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Principal Characters





The events of the novel take place in the summer of 1951. The principal characters in order of their appearance are:




 





BERNARD SANDS – a novelist


ELLA SANDS – his wife


MRS CURRY – a lady of many interests


JAMES SANDS – their son, a barrister


SONIA SANDS – his wife


MRS RANKINE – a local lady


HUBERT ROSE – an architect


NICHOLAS – the small son of James and Sonia Sands


BERTHE – a French nurse


ERIC CRADDOCK – employed in a bookseller’s shop


RON WRIGLEY – a Cockney boy living in the country


MRS WRIGLEY – his mother


ELIZABETH SANDS – a journalist, the daughter of Bernard Sands


BILL PENDLEBURY – a writer, brother of Ella Sands


ISOBEL SANDS – a lecturer in English, sister of Bernard Sands


LOUIE RANDALL – a lecturer in Statistics


CELIA CRADDOCK – a lady from Virginia living in Eshet, mother of Eric


ALAN CRADDOCK – a school inspector, her son


TERENCE LAMBERT – a stage designer


SHERMAN WINTER – a theatrical producer


EVELYN KAMAGE – a hostess


CHARLES MURLEY – a civil servant


SIR LIONEL DOWDING – a gentleman of influence


REV. BILL MACGRATH – a clergyman


MR GREENLEES – a young poet
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CHAPTER ONE


The Prophet and the Locals





OF all the communications that Bernard Sands received on the day of his triumph the one which gave him the greatest satisfaction was the Treasury’s final confirmation of official financial backing. He looked back over his long years of struggle and victory, against authority in all the guises which the literary world could lend it – publishers, editors, critics, cultural committees, the reading public – and noted with a certain surprise that he had almost come to take his ultimate ascendancy for granted. The earliest victories, of course, had cost him the most in self-discipline and in intellectual determination. For a Grand Old Man of Letters it had become fairly plain sailing; even, he reflected with satisfaction, for a Grand Enfant Terrible, though he instantly reminded himself of the histrionic dangers – the knickerbockered, bearded, self-satisfied, quizzing air – of the position he had won in English life. If he had forced from the public and the critics respect and hearing for his eternal questioning of their best-loved ‘truths’, he must never allow them to feel they were indulging the court jester. They should continue to take from him exactly the pill they did not like, and take it without the sugar of whimsy. Beneath his lined, large-featured face a certain bony determination asserted itself as he thought with satisfaction of his proved strength and independence; the habitual irony of his large dark eyes was replaced by an unusual serenity. If on occasion he mistrusted his own powers, it was not a mistrust that he intended others to share.


All the same, the Treasury letter was a pleasant reminder of the esteem in which he was held. To meet authority at its most impersonal level had been a new experience for him, and he had felt a certain interested speculation in how far his deep convictions would carry him against the world of Kafka’s ‘they’. And now that little bogy had been exorcized with the rest! He turned once more to the letter and savoured the phraseology that satisfied by its unfamiliarity his constant thirst for new facets of human behaviour.




Dear Sands, he read, I am pleased to be able to tell you that official agreement has now been given to the grant for Vardon Hall. The subsidy is, as we agreed, provided for a trial period of three years, at the end of which it will be subject to review; but we accept your view that during this period of probation the committee should be autonomous. In agreeing to this, we have, of course, taken account of the fact that the authorities of the various Universities and private bodies which have lent their support to the scheme have accepted the same conditions. I understand that their agreement is based upon the memorandum that you addressed to us on May 12th of this year. As we anticipated in our last conversation, there was little disagreement with your general advocacy of the need for financial aid being given to younger writers, or with your particular arguments in favour of the purchase and maintenance of Vardon Hall as a centre to provide leisure and support for them. You were right, however, in believing that there would be greater opposition to your view that the Hall should be managed by the writers themselves and to your insistence that the committee should act only as an advisory body; in the last resort, however, feeling was quite unanimous that your own position and authority overrode any doubts that might be felt on this score. I hear that this was also the feeling of the Universities and the Arts Council. Your memorandum, in short, has been accepted in its entirety.


The letter of protest from various local bodies, which you anticipated, was received. They were acting on behalf of a Mrs Curry who wished to purchase Vardon Hall for use as a hotel. You may be interested to know that this protest has not been entertained.


May I conclude by adding my personal wishes for success. After our conversations of these last months, I have inevitably been deeply impressed by the importance which you attach to the scheme in relation to the future of English letters.


Yours sincerely,


                        Stephen Copperwheat.





So much, thought Bernard, for Mr Copperwheat with whose curiously official personality relations had at first been so prickly. It was, nevertheless, very gratifying to an anarchic humanist to have the State eating out of his hand, even when the fodder was taken with such primness.


The sound of his wife’s voice broke the satisfaction of his mood. Watching her descend the stairs – her eyes blinking, her hands trembling slightly – he felt an exceptional hatred of the neurotic misery which cut her off from the rest of the world. He would have been so happy to have had her share in his triumph.


Despite his knowledge that she could not really participate, ‘Ella, my dear,’ he cried, ‘even the Circumlocution Office has come round. The Barnacle Tites have decided to do me honour.’


Ella’s furrowed face twitched as she tried to focus on his words. ‘Have they, dear?’ she said uncomprehendingly. ‘I’m not surprised.’ Then, making a supreme effort, she added, ‘Is it to do with Vardon Hall?’


