment the gong rang. The pot was heavy and Nancibel, watching her, thought how awkward it was to have a lady working in the kitchen. Mrs. Siddal was a passable cook, but she had taken to housework too late. She had no muscle and no knack. She was clumsy and amateurish; she made many unnecessary movements. Her pretty hair was always falling into her eyes and her overalls were crumpled half an hour after she had put them on. Nancibel’s mother could have done twice as much in half the time.

         Poor thing! thought Nancibel. Let’s hope she gets a proper cook soon. P’raps that’s what’s wrong with the house. P’raps I shouldn’t feel so blue here if there was a cook.

      

   


   
      
         
            5. Breakfast in the Kitchen

         

         Duff and Robin Siddal came in from bathing, their wet towels round their necks. They were sent out into the yard again to hang the towels on a line while their mother spooned out bowls of porridge, which she set for them on a side table by the window. It had never been her intention, when she opened the hotel, to feed her family in the kitchen. The Siddals were to have had their own table in the dining room, where Fred could wait on them. But they had found that they could not talk in the dining room. The guests embarrassed them.

         ‘Where’s Gerry?’ she asked, when they came back. ‘Didn’t he bathe with you?’

         ‘No,’ said Duff. ‘He’s attending to the electric light machine.’

         ‘His porridge will get cold.’

         She put Gerry’s porridge bowl into the oven to keep warm and wondered who would have seen to the electric light if Gerry had not been there. Of her three sons he was the most loving and the least loved. For he had inherited none of the charm which had betrayed her into marrying Dick Siddal. Heaven knew from what plebeian strain he received his stocky build, his snub nose and his tendency to boils. Even as a baby he had bored her, though no child could have given less trouble. Low-spirited, affectionate and conscientious, he had plodded his dreary way to maturity without giving her one endearing memory. Even his letters during the war (and he had fought at Arnhem) were so flat as to be almost unreadable.

         She was ashamed that this should be so and that the other two should entirely divide her disappointed heart. For Robin took after her own kin—the Trehernes. He was the picture of a brother she had lost in 1918, ruddy, comely and blythe. And Duff was the son of her dreams: he had Dick’s charm, Dick’s beauty, Dick’s brilliance, untarnished as yet by Dick’s failure. She could deny nothing to Duff. But she made a faint stand when he asked for cream with his porridge.

         ‘Not after today,’ she said. ‘I shall have to keep what there is for Lady Gifford. She’s going to be very difficult to feed. But I must do my best, for Sibyl Avery sent her.’

         ‘What’s the matter with her?’ asked Duff. ‘It sounds a very nice illness. I wish I could catch it.’

         Shuffling feet were heard in the kitchen passage. The master of the house had emerged from his lair in the quondam boot-hole. He stood for a moment in the doorway, hugging his old dressing gown round him, as if uncertain of permission to come in. Duff and Robin moved their chairs to make room for him and his wife handed him a bowl of porridge, which he accepted with exaggerated humility, apologizing to his sons for giving them the trouble to move. He was in his Poor Relation mood.

         After a short, embarrassed pause, Duff made an effort to resume the conversation.

         ‘Two more families,’ he said, ‘will make a lot of extra work.’

         ‘Yes,’ said Mrs. Siddal. ‘And Nancibel can’t do it all. Miss Ellis will have to do the bedrooms. I told her so last night.’

         ‘Mother!’ cried Robin. ‘How brave you are! What did she say?’

         ‘She was shocked beyond speech. But she did manage to ask if I expected her to empty slops. I said I did.’

         ‘Now she’ll walk out,’ prophesied Duff.

         ‘I don’t think so,’ said Mrs. Siddal. ‘I don’t think she could get any other job.’

         Her voice was sharp, as she said this, and a hard line appeared round her mouth. This sharpness and this hardness were not natural to her. Work she did not mind, or sacrifice of leisure, rest and comfort. But she hated having to stand up for herself when people treated her badly, and she had begun to realize that ruthless bullying was the only method likely to succeed with Miss Ellis. For Duff’s sake she must learn how to hold her own, for Duff would never go to Balliol unless the hotel could be made to pay.

         ‘I’d do it myself,’ she said. ‘But it doesn’t do for me to be upstairs in the morning.’

         Mr. Siddal ate his porridge and turned timid glances from one face to another. He was doing his silent best to make them feel uncomfortable. He was pointedly managing to be left out. Yet they knew that if they were to make any attempt to include him in the conversation he would disclaim all understanding of it. The affairs of the hotel, he would imply, were too much for the intellect of such a worm as himself.

         Duff, however, ventured to address him directly.

         ‘I don’t think Ellis had better empty the slops, do you? She might empty herself out by mistake. She’s very like a slop really—a human slop.’

         Siddal conveyed an immense uncertainty as to the nature of slops and their place in the scheme of things. But after a while a light dawned on him.

         ‘I begin to grasp it,’ he said to Duff. ‘It’s the basic problem of Socialism, isn’t it? As defined by the Frenchman to whom the beauties of an egalitarian society were explained. Mais alors, qui videra le pot de chambre?’

         ‘That,’ said Mrs. Siddal, flushing, ‘is what every civilized person should do for himself. But I wish we had more bathrooms.’

         ‘Oh I know,’ said Siddal. ‘I think so too. And so did Tolstoy. At least, I seem to remember that he wrote with passion on the subject. Didn’t he, Duff?’

         ‘I don’t know,’ said Duff sulkily.

         ‘Oh … I forgot. Your generation doesn’t read Tolstoy. So sorry. Old fogies shouldn’t harp on books which have gone out. And anyway, our guests don’t seem to be civilized. They all have a capitalist mentality and leave it to Nancibel, as we did till we became proletariat ourselves. She is beautiful and she is good and she is extremely intelligent and she is worth all the rest of us put together, but she is the only person in the house to whom we can entrust this office without a social upheaval because she is a farm labourer’s daughter.’

         ‘I do read Tolstoy,’ said Duff. ‘I only …’

         ‘Here’s your bacon,’ said Mrs. Siddal, thrusting a plate under her husband’s nose.

         ‘Thank you. Is this really for me? All this? You can spare it? Well, in a truly just community (and that’s what we want to secure, don’t we, Duff?), this job would be given to the lowest and the last … the least useful, the least productive citizen. An admirable principle. I’m all for it. We have only to consider who, in this household, fills the bill. Who pulls least weight? Who can best be spared from more important tasks?’

         He looked round upon his family and waited for suggestions.

         ‘Miss Ellis,’ said Robin.

         ‘Oh, do you think so? I’m sure she doesn’t. Now I’m much humbler. And at present I’m doing nothing to earn my keep. It’s a matter of some concern to me, though your mother doesn’t believe it. But there seems to be so little that I’m qualified to do. This job anyway ought not to be beyond me, and I’m perfectly willing …’

         ‘Don’t be silly, dear,’ said Mrs. Siddal.

         ‘Silly? Am I being silly? I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to be. I hoped, for once, to be useful.’

         ‘You couldn’t possibly …’

         ‘Why not? Is it so difficult?’

         ‘It would upset the guests.’

         ‘You mean that Mesdames Paley, Gifford and Cove might not like it if I burst into their rooms and burrowed under their beds …’

         Robin hooted with laughter, and Mrs. Siddal exclaimed:

         ‘Dick! Really! That’s quite enough about that.’

         Mr. Siddal relapsed into a browbeaten silence, and Duff changed the subject by asking how long they could count upon keeping Nancibel.

         ‘Only for the season, I’m afraid,’ sighed his mother. ‘Of course she’s worth a much better job. But she wanted to be at home for a while after she got out of the A.T. S. And according to her mother … is Fred in the scullery?’

         ‘Not yet,’ said Robin, leaning back to look through the scullery door.

         ‘According to Mrs. Thomas, there’s been an unhappy love affair, and she’s taken quite a time to get over it. She was engaged to some young man, had her trousseau all ready and everything, and he threw her over at the last moment. It seems he thought himself too good for her. His people were auctioneers in the Midlands, and they didn’t like it and persuaded him to break it off. He can’t have been much loss, but she cared for him, poor child. Such nonsense I never heard. How any family could think their son too good for Nancibel!’

         ‘You would,’ said Siddal, returning to the fray. ‘If Gerry wanted to marry her you would be very much put out.’

         Mrs. Siddal looked so much terrified that all three of them burst out laughing.