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘We’re assured of the Government grant.’ Searching for links of memory, ‘It’s foolish, I know,’ he said, ‘to feel so pleased, but in a way it’s the first new field for so long in the barren stretches of eminence’s desert. Do you remember the first notices of Nightmare’s Image and how I could hardly take “prep” from the excitement of it?’


But it was clear that Ella’s mind could not easily return to his first novel, to the slavery of the preparatory school.


‘Don’t let us keep the local gentry waiting,’ Bernard cried hastily, a little too loudly. ‘The least I owe my son is his freedom to show me off to the country-gentlemen commuters. They need a Roman holiday.’


At the return of the accustomed bitterness to Bernard’s voice, his wife seemed about to speak, but although her lips trembled a little, she made no sound and followed him out of the front door.


As the car sped past the trim yew hedge and the carefully distanced hollyhocks of Mrs Curry’s cottage, Bernard received a blurred glimpse of her mountainous figure, seated in a cane chair on the wide front lawn – a gigantic moored airship swaying and billowing in the light summer breeze, all a pretty pastel mauve that only emphasized the soft, cushiony flesh around it, with no satisfactory point of definition for the eye save the famous crown of red-gold hair. He felt rather than saw that she bowed a stately, old-world inclination of her swollen, baby-faced head, and guessed at the hard, sweet smile of her round, outsize blue eyes. His victory over Vardon Hall had ended, perhaps for ever, that more intimate wave of the little, fat, dimpled, and be-ringed hand. It gave him great satisfaction that the speed of the car prevented his returning the greeting.


‘For all the phoniness of that woman’s personality,’ he said to his wife, ‘she is in some way genuinely evil. Apart, I mean, from all that play-acting psychic nonsense she puts across to frighten people.’ He regretted the observation as soon as he made it. Any suggestion of forces that were not clearly definable was one of the hundred topics that had still to be avoided in talking to Ella, although her breakdown was conventionally regarded as having come to an end six years ago.


He need, in fact, have had no anxiety. Ella was far too preoccupied with the terror of driving the car. The doctor had insisted that she should do anything for which she felt an inclination. ‘She’ll find her own way back to life,’ he had said solemnly; ‘but, whatever you do, don’t let the alarms of affection scare her off the roads she chooses.’ She had no inclinations, no wishes, could find no roads to choose. However, she did feel an urgent need not to be fussed over, to be left alone; and to simulate desires of some kind seemed the best means of maintaining isolation from her nearest and dearest. The momentary expression of a wish to drive the car again – such feelings and wishes ran through Ella’s head all day in constantly changing patterns – had apparently given great pleasure to her family, the more so since the irrational guilt which they felt for her distress could in some degree be expiated by the panic that, at one time or another, they all experienced from her erratic driving. To the car, then, she was committed; and if, at times, her terror made her regret bitterly this particular road to life, she cared too little for life itself to face the bother that a public revocation would involve.


Bernard could only guess at this. Glancing for a moment at the strained, weather-beaten skin round her tight-drawn lips, the lined temples across which strands of her sun-bleached hair had straggled, he recalled telegraphically his knowledge of her inner unhealed anguish, his own complete impotence before her agony. It would, indeed, have pleased some of his critics and rivals to note that a novelist so eminent for his psychological insight should be so completely without a key to his own wife’s terrors. Ella had retreated into an underground cave whose pale, albinoid flora and fauna were less real than the vast shadows they cast on the high rocky walls around her. So much he could visualize and no more. Eventually, he hoped, these pretence escapes, these illusory signs of recovery would turn into reality for her, as her gardening had, perhaps, already done. The psychiatrist would then claim chance as a well-planned victory, another of the little empirical successes that might yet make psycho-analysis the science it pretended to be. This whole reflection came to him in the code word ‘Ella’; for of any memory of her before her breakdown he had now only quite occasional visions.


Satisfied that his wife had not heard his injudicious remarks, he settled down to consider the growing apprehension of evil that had begun, this summer, to disrupt his comprehension of the world. Vera Curry, an elephant figure of Mabel Lucie Attwell chubbiness before her vulgar, picturesque tea-cosy cottage, was a cinch, of course, for a symbol. Nevertheless, it was not only the dramatic contrasts of her appearance – that alone would only have been ludicrous; nor could this evil be entirely explained by her lust for money and her more sympathetic, if more repulsive, lust for men. There was beyond all this a sprawling waste of energy in malice for its own sake that could not be quite satisfactorily dismissed as thwarted power. It was not only accumulating disgust at the endless malevolence which fell in honeyed, lovey-dovey words of beauty from her cupid’s-bow lips that made him feel her to be a natural destroyer, pitted against life itself. Hypocrisy, though deeply distasteful to him, was not a necessary companion of his new conception of evil. He had felt it also recently in Sherman Winter, whose stock-in-trade in the theatre world was unconcealed bullying; and in others. He smiled as he thought of the recent reviews of his novel, The Player Queen. ‘Without losing any of his sense of life’s irony, without sacrificing his honest acceptance of human tragedy and failure, Mr Sands has at last won to a wider view of life, a realization that the real conflict lies beyond the contemporary scene….’ And Old Grendall with his ‘Refreshing, if unexpected, source of renewed hope and affirmation in living. Mr Sands has given a sadly needed testimony to the endurance of the human spirit, and he will reap his reward by finding a place in that great traditional stream of the English novel, in which the humour and the pathos of humanity are forever embodied.’ Even intelligent James Ramsay had capitulated. ‘Insistence upon values,’ he had written, ‘is now so à la mode that one inevitably anticipates insincerity, all the more sickening because it is too often unconscious. The Player Queen is happily at times both spiteful and frivolous, but it has, too, a note of certainty that is reflected in a more complete mastery of style.’ And all this, Bernard reflected with amusement, proceeded from an irrational preoccupation with evil that was probably the result of nervous anxiety. ‘Anyhow,’ he declared aloud, ‘I’m not going to become a Catholic, so they can put that in their pipes and smoke it.’ He anticipated with pleasure the disappointment they would feel at his outmoded libertarian management of Vardon Hall. There would be none of the neo-authoritarianism, none of the imposition of dogmatic spiritual values upon the writers, for whom he had fought to secure Vardon Hall against all bidders as a comfortable and secure refuge in which to practise their art. Yet some such autocratic imposition of his personality upon the younger generation would no doubt have delighted the literary world as a fitting apogee to the career of an erstwhile humanist who had now won through – how they delighted in such Buchmanite phraseology – to a fuller, richer sense of values. Very well, he decided, he would give them not just plain liberal humanism, but something of the anarchy which had so fascinated him in his youth. He thought with relish of their future chagrin, and then reflected wryly that it would be no doubt the young writers themselves who would regret the lack of standards or dogma which he would offer them. Nor would it be only the intellectual young who would wish him to assert the unfair, unreal rights of age and success; his own young – James and Sonia, in particular – would even forget some of their hostility to him and accord him grudging respect if he were only to act the great Panjandrum, the Grand Old Man of Letters. As for their friends, his own dear neighbours, the mass of business and professional commuters to London who formed the ‘gentry’ of Vardon, they would, no doubt, forgive even literature if he offered them some sign of ‘living up to his position’.


As if to give his thoughts a concrete reality, a confused babble of careful bonhomie greeted Bernard as the car turned into his son’s short drive.


‘O God,’ said Bernard, ‘Sonia’s busy broom seems always to have swept up the dregs of our dear local gentry.’ He spoke the last word in inverted commas. ‘Don’t bother too much to like them.’


Ella’s faded blue eyes smiled. ‘I don’t really notice them like you do,’ she said, ‘so I don’t have to work so hard at universal acceptance.’ She was pleased to make even so slight a contact with her husband. Little poisoned darts of remorse for her estrangement from him were by now the only weapons that could pierce her armour of neurosis; he was, after all, so continuously gentle and kind; and, again, it was rather appalling to be wasting an intimacy that so many people would have felt to be a great privilege.


Their son James, towering above his guests, a crane among the common waterfowl, sloped down upon his parents. The stoop, so ungainly in adolescence, so evidently an attempt to disguise the isolation into which his great height had plunged him, now only added to the generally ‘distinguished’ air in which his ambition was clothing him. He seemed, with his shoulders bent forward, perpetually to be rising in court. He kissed his mother’s cheek and held her elbow with the courteous guidance he had used ever since her illness. In Ella’s foggy picture of life this courtesy stood for her loss of him, Sonia’s triumphant presence, another of the steel walls against which she had ceased to batter, not from resignation but from tired weakness.


Sonia met her mother-in-law at the edge of the lawn. ‘I’m sorry about all these people,’ she said. ‘Don’t tire yourself with them.’ Her pleasant, easy voice – so sharp a contrast to the edgy, jolly, class-conscious voices of most of the party – was not modulated to avoid their hearing. As with all her actions, it was by instinct that she succeeded in making herself audible only where she intended. Ella’s memory went back to the twenties, when Bernard was still running the prep school. There had been one or two such young mothers, whose confident and natural manners had made her socially uneasy, whose jumpers and skirts, carried so gracefully, had made her carefully chosen coat frocks seem common. Hard little bitches, she reflected with satisfaction, whose competence had not saved them from messy divorces. The reiteration of Bernard’s reassurance from her daughter-in-law’s lips infuriated her. She ignored the remark and, advancing towards a young couple she already knew, made a desperate effort to push through the mesh of anxieties which wound round her consciousness.


‘How nice to see you again,’ however, was all that she could manage to produce, and, seating herself in the deck chair that the young man had vacated for her, she focused her eyes a little above his wife’s head while the conversation went on around her.


Sonia, turning to a group behind her, continued her interrupted conversation. ‘I think perhaps,’ she said, ‘I could face it better if it wasn’t that wonderful yellow colour. Somehow I find all those fish bones and bits of old bread so disappointing after the way it looks.’ And, when the others protested ‘you ought to have had it with real langouste, as we did in Bandol,’ and continued, ‘Do you remember, darling, the place where the waitress looked like a tart?’ ‘Not a tart, darling, a poule de luxe,’ Sonia simply said; ‘I expect I just don’t like saffron.’ Let Ella stew in her own self-centred, neurotic juice, she thought, and then realistically – there was nothing Sonia enjoyed so much as a piece of histrionic ‘realism’ – it’s a pity she doesn’t die, it would be better for all of us if she were dead.


‘The news about Vardon Hall is good,’ said James to his father. It was all he could bring himself to say. It was impossible to estimate how far this whim of his father’s might damage his own position locally, spoil his chances with the local Conservative Party office, ruin his career. The very thought of his father’s quixotic behaviour – that no doubt was the charming, knight-errant way he would like to regard it – made the veins in his temples throb with anger. All his life he seemed to have been crushed beneath the weight of Father’s career, and now, at last, when he was free and was building his own future, that ‘noble old fighter’ could not deny himself this extra gratification, this selfish piece of charming idealism. ‘Bernard’s always spoiling for a fight. He’ll rise from his death-bed if there’s an injustice to attack,’ Aunt Isobel had said with tears of pride in her eyes. This time, at least, he had hoped against hope that his father would be beaten. He flushed with the unfairness of life. Bernard, who knew what his son was thinking, could only say, ‘Yes, I’m very pleased.’