         ‘Don’t worry,’ he consoled her. ‘He won’t. Unless, of course, you tell him to.’

         ‘He could do worse,’ said Mrs. Siddal, recovering. ‘I don’t know of a nicer girl anywhere.’

         ‘Then why did you look so scared?’ asked Duff.

         ‘It wasn’t the idea of Nancibel which scared her,’ said his father. ‘It was the suggestion that Gerry might marry anyone at all. He can’t afford to marry. We want his money, all of it, in order to send you to Oxford, my dear boy. Gerry mustn’t look at a girl for the next seven years: not until you’ve been called to the Bar and got a few big briefs. That’s why your mother won’t do anything to cure his spots. She’s always worrying about those little bits of nurses at John’s on the catch for a young doctor. She hopes those spots may put them off.’

         This came so very near to the truth that nobody could think of anything to say.

      

   


   
      
         
            6. The Meditations of Sir Henry Gifford

         

         A policeman to see Lady Gifford. That’s enough about that. If I think about that any more I shall drive into a tree. I can do nothing about it. I can only wait. No use asking her. I mustn’t be upset, Harry. My heart specialist made me promise not to get upset. And she goes very quietly out of the room. If we want to get to Pendizack tonight we must go right on. We’ve no time to make a detour of fifty miles because she’s heard of a little inn where you get Cornish cream and lobsters. A divine little place. Divine my backside. They never are. She reads these ridiculous advertisements. That’s how we lost mileage yesterday. A policeman … I will not live in Guernsey. When we come to the turning I shall run straight past it. Very sorry, Eirene, but I’m afraid I must have missed it. Too late to turn back now. If we want to get there tonight we must go right on. She’s rustling the map back in the car there. Determined we shan’t miss it. But she can’t read a map. Too stupid. Not stupid at getting what she wants. If she really wants to go to that inn she’ll be able to read the map. If she really wants anything … but not Guernsey. I won’t live in Guernsey. She will only understand what she wants to understand. If we want to get there we must lunch in Okehampton. Filthy lunch I daresay. Can’t help it. We must go right on. Must get there soon after the children do. Can’t have them arriving in a … they got off all right, anyway. A policeman … I rang up. Oh Mathers! Did the children get off all right at Paddington this morning? Oh yes, Sir Henry. And a policeman called to see Her Ladyship. No, he wouldn’t say. I told him she’d left for the country and he took the address. Darling … a policeman called to see you. A policeman? Why, how odd! No, darling. I haven’t the faintest idea. What does a policeman call about? Wouldn’t she have looked frightened if it was … no! She’s never frightened. She promised never to be upset, and she never is. And besides, she doesn’t believe that anything disagreeable could possibly ever be allowed to happen to her. Perhaps it’s nothing … Seventy-five pounds. Did she really stick to her allowance? But I’ve worked it all out a hundred times. If she was really staying with the Varens … I can’t think why you should call them collaborationists, Harry! As Louise said: The brutes were there and one had to be civilized. But they don’t seem to have suffered any hardships. Sat pretty all through the war; sitting pretty now. Really the French … and what hardships did we suffer? Eirene and I? Didn’t she and the children sit pretty in Massachusetts? And now she wants to sit pretty in Guernsey and nothing to stop her except me. This war was fought by the poor and it’s being paid for now by the poor … but if she really stayed with the Varens and had no hotel expenses she could have done it on seventy-five pounds. She promised she would. I made her promise before she went. I explained the currency regulations. I told her that if she broke them and it was found out I’d have to resign. A judge can’t … surely even Eirene would understand that? But she only understands what she wants to understand.

         Oh Lord! Sheep! If I have to crawl along behind a flock of sheep for miles it’ll put us right back. It’ll give her time to … oh no! They’re going through the gate. That’s better. I can’t help it if she’s bought a house in Guernsey. Couldn’t stop it. She can do what she likes with her own money. But I won’t live there, and she can’t escape income tax unless I do. What about my work? But Harry, why should you work? If you lived in Guernsey and paid no income tax you would be a rich man. She doesn’t understand. She was in America. She wasn’t in the Blitz. I was. All that suffering, all that sacrifice, all that heroism … I saw it. I’m not going to Guernsey. If only she wasn’t so ill. I wish to God they could find out what’s the matter with her. One must make allowances for her, poor thing. I believe this is the turning. She’s very quiet back there. Asleep? She had a bad night. Now we’re past it. Yes, she had this neuralgia. I oughtn’t to get so impatient. She has a lot to contend with. But I must stick to my guns about Guernsey. And if we want to get there tonight we must go right on. Lunch in Okehampton. A policeman …

      

   


   
      
         
            7. A Windfall

         

         Gerry Siddal’s boils were always worse when he was at home. They afflicted him as they afflicted Job; they were the stigmata of a patience tried to its utmost limits.