But the topic was not to be avoided. Though Bernard was instinctively distrusted by the local gentry, as, with the disappearance of the last few estates, the mixed collection of commuting civil servants, barristers, and stockbrokers, and a smaller intermingling of local farmers felt themselves to be, they yet enjoyed the presence of a public figure among them. If only he had lived up to his position, had specialized in good food, a good cellar, and a ‘philosophy of life’ that took you above everyday things, they would not have minded his talking over their heads, would even have welcomed the reassertion of their prejudices in terms that were a bit out of their depth. They would have liked affirmation of their private conviction that the grievances and grudges they felt against a changing social order should be considered the reawakening of spiritual values. As for the faint rumblings of sexual unorthodoxy, many of them would have been glad to evidence breadth of mind, so long as the testimony was not asked too publicly. ‘Spenlow was telling me the courts are choc-a-bloc with these cases every day, wasting the time of the police. If it wasn’t for this damned Nonconformist government the law would have been changed long ago,’ they would have said; or their wives, ‘Darling, don’t be so egotistical, just because you like one thing…. It’s pathetic, really, more than anything else.’ If only he wouldn’t pour out all this undergraduate rubbish, would be a little more responsible, in fact. Nevertheless, almost all of them remembered occasions when they had ‘got on so well’ with him, when it had been ‘amazing what an intelligent interest he took’ or ‘how amusingly he could sum the others up’.


It was a young farmer, one of those especially convinced of an understanding with Bernard, who now brought public attention to the unfortunate topic of Vardon Hall. ‘Congratulations, sir,’ he said. ‘When do you hold the Victory celebrations?’ Bernard registered the penalties one incurred for showing off one’s powers with the shy. He remembered that the ‘sir’ had seemed to him a pathetic imitation of public-school behaviour, gleaned from out-of-date novels. He also remembered flattering the young man by entwining his stories of rags at the local agricultural college with his own Cambridge reminiscences. A charming, if rather pathetic, snob, he had thought him. Now, he just seemed a snob. As for the boyishness, Bernard now could see only an oaf. As always, however, his conscience turned in reverse. His own snobbery seemed far more disgusting. He sat down by the young man’s side in expiation.


‘Oh,’ Bernard smiled, ‘it’s a victory of the mind, you know; they’re only celebrated by clean living and high thinking, unfortunately.’ He was gratified by the farmer’s smile to note how exactly he had remembered the level of humour to which the young man could aspire. He evidently believed that this was in a range beyond the reach of the rest of the company, though Bernard could have told him that he was wrong. But then the more intelligent men present probably had less charm. In any case if they both got pleasure out of the fake…. Warming up to the encounter, he pushed Vardon Hall and all that concerned himself aside with grinning modesty. ‘What about the Morris Eight?’ he asked. ‘Do you still feel doubtful?’


‘Oh yes,’ said the boy. ‘It’s definitely no use buying a new car unless you can go into the fifteen-hundred class. If I was going for anything, I’d go for an old Rolls. In any case, our old bus will get by with a new engine….’


But the diversion was not to succeed. The topic of Vardon Hall was too close to the hearts of everyone. It was the latest symbol of the war they were waging against a changing world. The war that, like the Cold War, was so frightening because so unfamiliar, so bound up with the ordinary process of living. One day the earth would tremble underneath your feet and nothing happened, the next day would seem so calm and yet the social seismograph registered an earthquake.


‘I’m afraid I belong to the enemy camp,’ said a youngish stockbroker, dressed in gentleman-farmer riding-breeches and hunting waistcoat. ‘I don’t think the district would have suffered from expanding a little.’ He was slightly uneasy at taking a quick-profits view of the matter, for his position as a season-ticket country gentleman conflicted somewhat with his membership of a local tradesman’s family, from whose chain of shops he still drew profits.


There was quick dissension among the business and professional men who had no local financial interest.


One barrister’s wife said, ‘I don’t think I could have borne it if they’d made that terrible hotel and built those dreadful suburban villas. Can’t you imagine them – Mon Repos, Wee Nook, and all the other horrors.’


‘Betjeman’s paradise,’ laughed Mrs Rankine, who was literary.


The stockbroker’s wife, who had only just recently graduated from the suburbs into tweeds, sprang to her husband’s defence. ‘Isn’t that a bit selfish?’ she said. ‘After all it would be nice to have a few real houses after all the never-never houses the dear Government have given us.’ Her husband, who did not read the woman’s weekly from which she had taken the phrase, looked at her with awakened eyes.


Support for the housing scheme came unexpectedly from little mousey Mrs Graham, who had married from farming into forming. ‘I think it would have woken us all up a little,’ she said. No one could guess how she longed to live in London.


‘Please,’ said the barrister’s wife archly, ‘can I go on sleeping?’ Her husband looked away – Hilda’s background showed sometimes in her coy manner.


Nothing was said, Bernard noticed, of Mrs Curry and her friends; even the most go-ahead apparently preferred to ignore the disreputable centre of their defeated hopes. His emotional sympathies immediately began to dramatize the situation. From Mrs Curry’s cunning and audacity he built a woman of hard intelligence and courage, vulgar – evil even, if you liked – but with a will to power, an ambition outside the range of these pretentious money-grubbers who were ashamed of her.


‘I’m glad, of course, that the housing scheme was defeated,’ he said. ‘Apart from caring for my own scheme a lot, I can never lose graciously. But it would have been interesting to see what Mrs Curry made of the Hall. She impresses me as having the vigour and the range of her immense personality.’ The protest once made, the dramatic vision vanished. He knew exactly the sort of second-rate, profiteering road-house Mrs Curry would have made of Vardon Hall.


‘Pretty easy to imagine, I should think,’ a retired admiral mumbled, ‘a high class knocking-shop.’ He alone of the party was much older than Bernard, whom he despised as a typical canting usher turned writer.


‘Oh, of course,’ said Mrs Rankine, with a little laugh, ‘I’d forgotten you’d been battling with that incredible woman. Is she as impossible as they say?’


‘Do they?’ asked Bernard, with a special little smile of intimacy for the questioner, which he had perfected for use when he was out of temper. ‘Impossible for what, I wonder.’


It was more than James could stomach. The lack of consideration for himself implied in Bernard’s aggravation of the situation overwhelmed him. He and Sonia were perfectly well aware of the vulgar stupidity of the greater part of these local people, quite as well aware as his father, but they were capable of a little civilized tolerance. It was typical of his father’s endless self-deception. All this universal understanding, this Dostoyevskian emotional brotherhood, and, at bottom, he had nothing but utter contempt for nine-tenths of humanity; as for the other tenth he probably hated their guts for not being susceptible to his patronage. Thank God, thought James, he never aimed at understanding humanity. Indeed, the whole appeal of the law, his forte as a barrister, lay in his belief in justice. If people were too weak or too stupid to cope with life as it was, they had to be taught.


‘Impossible, I imagine, in any sense which society can tolerate,’ he said sharply. It was the sort of vague, conventional remark which he knew from experience would infuriate his father.


Bernard raised one heavy dark eyebrow, adding to the deep creases of lined, stretched flesh on his broad, bony forehead. His large dark eyes assumed his favourite ‘mischievous’ twinkle.


‘Society, James?’ he asked. ‘Old Vardon? Vardon Bridge End? The Inner Temple? Or the Judges of His Majesty’s Bench?’


James turned with disgust to open some more lager. It was enough that he had endured this in his childhood–‘He can’t keep order for a minute, Daddy, everyone simply loathes him.’ ‘Everyone, James? All the stern disciplinarians like yourself, of course, who want to be kept in order. But what about the anarchists? The boys who simply loathe order?’ – If his father had remained a schoolmaster, everyone would have seen it for what it was – pedantic bullying; but because he happened to have a talent for writing, it became something quite different – ‘gentle and ironic questioning of our most accepted values’, ‘teasing people out of prejudiced ruts’, and all the rest of the nonsense. You could, it seemed, write whatever came into your head, contradict yourself fundamentally in every successive book, invent people who did things quite out of character, do anything but really think out what you meant, so long as you advertised yourself sufficiently as a humanist. In his anger, James opened one bottle too clumsily, and the foam shot over his grey flannel suit. ‘Blast,’ he said loudly.


‘Oh, I know all about goats,’ Sonia was saying. ‘People give them the same recommendation as the billeting officers did with evacuees – they’re no trouble. For all I know it may be true of goats. But then, like evacuees, they smell, and that’s quite enough for me.’ Then, turning to a tall, youngish man, whose dark good looks were running rather quickly to a jowl and a porty flush, ‘Are the Vardons terribly upset, Hubert?’ she asked. ‘It must be awful to have a house that you think is Baedeker and then see it turned down by the National Trust.’ She could have thrashed both James and Bernard for losing their tempers in public. No doubt Ella had liked her men to be just little boys who sulked if they weren’t spoilt, but she preferred adults. To change the subject, however, would have only made them sulk more. She decided wisely to bring the defenders of taste and beauty to her assistance. After all, if they, like the go-ahead commercial group, were opposed to Bernard’s victory, it was a gap that could more easily be closed in a general benevolence towards culture.


Hubert Rose considered before he spoke. As he always delivered ex cathedra, he liked a moment’s silence before his pronouncements. ‘I think the old lady was rather riled. Thought it rather impudent, don’t y’know? And dear old Jerry, of course, who hadn’t the faintest notion of what was happening, took it as just another example of the ghastly bad manners of today.’ Hubert Rose aimed at pastiche Edwardian in speech. ‘Of course the National Trust were perfectly right,’ he chuckled weightily for a moment. ‘As a matter of fact, they came to me. One or two of them were rather tickled with the project – 1720 house, right period and all that, y’know. But as I pointed out, there was quite a lot of bad design going about then, and Vardon Hall was one of Kent’s off days. It’s high time this myth about eighteenth-century design was knocked on the head. Though I’m sorry, of course, that it should be poor old Mrs Vardon’s head that suffered.’ His normal sneer changed to another that was intended for a smile. ‘I’m delighted that Bernard’s got his poets’ home, myself. One naturally feels alarmed at letting loose a lot of beards and sandals in the village, but, as far as I know, most poets dress like bank clerks. A good few of them probably are, anyway.’ He paused and swallowed his half-pint with gusto. Hubert was a great one for wallop and darts with the villagers in the local. ‘Of course,’ he went on, ‘you can’t rely on bank clerks, or their women-folk, nowadays, when they’re on holiday. Three-quarters of them wouldn’t be allowed on the beach at San Sebastian. Extraordinary what good sense the Catholic Church shows when it comes to aesthetics.’