         He was an affectionate creature. He loved his mother, and he had only very recently left off loving his father. He was fond of his brothers. But things at Pendizack had got to such a point that he would do anything, invent any job, to avoid his family at meal times. With each of them separately he could still get on very well, but he could no longer bear them as a group.

         So he tinkered with the electric light machine until he could be sure that breakfast was safely over and his father back in the boot-hole. Then he went into the kitchen and ate congealed porridge while his mother cut the Paleys’ sandwiches. To his astonishment she gave him all the cream which she had been saving for Lady Gifford. She was suffering from one of her spasmodic fits of remorse.

         ‘You need more fats,’ she declared. ‘I’m sure that’s why you get those spots. I’m determined to do something about it. Darling … are you going over to Porthmerryn this morning?’

         ‘I could, if you want anything got there.’

         ‘I’ve a list of things … I don’t know if I’ll have time … but before you go, will you help Nancibel to put up those extra beds in Mrs. Cove’s room?’

         ‘I do hope you’ll be firm with Mrs. Cove,’ said Gerry. ‘It’s quite obvious from her letter that she expects you to make a reduction because they all sleep in one room.’

         ‘Well … if the children are quite small …’

         ‘You’ll make a reduction, anyway. You mustn’t come down further.’

         ‘She seems to be so terribly hard-up. She won’t have a car ordered, and said they’d wait for the station bus.’

         ‘So are we terribly hard-up. She doesn’t have to come here.’

         ‘I’m glad to get her. We’ve no other bookings.’

         ‘I know. But there’s always the chance of a windfall, now that the Porthmerryn hotels are so full. People who can’t get in there …’

         ‘That isn’t the type I want. Not like those awful Bergmans. I want nice quiet people I know something about.’

         She began to wrap up the sandwiches and Gerry took his dishes into the scullery so as to save Nancibel the trouble of collecting them. She was there, washing up, and she thanked him with her warm, sweet smile. He yearned for warmth and sweetness, but he would never have dreamt of looking for them in his mother’s scullery so he continued to plod his anguished way through a world which offered him none. He put up the extra beds in the big attic, collected the list of errands in Porthmerryn, and started the steep climb up the drive.

         At the second turn of the zigzag road he met a tall thin woman coming down who asked him timidly if this was the way to the hotel.

         ‘Pendizack Manor?’ he said. ‘Yes. Can I help you? It’s my mother’s hotel.’

         She hesitated and murmured:

         ‘Oh well … perhaps I’d better … I only wanted … I wasn’t sure … they said there might be rooms …’

         ‘Did you want rooms?’

         ‘Oh yes … that is … I don’t suppose … I thought I’d walk down just on the chance … but of course I quite understand …’

         ‘How many rooms?’

         To answer this was quite beyond her. Indeed, all direct questions appeared to fill her with panic. He began to wonder if she was entirely sane, for she trembled a little as she spoke and would never look at him. She kept her eyes averted and her head ducked a trifle sideways, a symptom which he had observed in lunatics.

         ‘I’ll take you down to see my mother,’ he suggested at last.

         At this she rallied and gave him a quick glance. Her eyes were beautiful, but a little mad.

         ‘Oh …’ she said. ‘Thank you.’

         They started back down the drive, and Gerry adopted an indirect method of getting information.

         ‘We have three rooms vacant at present. One double, on the ground floor, and two small single on the first floor.’





OEBPS/landing_logo_online.jpg





OEBPS/9780571367801_cover_epub.jpg
Cornwall, Summer 1947.

‘T H E A buried seaside hotel . .

With a foreword by
Cathy Rentzenbrink






OEBPS/logo_online.png
faber