If Hubert was not liked, he was felt to be all right. As a successful architect too, he knew what he was talking about. One or two of the lovers of the past, who had felt the National Trust’s rejection of Vardon Hall as a personal affront, began to veer round. An Assistant Secretary at the Board of Trade, who kept up with modern poetry, said, ‘It fills the gap we’ve all been so disturbed about. We can’t bring the patrons back; we don’t, God knows, want the State; so we have a nice little mixture of the two. The best sort of English compromise. Excuse me,’ he added, smiling at Bernard, ‘I know it can’t have been easy for you with all this local objection. But then, that’s rather English too. Always put up the maximum opposition to anything you see going ahead. It works out wonderfully in practice. I know I like nothing better than to watch any little bill the Minister’s shepherding through the House being opposed like hell, even if I’ve drafted it myself. It’s amazing how right they are in the clauses they chuck out; especially,’ and he laughed in self-deprecation, ‘my own little pet ones. May I, in any case, as a former opponent, officially congratulate you?’


‘Thank you,’ said Bernard. The amazing provincialism of the man’s views had rendered him almost speechless. Local opposition indeed! And clearly they all believed it. After fighting the Arts Council, after weary hours at King’s High Table and in All Souls’ Common Room, after promenades in Neville’s Court and Tom Quad, after portentous meals at the Athenaeum and catty ones at the Reform, after rallying what remained of Bloomsbury, New Writing, and Horizon, after Treasury interviews and, God knew quite why, discussions with the Ministry of Labour – this fellow ought at least to know of those – he talked of local opposition.


‘I’m completely selfish, I’m afraid,’ said Mrs Rankine, rushing to the defence of culture, ‘I know I’m going to have a chance of hearing music and readings and talks that I shouldn’t have done otherwise and so I’m delighted.’


‘Yes, so am I,’ said Bernard, ‘it’s the Summer session – the concerts, talks, and readings – on which we rely to get a little of our money back. I hope,’ he added, Peter Pan asking for Tinkerbell’s life, ‘that now we have been born, even if we were unwanted, you will at least help to keep us alive.’


There was a general murmur of assent. It was after all a distinction for the neighbourhood. There had been quite a correspondence in The Times and in the Telegraph, and some criticism in the Daily Express, so nobody present felt quite out of the national limelight.


‘The papers have done you proud certainly,’ said the stockbroker’s wife, and then stopped, for she remembered a particular reason for being disturbed. The Daily Express had shown quite clearly that the whole affair was connected with this dreadful Peace Appeal; the New Statesman or Reynolds’ News or some terrible paper had given it all away. Apparently the Daily Worker had taken it up and said it was just what the government ought to be doing – thank heaven even they had at least got enough shame not to spend good money on nonsense like that – and that Russia had a number of such country houses for writers, only bigger and better than Vardon Hall.


There was a general hush. Mention of the newspapers had reminded many of the others of this disturbing political aspect of the new scheme. Bernard, guessing at their thoughts, was too annoyed to come to his own defence. Stupid lot of Fascists, he thought, and then smiled at his own prejudice. Even in an emergency, he reflected, even driven into a corner, not more than one or two would really act in a manner that could be described under the easy label ‘Fascist’: Hubert Rose, perhaps, out of cleverness; the young stockbroker and his wife out of stupidity; for the same reason, maybe, his boyish young farmer – here he smiled wryly again – but not one of the others. And yet many of the most intelligent of these men and women were ready at the slightest crisis to label him, or any other person whom they associated, however vaguely, with their anxieties, as Communist. He smiled at his own moralizing. It would not take much encouragement, he suspected, to have him on his feet, exhorting them all to unity in the face of common danger. But then, he decided, who could say where such unity lay? What would decide their choice in that threatened future when choice would almost have gone? These people thought Hubert Rose a ‘sound’ man, yet he could swear that the cleverness and the sneer concealed a far deeper hatred and inferiority than theirs, a ruthless fright that would have no consideration for ideas of liberty and humanity. But what did he know of his own son James, if his career were at stake? On his own ‘progressive’ side, too, he would swear to the innate decency of his sister Isobel; yet how did he know into what political enormities her failure, her defeated possessiveness, might eventually lead her. In the last resort, it would need intelligence, courage, and pity in order to stand firm, and a little too much of any of the three would push one over the edge. Possibly it was this fundamental social distrust and unease that explained his irrational sense of evil in these last months. He suspected all the same that its roots lay deeper.


Bernard was recalled from his reverie by the sound of Sonia’s voice.


‘Personally,’ she was saying, ‘I’m so pleased that Eliot’s given his name to the scheme.’


She was determined to take the sting out of her father-in-law’s tiresome folly before she changed the subject. It was a happy stroke, for few of those present had not visited The Cocktail party.


Bernard’s admiration for her persistence roused him to support her. ‘Maugham as usual,’ he said, ‘has subscribed most handsomely.’


‘I suppose you’ve got Priestley,’ said Hubert casually.


Bernard was not so easily caught. He ignored the remark. ‘Charles Morgan,’ he said, smiling at Hubert, ‘is unfortunately in France.’


Sonia saw her chance to put out to sea, away from the treacherous rocks. ‘France?’ she mused, ‘how I wish I was.’ Apart from motor cars and the iniquities of the Government there was no topic more likely to engage the company at large than ‘abroad’. Before the war when motoring was easier and the Government was all right, ‘abroad’ had been very low down on their list of priorities. There had always been Switzerland, of course, and Cannes, or, earlier, Le Touquet, if you were being grand. But it was to the old paradises of the intellectuals of the thirties that the new middle-class rebels from welfare England now turned their eyes – Provence, Burgundy, the small Riviera towns, Corsica, with the additional pleasure of Italy, which had been politically verboten to the nineteen-thirties progressives, and above all, of course, the newly opened-up Spain.


‘Oh dear!’ said the barrister’s wife, ‘no abroad for us this year. I had so hoped to park Roger and Jeremy on their grandmother, but God wasn’t on my side. I had the most wonderful letter from old Madame Peyrin, too. She called Humphrey “a quite gracious gentleman”, which of course he was with her.’


Her husband removed his pipe for a moment. ‘Anyone who can do truite en gelée as she can deserves all the gracious gentlemen she wants. I almost think I might make a trip on my own just for that trout.’


‘You wouldn’t get very far, dear, on your French. That, at least, has been some little recompense for the hell of having been at a girls’ boarding-school.’


‘Oh yes, you were all right in Tours or even in Burgundy with your French Oxford accent. But think how I came to the rescue in Marseille.’


His wife giggled in remembrance. ‘Humphrey has the most wonderful imitation of the Marseillais, just like one of those jokes about Marius in the Paris vaudevilles.’


‘Derek’s just as hopeless about speaking,’ said another woman. ‘There was an awful moment when he insisted on taking over at Périgord and I thought I wasn’t going to get any truffles.’


‘And what about Italy?’ challenged her husband.


‘Soldiers’ slang,’ laughed his wife. ‘I feel sure half of what he said was simply filthy, if I could have understood it. All the same Cattolica was heaven – we’re going there again in September. Nanny’s going to. take the children. I wish I could get her to come to me permanently, but of course she’s getting frightfully old. I can see it in the way she spoils the children. When I think of the way she used to treat us as children!’


‘We have to go to Cattolica,’ said her husband, ‘because Sylvia’s fallen for the swimming professional.’


‘And what about you and the padrona? Oh! those dark Italian eyes!’


‘No holidays for us farmers,’ said the boyish farmer ruefully, ‘unless we take them in January.’


The commuting county gentlemen felt slightly embarrassed. They could not really claim that their vegetables or their poultry interfered with their holiday plans.


‘What a shame!’ said the stockbroker’s wife. ‘I can just imagine how you’d adore Bandol. That glorious bougainvillaea I and the sun! We’re being very adventurous this year, someone’s told us of a wonderful cheap hotel at Ivica, there’s no need to speak Spanish. And, my dears, we’re flying. I shan’t have another stitch of clothing for years, but still….’


Burgundy, Provence, the Adriatic, the Balearics. Bernard felt as though he was transported back twenty or twenty-five years. Already, in his world, these places – Bandol, Cassis, and the rest – were said to have been ‘spoilt’ by 1936. It was just the same when they got going on ‘wonderful Regency pieces’ or ‘amusing Victorian trouvailles’. He hastily convicted himself of that worst of snobberies – chic snobbery. Happiness should be respected in any guise, and it was clearly their greatest safety valve from the self-pity and tension he had just been deploring. Nevertheless, to be honest he had to admit that he would not wish to be involved in these carefree Dornford Yates jaunts.


Mrs Rankine, of course, went one better. She had been to Lascaux.


‘But perhaps the most impressive experience of all,’ she said with studied effect, ‘was not at Lascaux, wonderful though the cave paintings are, but at another group of caves where you sail on an underground lake. The complete silence, except for the sound of the oars, and the black, black water – I was terrified all the time, and yet I would have liked to stay there for ever.’


*


On the other side of the lawn, Ella had, at last, found a meeting ground with the Admiral’s wife in the arrangement of herbaceous borders. ‘It’s eliminated wire-worm completely,’ she was saying, ‘and last year I lost almost every one of my lupins. I’ve got a new apricot shade this year….’ Through the surface conversation which she could hear her own voice making, her consciousness now made contact, for the first time for many months, with an external image. Mrs Rankine’s words slipped slowly through into her mind until miraculously they fitted into her own obsessive fancies. A liberation seemed to have come from a great distance away, yet with it came alarm, for this grappling hook which was clawing at her mind might be dragging her from a known safety of private agony into unknown danger. She was aware at any rate that any response must be carefully chosen, translated into conventional communicating terms. For a moment her lined face and blurred eyes seemed to tremble and flicker, then the words came in a rush which she tried vainly to check.


‘The water, I suppose, must be very, very deep, and the ground beneath probably shelves, don’t you think?’ as if she didn’t know! ‘Arches, I mean, like the vault of the cave itself.’ She wanted to continue, but Mrs Rankine began to answer, so she sat quite rigid and tried to set her trembling lips in a smile.


‘I really don’t know,’ said Mrs Rankine, ‘it’s so deep, you know, that I’m not sure if anyone knows.’ She was a great reader of Virginia Woolf, and she saw the conversation as an important interchange by two women on a significant level.


But for Ella, the question was not one of interchange, but of certainty. She felt cheated when Mrs Rankine said that no one knew.


‘What about the noise of the water gushing against the sides of the cave?’ she asked. ‘You said there was only the sound of the oars. But can that really be so?’ She spoke almost accusingly. ‘How long would the echoes last, if you called out? Did you drop a stone into the water? The ripples must stretch endlessly.’ She spoke like an eager child. It was Sonia’s voice that made her realize her failure to step carefully enough. She had failed in communication, she must retire again into her own world and repair the disorder that this seeming contact had created.


‘James,’ said Sonia, ‘I’m sure everyone’s dying for a cocktail. ‘It was, she knew, quite artificial, but there seemed nothing she could do to repair the damage. If she had disliked Ella less, she might perhaps have managed her more dexterously, as she had Bernard. Somewhere within her she almost hoped that her abrupt cutting through of this outburst would upset Ella’s balance completely. One could never tell with these half-crazy creatures. But though Ella’s equilibrium was not shattered, the mood of the party was finally broken. Mrs Rankine saw that her interesting feminine contact was an illusion. There was some measure of surprise on every face. No, really, they must get along, the children would be back from the gymkhana. At last, the family were left alone.


*


As the last car turned the corner, Berthe, the French nurse, Sonia’s greatest treasure, came into sight with the two children.


‘Mummy!’ shouted Nicholas, as he ran towards them. ‘Granny! Miss Heppelstone fell from her horse and was badly hurt.’ It was the most exciting, interesting thing that had happened this week. Even little Jennifer, who could only say a few words, expressed her pleasure by repeating them over and over.


Sonia’s chance to punish her parents-in-law could not have come more aptly. Her thin boyish face hardened, she seemed like a pecking sparrow as she bore down on the children.


‘Bedtime,’ she said sharply. ‘Vous êtes bien en retard, Berthe. II ne faut pas les laisser s’enfiévrer commecela. Now say good night, Nicholas.’ And then began the final torture of Bernard and Ella, as Nicholas and Jennifer made the rounds with courtly bows and little curtseys. ‘Good night, Father. Good night, Grandfather. Good night, Mummy. Good night, Granny.’ The simple, happy days on Frinton sands seemed so far away from this – ‘Shan’t be a moment, Bernard,’ James would call, and his sister Elizabeth, ‘Oh, don’t fuss, Mummy, get on with your book.’ The contrast between those carefree days and this little circus of neo-Victorian discipline with Sonia cracking the whip was almost more than they could bear. Bernard attempted to soften the spectacle by drawing the children to him and kissing them. But Ella felt too guilty from her recent disgrace. She just sat quite still and tried to smile.



















CHAPTER TWO


Country Matters





ERIC CRADDOCK leaned his elbows on the café table and stared at the mauve woollen wistaria set in the vase on the wall opposite. It was only a half vase and fluted. Like the rest of the walls of the café it was pink rough-cast shaded with silver. Nearby was a profile of a nineteen-thirties lady with a rakish black beret and golden hair running to a point on her cheekbone. He was, at present, in Florence, where the wistaria ran in thick dusty mauve showers from the balcony parapet on which his arms were resting. Though the youngest of Lorenzo’s pages, he was loved not only for his beauty, but for his talents, which spoke of something more than mere talent. His verses, which seemed to crowd upon him faster than his pencil could write – the pencil remained an obstinate modern yellow – were, of course, in some degree the natural outpouring of his youth’s fullness, but there were, Lorenzo said, sonnets here and there that were more than the overflow of boyhood’s beauty. His treble voice in madrigal was judged the loveliest in Tuscany. But it was a certain gentle grace, not only of movement and of manner, but of spirit, that distinguished him from the other pages – a grace that spoke of nobler birth than that union between a passing condottiere and a lady of the court which common gossip gave to him.


Eric, biting into a hard meringue apparently made of plaster of Paris, began to giggle, and blew white sugar dust over the table. The nobler birth, he decided, was a little too much, and the treble voice. He wondered if his fantasy self would get younger each year, with hoops and marbles or whatever the boy of ten would have had at the court of Lorenzo, probably one of those olde worlde mummer’s sticks with a horse’s head. For oh! the hobby horse! Remember what a big boy you are, said Humpty Dumpty. Remember anything you like, but don’t cry. I am twenty-one and a half years old, exactly. You needn’t say exactually to me. But then, he reflected, it was exactly remembering what a big boy he was, not a boy any more at all, in fact, that did make him cry. Crying for my lost youth, he thought tragically.


Carefully Eric arranged his belongings on the small table – road map, dark glasses, sketch book, and copy of Madame Bovary. He had read in a Reader’s Digest that the process of arranging one’s thoughts in good order was often helped by an equally careful ordering of external objects. Modern psychology, it had explained, was replacing the old-fashioned Freudian idea of the unconscious controlling the conscious by a simpler, more commonsense control of thought by action. Bernie had said it was all balls, but at the same time it was Bernie ‘who so constantly urged him to control and limit his fantasies by achievement. ‘From log cabin to White House, my dear,’ Bernie had said, ‘Fromisn’t done on a broomstick any more. And from bookshop to Millionaire’s Row is even less feasible, except via the bed, and then it would only last a couple of years at most, and be pretty hard work while it lasted. But a little work at French and German plus a little influence and charm will make you manager in the not-so-distant future, with a flat and more money on which to dream and wake up with a less nasty bump. So,’ Bernie had ended as always, making a face at him, ‘put that in your pipe and smoke it.’ So! Eric repeated to himself, in irritation, there’s the Abbey to see first, because that’s what you came for; not bothering to look up in the guide book about triforium or clerestory, unless your curiosity really bids you, and, at the same time, not standing in a daze – St Albans’ loveliest choir-boy drinking it all in – but really looking at things. Then there’s the sketch book, though he doubted if Bernie really thought much of his sketches. And, lastly, there was Madame Bovary, by which for part of the time he was moved, thinking of his own pinioned wings, and for part of the time disgusted, remembering that it was about a woman and thinking only ‘Silly cow! serve her right!’ Practically all of the time, however, reading Madame Bovary was somewhat of a bore because of the need to acquire a vocabulary. He noted with satisfaction that he had today forgotten the dictionary.
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